
The filling-in of the old Didcot-
Newbury-Southampton railway 

bridge in Harts Lane, Burghclere
© Neill Bruce

Above: The bridge just as the rails are removed.
Below: The original DNS plan.

This article is dedicated to the 
memory of 14 year old Adam 
Butler, who was killed by a 
drunk driver, in October 1990, 
whilst cycling over the bridge.



Above is the original railway plan, with some detail on it, so you can get a better idea 
of the surroundings. All the land was owned by the Earl of Carnarvon, who lived in 
Highclere Castle - yes the location for the TV series ‘Downton Abbey’. 

The western boundary of plot 11 
clearly shows how it was once the 
edge of Oxdove, until the 1st Earl re-
aligned all the roads that joined his 
Turnpike from Newtown to London 
Lodge, in c. 1743, to join at right 
angles, in order to slow up 
highwaymen, who thus couldn’t charge 
into the road from an oblique angle.  
There should still be a gateway in the 
hedge - on what is now the slip road to 
the Tothill roundabout - which 
indicates where Oxdrove and Pound 
Lane used to join the Turnpike. See 
blue line on the Google earth pic left.



When the railway cutting was created, this road was re-aligned to where it used to go, 
and is now a footpath; downgraded when the Whitway Diversion was created. This is 
dealt with in more detail in The Whitway Diversion article, and The Lost Roads.

One can see on the old railway plan that the bridge - indicated by the black line - was 
to take a line nearly at right angles to the railway track, which of course aligned it 
with the hedge of Grange Cottage! See below.  In those days there was no fast traffic, 
so alignment was perhaps not the top priority and the entrance to Grange Cottage was 

behind the black 
& white bollards 
just visible in the 
hedge.

One has to ask 
why this solid 
looking brick 
bridge was to 
only last around 
105 years.

The answer to 
this may lie a 
little further 
north up the line, 
where there was 
a really awful 

bridge constructed of wrought iron, and so known as ‘The Iron Bridge’.
I’m indebted to Bob Hills for his photos of this bridge, which are on the next page.

I know I either read it, or was told that in the days of heavy steam wagons, this bridge 
was so weak that no driver dared to drive over the Iron bridge, so instead they came 
down Pound Lane, and over the Harts Lane bridge!  This clearly didn’t do it any 
good.

By the 1980s, there weren’t only accidents continuing to happen on the Harts Lane 
bridge due to the blind corner, but the bridge was weakening. Traffic heading west, 
out of the village, was often in the middle of the road…..



The Iron Bridge, after the 
line was closed. 

Photo © Bob Hills.

Note the huge timbers 
shoring up the bridge, 

on the left.
Photo c. 1960.
© Bob Hills



The Iron Bridge was removed and filled in after the line was closed. It would have 
been just east of where the Tothill roundabout is now. Marked in red on the Google 
Earth photo on page 2.  Below: Looking west at the totally blind sight-line, of the 
Harts Lane bridge, due to the brick parapet c. 1960.   And it had no footway.

Photo © Bob Hills



Then in 1990, there was a truly tragic accident, when a local drunk took the bridge far 
too fast, and on the wrong side of the road, and knocked 14 year old Adam Butler off 
his bike. He was fatally injured, and never regained conciousness. He attended the 
Clere School, where there is a memorial tree to him. I was asked to call an 
ambulance, and then attended the distressing scene. I’ll never forget it…..  It was 
ammunition in the fight to get the parapet removed, which could only come after the 

bridge was infilled. 
Left: The - now 35 
year old - tree at 
Clere School, in 
Burghclere, with the 
humble plaque to the 
memory of Adam 
Butler.  Why did we 
need to lose a life to 
get the parapet                       
removed? 

With the decision finally taken, to infill under the bridge, in late 1991, the first thing 
to do was to create a way down the steep side of the cutting. The large oak trees 
above are those outside Sandham House, so this shot looking north, from the bridge.  



There was a reasonable amount of water running south, so this had to be piped first.
Lorries reversed down the ramp, and a digger unloaded the pipes. In the shots below, 
you can see how the bridge had been shored up with 
timbers and huge clamps, made with RSJs and long rods, 
which reached through to a similar structure on the south 
side. 



These clamps are still there, and buried. 

The observant reader will have noticed that 
some shots show leaves and others not. That’s 
because the work took months to complete!

Below: The infill has started.  It was supposed 
to be all topsoil and no ‘foreign matter’, but 
the site was unmanned, and so perfect for fly-
tipping; thus all sorts of stuff is buried there.

In the early days 
it wasn’t too bad, 
but as word 
spread, it became 
a site for anything 
solid, and much 
that wasn’t!



These shots show three loads of 
burning tyres!  I became aware of 
smoke coming out of the cutting, and 
went to investigate, only to find these 
piles of burning tyres.

Also note old car wheels, wood, and 
numerous other ‘artifacts’ in the 
foreground of the shot on the right.



The worst offence was by a village resident, who backed his work lorry, full of 
rubbish, into the top of the ramp, and illegally tipped it straight down into the part 
that wasn’t being infilled.. I imagine that is also still there. Previous page.

Above one can see that there is a mix 
of old road tarmac and gravel, all of 
which was being compacted by a 
roller.

So far we’ve only looked at the 
north side of the bridge, but of 
course the south side had to be filled 
in as well, but was restricted by the 
boundary of the then privately 
owned Highclere Station. - See shot 
on right, looking from the bridge 
towards the station. You can just see 
the grey drainage pipe on the right.



To begin with, while there was still head room, the spoil could be pushed through 
from the north side, but after that became impossible, a new ramp had to be created 
on the south side.  This shot above was taken from the top of the ramp, which was on 
the - east - ‘village’ side of the bridge.

The South side of the bridge



To us residents of Grange Cottage, it was all a bit of a nightmare, trying to police who 
was fly-tipping etc. The worst thing was when they decided to use a massive 
vibrating roller on the south side.  It obviously just hit the clay layer that our c.1780s 
cottage was built on, and the house started to vibrate in a truly worrying way.  The 
bell on my long-case clock was ringing like a doorbell!  I had to rush up to the works 
site office, in the same field as was used for the Whitway Diversion offices, and tell 
them that if they didn’t stop immediately I would sue them when the cottage fell 
down.  They stopped fast….
I leave you with 2 period photos of Highclere Station, so called because it served 
Highclere Castle.  Burghclere station is in Old Burghclere.


