
Let’s get to the bottom of this
Discovering a well on your property can be viewed as a blessing or 

a curse, but all’s well that ends well, says Deborah Nicholls-Lee, 
as she examines the benefits of a personal water supply
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T
HE map on the deeds to 400-year-
old Moat House in Wattisfield, 
Suffolk, features a tiny italicised 
w, small enough that Olivia Munro 

and her husband, Jack, missed it when they 
purchased the property in May 2023. It was 
only when they began digging trenches in the 
garden to manage tree roots that a concrete 
pad revealed itself beneath the scuffed grass. 
After some determined drilling and with the 
aid of a powerful torch, they learnt that they 
were in possession of a 4ft-wide well. 

It was the latest surprise in the renovation  
of a dilapidated property documented by 
Mrs Munro on her Instagram page, @lifeat 
moathouse. ‘It’s really bizarre, because we 
had no idea that there was this 70ft hole 
beneath where the children were playing,’ she 
remembers, clearly still shocked. 

Wells get a mixed reception from modern-
day owners. Whereas some people fill them 
in or lock them away in an outbuilding, others 
welcome the additional source of water or make 
a charming feature of them. As for the Munros, 
the discovery initially unsettled the couple, 
who, having watched the 2002 horror film The 
Ring in their youth, associated wells with 
disturbing happenings. ‘We slept with the light 
on for a week,’ Mrs Munro confides. In time, 
however, they saw it as a positive development 
—particularly when a jam jar sent down the 
well emerged with crystal-clear water. They 
have since acquired reclaimed bricks to build 
the well up and make it a focal point and are 
planning to get the water tested, in the hope 
that it can be used on the garden and as drink-
ing water for their dogs and ponies. 

Before the Public Health Act of 1848 expan-
ded the supply of mains water, any sizeable 
property was served by a well. Fordham Abbey, 
a Georgian mansion in nearby Cambridge-
shire, where Mrs Munro is the assistant 
manager, is home to at least four, she says. 

One of the grandest examples is St Bernard’s 
Well on the shores of Edinburgh’s Water  
of Leith, which is housed within a classical 
temple designed by the painter Alexander 
Nasmyth (1758–1840) and depicted in several 
of his works. A statue of Hygeia, the Greek 
goddess of health, stands beneath a blue-
and-gold mosaic ceiling. Over the entrance, 

Watering hole: a boy draws water from the 
well at Newstead Abbey, Nottinghamshire

 We had no idea there 
was this 70ft hole 

beneath where the 
children were playing  
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Bibendo Valeris (drink and you shall be well) 
is a reminder of the well’s celebrated healing 
properties before the reported discovery of 
arsenic in the water in the 1940s caused a rapid 
about-turn. Head to Wales for a happier end-
ing. In Holywell, Flintshire, the star-shaped 
pool beneath the ornately carved walls and 
ceiling of St Winefride’s Well is still enjoyed 
by visitors who come to bathe in its curative 
waters, as pilgrims did a millennium earlier. 

Not all wells are open air. In the drawing room 
of a Victorian house in the Surrey Hills,a hook 
on the ceiling, still visible today, held a clue 
to the 52ft bottle-nose well directly beneath it. 
Like the Munros, the previous inhabitants had 
no idea it was there. ‘The builders called them 
one day and said “Er, we’ve found a well…”,’ 
explains current owner Jade Canon. ‘It looked 
so sensational, they decided to make a feature 
of it.’ Located in what was once a kitchen, the 
well is now spotlit and enclosed with glass. ‘It 
helped sell us the house,’ admits Mrs Canon, 
who also has a picture-perfect wishing well 
in the garden. ‘It’s an extraordinary thing.’

At Hungerford Park in Berkshire, once 
owned by Elizabeth I and today a stud farm, 
the drama is all in the depth—in this case, 
a staggering 111ft. This is the equivalent, says 
owner Toby Hunter, of a 10-storey building. 

The 6ft-wide well is located in an octagonal 
brick outbuilding that once served as a pump 
house. ‘There must have been an animal that 
walked around and around and around,’ he 
reflects. ‘For years, it had been open and our 
young sons were throwing pebbles into it.’ 

There was never any question of filling in 
a well that he suspects dates back to at least 
the 1700s. ‘It’s part of the history and so intact,’ 
continues Mr Hunter, who was struck by the 
ingenuity and endurance required to create 
it, still in evidence today. ‘It’s got holes where 
struts go across, so that they could climb 
down into the well to build it. Somebody’s had 
to dig it, so why would you fill it in?’ 

