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This walking trail produced by Historyworks will lead 
you around the Cambridge Museum of Technology 
Pumping Station exploring some of its forgotten stories. 
At each of the stops along the trail, listen along to the 
audio narrative provided. These can be accessed via our 

Bluetooth Beacons or an online audio trail. 

The Beacons Trail
The Bluetooth Beacon trail created to use en route can be 
accessed via your web-enabled apple or android device 

and following the instructions below. 
1.	 Install the Physical Web App (Available from Apple 

App Store or Google Play)
2.	 Enable Bluetooth on your device

3.	 Launch the Physical Web App
4.	 Refresh Beacon list by pulling down on the list.

The Audio Trail
Audio Trail downloadable in MP3 format available on the 

web at: www.audioboom.fm/historyworks

The Leaflet & More Information
To find this leaflet, more information on this trail, or to 

find further history trails by historyworks, please go to 
www.creatingmycambridge.com/trails 

© Historyworks 2016.

This trail and accompanying audio have been devised and 
produced by Helen Weinstein, to whom all suggestions 
for revisions should be directed (historyworkstv@gmail.
com). Expertise and Narration of the trails by Cambridge 

Museum of Technology Curator, Pam Halls.

With thanks to Pam Halls, Curator at the Cambridge Museum of Technology and all the 
volunteers for contributing to the content of the audio tour; also to Jon Calver for the recording 
and editing of the audio trail; Mario Satchwell for design of the leaflet; Interns Alex Calver and 
William Snell-Mendoza for contributing to the photography and writing for the leaflet; Tizzy 
Faller for transcribing the audio tour; Jon Harris for the illustration of the pumping station site; 
and to Jonathan Austin of ARM for the technical introduction and facilitating the beacon aspect 

of the audio trail.
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The Historyworks trail is based in Cambridge's old 
sewage pumping station, which was closed down in 
1968. Up until 1894, untreated sewage was flowing 
into the River Cam through a network of collapsing 
and overused sewers, and many people, including 
students dumped their chamber pots of pee and poo 
straight into our river.  This tour introduces visitors to 
the glorious Victorian steam pumping station designed 
to pump the sewage to a new sewage farm at Milton. 
The original building was built in 1894 and shows a 
progression of the development of power, from steam, 
through internal combustion, to electricity. The site is 
one of the earliest examples of recycling because the 
city's rubbish was burned here to produce steam which  
powered the steam engines to pump sewage to Milton.

THE ENGINEERS 
HOUSE

This is where the Engineer in 
charge of the pumping station 
lived with his family so that he was 
available at all times if there were 
any problems.  The house was built 

in 1898, a few years after the pumping station opened 
in 1894.    It had everything the 19th century family 
could wish for including  electric lighting, powered by 
electricity generated using steam from the pumping 
station, a bathroom, a kitchen range for cooking, a 
copper for doing the washing and an outside toilet. 
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TIPPING/TOP BAY 
This is where all the rubbish 

from Cambridge was brought and 
tipped into the destructor in the boiler 
room, initially transported by horse 
and cart and later on by motorised 
vehicles. First, the rubbish would be 
sorted because metal and bottles 

could be recycled and sold whilst metal was flattened 
by the corporation steamroller to be converted into neat 
bales to be sold on. During the Second World War, a 
wooden frontage was built around the tipping bay to 
ensure that the flames from the destructors were not 
shown during the night. If an enemy bomber could 
see the light, they would have bombed the area, and 
they could have guessed that the railway was nearby. 
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ASH TUNNEL 
Ash had to be cleared from 
the furnaces every 2 hours 

to ensure oxygen circulated and the 
rubbish could continue to be burnt. 
It was raked out by the workers into 
little trucks on rails and then pushed 
by hand outside where they were 

hauled up the hill to a top site using a winch engine 
which was powered by steam. The ash could be used 
as a building material and during the Second World 
War it was used to build roads and airfields. Metal 
was not burnt because it could be sold for use again. 
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DESTRUCTOR 
FLUE 

