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Last words on the Cowley Hole
Norman Plastow

I was interested to see the article on the Cowley Hole
in the winter edition, as we have a similar one in
Wimbledon. It was discovered eight years ago during
the construction of a new church hall on land
adjoining St Mary’s Church at the junction of St Mary’s
Road and Arthur Road (Fig. 1).

The land on which it was found was once part of
the gardens of Wimbledon Manor House, built in
1588 by Sir Thomas Cecil. The house and the formal
gardens were to the east of the churchyard and the
kitchen garden (where the ‘hole’ was found) was to
the south of the churchyard. The Manor House land

was separated from the churchyard by a brick wall,
part of which can be seen in Fig. 2. This wall is listed
as being 18th-century or earlier. From its brickwork
and minimal foundations I would suggest earlier.

The ‘hole’ was discovered during excavations for
the foundations of the new church hall, close to the
listed wall. There had been an exploratory dig on this
site in the 1970s that revealed nothing but ridge and
furrow working of the soil suggesting the growing of
celery.

Unfortunately there was no time to make a
detailed exploration of the hole, but photographs were

Fig. 1: location plan
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taken. Fig. 2 shows one of the stone gate posts at the
entrance to the churchyard. Close to it is the partly
demolished wall separating the churchyard from the
adjoining Manor House kitchen garden. This wall
appears to have been built on top of the dome
covering the ‘hole’. The dome has been broken by the
excavation work and a section of brickwork is
balanced in the opening. The dome is built as a vault
and does not have any opening at the top, although
there may have been on opening before the wall was
built over it. Fig. 3 shows a closer external view and

RIGHT: Fig. 2, the
structure as
discovered
FAR RIGHT: Fig. 4,
interior of the
structure
BELOW RIGHT
closer view.

And finally . . .
I have just read the article and have similar features
here in St Albans. We know them as ‘dumb-wells’
probably dating from the late 18th, or more probably
early 19th century; they were used as a means of
acquiring water, usually from run-off, and are often
located between two properties for dual household
use. Originally there would have been a pump(s) on
the side of the well (two if shared), with a lead pipe(s)
leading into it. The pumps do not survive [

] but the lead piping often does. Effectively these
features are settling tanks for rain run-off, with the
cleaner water being extracted by the pump away from
the dirty basal water and bottom stir. The base of the
well is often concrete with a brick-domed top with a

central hole, as access is needed occasionally for
cleaning. These wells are often uncovered as building
extension works take place and a slab of stone, or
concrete, is removed which was sealing it.
Occasionally they have been known to collapse in
gardens as they are often voids with no infilling. We
have both domestic examples from St Albans as well
as more public examples from Harpenden.
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Fig. 4 shows the interior. It was not possible to
measure the depth because of mud and water at the
bottom, but it was approximately 3 m. There were no
visible signs of pipes or other openings.