Instead, the family decided to preserve 
the well, installing floodlights and sealing 
the entrance hole with toughened glass. 
Reactions to this have been mixed. ‘Half the 
people are scared to walk across it, the other 

half marvel at it, standing in the middle look-
ing down,’ Mr Hunter reveals. Animals are 
the least impressed. ‘They won’t walk on it. 
Dogs do not like walking across it at all.’

The Well Drillers Association, which covers 
the whole of the UK, is a key source of advice 
and services for well owners. ‘The biggest thing 
to point out is never go down one,’ advises 
chairman Darren Hughes. Beyond the risk 
of falling in, well gases such as methane and 
odourless hydrogen sulphide are dangerous. 
Decommissioning a well is also subject to 
Environment Agency guidelines, he explains, 
which are extremely prescriptive about the 
materials that can be used.

For those who choose to keep the well, the 
ability to draw up to 20,000 litres a day without 
a licence (20 times what an average house-
hold uses) can be appealing. ‘We would always 
suggest you get one of our members to come 
and inspect and test the well,’ continues Mr 
Hughes. ‘It’s not the sort of thing your plumber 
can do.’ If the well is viable, a sediment filter and 
UV light—which must be checked annually—
are highly recommended to ensure the water 
is safe to take out and use. 

Acres Wild, a garden and landscape-design 
practice based in West Sussex, has worked on 
several projects that included old wells. These 

St Bernard’s Well is concealed within Alexander Nasmyth’s late-18th-century classical temple next to the Water of Leith in Edinburgh

 Who doesn’t like  
to drop a stone down 

a well to see how 
deep it is?  
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Well, I never: down, down, down drops Alice in Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland

Be careful what you wish for 
Water has long been seen as a divine 
gift, with wells deemed sacred sites offer-
ing much-needed refreshment—and, 
sometimes, magical cures. The tradition 
of dipping rags in Scottish clootie wells, 
such as that at Munlochy in Ross and 
Cromarty, and then tying them to trees 
to dispel sickness is still popular today, 
as is the ritual, dating back at least to 
Roman times, of throwing coins into  
a well as an offering for a longed-for wish.

Wishes can also be malevolent. In 2020, 
in Athens, Greece, 30 lead ‘curse tablets’ 
were found in a 2,500-year-old well, 
engraved with maledictions written against 
enemies and rivals. Closer to home, in 
Pitempton, near Dundee, the Nine Maidens 
Well was said to harbour not curses, but 
monsters. According to legend, the well 
was guarded by serpents that killed 
nine sisters who were sent, each in turn, 
to draw water. A farmer has since con-
cealed the site beneath a field, but it’s 
said a spring still bubbles up there.

can create ‘points of interest on a journey 
around the garden’, ‘a focal point on a vista 
line of a central feature in a specific garden 
area’ and ‘provide a point of reference to the 
history of the site,’ says director Debbie Rob-
erts. ‘It’s always a good idea to incorporate 
these into a design, connecting the old and 
new and giving a sense of age and continuity.’ 

In terms of cons, safety is the biggest issue, 
warns Ms Roberts, who recommends a decora-
tive grill to prevent accidental falls—Cornwall’s 
Lost Gardens of Heligan has a striking floral 
example. Overall, she sees a garden well as an 
enhancement: ‘If it’s working, it can be a useful 
source of irrigation, but, even if not, it can 
be made into an attractive feature within the 
garden composition’ that allows you to intro-
duce ‘a range of plants that enjoy the damp 
and shady microclimate’. Beyond aesthetics, 
a well can be a source of joy, she feels. ‘Who 
doesn’t like to drop a stone down a well to see 
how deep it is? They bring out your inner child.’ 

In Rushton, Cheshire, Emma Jordan-Stout 
integrated a well into her garden design by build-
ing a matching structure, now known—even 
on planning-permission documents—as the 
‘not well’. Today, it is a flowerbed complete with 
a plum tree. The 34ft brick well beside it, which 
may date back to the 16th century, has proved 
useful for washing down the dogs after muddy 
walks and doubles as a pond for koi carp, 
surprising visitors who peer in. ‘People love it,’ 

says Mrs Jordan-Stout. The well is also a handy 
outside watering facility, she adds: ‘You can 
buy a pump and attach it to your hosepipe.’

Although some wells have been used over 
the years to stash gruesome contents—take 
the discovery of 17 12th-century skeletons 
in a Norwich well in 2004—Mrs Jordan-Stout’s 
holds a more prosaic secret. ‘There’s a spade 
at the bottom,’ she confesses. ‘I know because 
I dropped it down there.’

Well healed: St Winefride’s Well in Wales
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