The flue is a tunnel underneath 
the boilers where all the smoke 
accumulated from burning the 
rubbish, and coke was directed up 
the chimney. As soot gathered in 

the flue workers had to sweep annually all areas and 
shovel out the soot. However, the boilers could not be 
turned off so the workers would have had to put wet 
sacks over themselves and run in, do their shovelling, 
and then run out very quickly. The workers took 
turns in carrying out this job to keep the area clear.
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BOILER ROOM
The boiler room was 
completely different to the 

engine rooms in that they were 
very dirty, very smelly and very 
hot. Originally, there were three 
boilers in a row and their purpose 
was to boil water to make steam 

to pump the sewage. This was done by burning 
both coal and the town’s rubbish. Each boiler had a 
destructor cell on each side which is where the town’s 
rubbish was poured and burned to make steam. 
Rubbish was not collected on Sunday, and therefore, 
coal and later coke had to be burnt to compensate.  
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CLOCKING-IN 
CORRIDOR

Although the clocking-in machine 
was not used here, it was used 
by workers in other industrial 
buildings to record how much time 
they were working each day to pay 

them correctly. They would bring a card which could 
be stamped at their time of arrival and departure so 
that their working hours were counted accurately. 
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CHIMNEY
The chimney reaching an 
impressive 180 feet was used 

to release all the smoke that was 
produced from burning the coal, 
coke and rubbish. It was important to 
be tall because it was necessary to 
have a nice pull for the furnaces and 

to release the noxious gases as far up into the sky as 
possible. The pumping station was used to burn trade 
waste from businesses and the local council and one 
element of this was secret documents. They would be 
fed into the furnaces and on one occasion there was a 
bit of draft which sucked the papers up the chimney and 
distributed them all over Cambridge for people to see. A 
grill had to be built to prevent this from happening again. 
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VALVE YARD
 The purpose of the valves in 

this yard was to control the flow of 
sewage which ran into a network of 
piping under the pumping station.  
Each valve has its own little 
plaque to show where the sewage 
would be directed if you used it. 

For example, one says ‘Gas Engine to Holding Tank’ 
which made it clear that by using this valve sewage 
would be directed from the gas engine room to a 
holding tank. It was important not to get the sewage 
directions wrong otherwise it could have ended up 
overflowing in residential areas and causing disease. 
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ELECTRIC ROOM 
The pumping station 
became a beacon of light in 

this part of Cambridge because 
there was no mains electricity 
at the time. They built a small 
generating station that used 
steam to produce electricity and 

illuminate the pumping station. This room was added 
in 1937 and it is noticeable that they cared much 
less about how the room looked in contrast to the 
main engine room. The electric motor was made by  
Crompton and Parkinson and was not used much 
because electricity was extremely expensive at the 
time. When the pumping station first opened they 
used oil lamps as lighting and later gas lighting. 
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GAS ENGINE 
ROOM 

The gas engines were installed 
in 1909 and their role was to 
pump sewage into some large 
storage tanks when the steam 
engines could not cope after a 

period of heavy rain which flowed into the sewers 
having nowhere else to drain. Once the rain had 
passed, the steam engines would take over and 
pump the excess sewage to Milton. The main 
advantage of the gas engines was that they could 
start up within 10 minutes which meant that they 
could react quickly to a sudden increase in demand.
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PUMPING/MAIN 
ENGINE ROOM 

The two Hathorn Davey engines 
in this room were installed in 1894 
when the pumping station was built 
and they spent every day - 24 hours 
a day, 7 days a week until 1967- 

pumping sewage out to Milton. Each engine alternated 
their operations on a weekly basis so they could be 
properly serviced. The gantry crane here was used to 
do maintenance on these engines, it had to be very 
powerful to pick up the big lumps of metal. It has been 
suggested that the Victorians built the engine room to 
be very beautiful with its many colourful tiles in order 
to hide the fact that its sole purpose was to pump poo. 

2ENTRANCE YARD
The two cages at the entrance 
of the pumping station were 

used to filter the sewage that was 
pumped in from people’s homes. The 
cages would be dropped into the flow 
of the sewage and they were wound 
up by one of the workers twice a day. 

The unfortunate worker had to remove anything that 
might have blocked up the pumps such as large bits of 
wood or dead dogs. It has been said that on one very 
upsetting occasion the workers found a live crocodile 
on site, which had been asleep and then woke up!
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