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Colchester Castle Well, an unusual excavation (PL I) 

By S tua r t R . B a c o n 

T H E we l l i s s i tuated inside the Cas t l e to the r igh t as y o u enter, a n d enclosed 

by the wel lhouse w h i c h w a s restored in the 18th cen tu ry by C h a r l e s G r a y , 

he also c leared ou t the we l l a n d s t rengthened i t du r ing the restorations. Ear l ier , 

i n 1683 the w h o l e Cas t l e h a d been b o u g h t by J o h n W h e e l e y for demol i t ion a n d 

he r e m o v e d the or ig ina l stone l in ing of the w e l l . H o w e v e r the task of b r e a k i n g up 

the Cast le wal ls p roved to be too m u c h a n d the ruins w e r e left. 

L o o k i n g d o w n the we l l there is a d rop of ove r 40 feet to the wa te r . A w o o d e n 

shaft cou ld be seen p ro t rud ing from the wa te r . T h e top 8 feet of the shaft is 

b r icked bu t the r ema inde r i s of ha rdened c lay , excep t for the centre d ra inage 

poin t w h i c h i s also br ick . T h e m a i n idea o f e x c a v a t i n g the bo t tom w a s to f ind 

ou t i f there w a s a cistern undernea th , a n d to d iscover a n y ev idence of R o m a n 

work . Seve ra l books on the history of Co lches te r Cas t l e state there is a false 

bo t tom and unde rnea th a bel l shaped cistern. In earl ier years the we l l m a y h a v e 

ex tended to the f loor a b o v e . 

A meta l gr id n o w covers the o p e n i n g a t the top a l l o w i n g people to look d o w n 

and, o f course, d rop objects d o w n the we l l . H o w e v e r , for m a n y years the o p e n i n g 

h a d been covered w i t h w o o d therefore i t appea red there w o u l d be an a c c u m u l a ­

t ion of recent rubbish, i n c l u d i n g n e w coins, a n d then a ha l t in deposits w h e n the 

open ing w a s covered . I t i s p r o b a b l e tha t Cha r l e s G r a y cove red the o p e n i n g after 

c l ean ing i t and restoring b r i ckwork , etc. , in 1 7 5 0 . Prev ious to that a n d the demol i ­

t ion of 1683 there w o u l d p r o b a b l y h a v e been a cove r of some sort on the we l l 

open ing . Feel ings were , therefore, ra ther m i x e d as to w h a t w o u l d be found a t the 

bo t tom. 

T h e project w a s a n n o u n c e d a t a mee t ing of the N o r t h Eas t Essex S u b - A q u a 

c lub and w a s gree ted w i t h m u c h enthusiasm. T h i s w a s a re l ief to myse l f as a t least 

eight m e n we re requi red to opera te the ropes and gear . 

Scaf fo ld ing , l igh t ing and al l the necessary tackle we re instal led on the 24th 
M a r c h 1972 in p repara t ion for the e x c a v a t i o n the fo l lowing d a y . T w o of us cou ld 
not resist go ing d o w n the we l l , an exper ience I shall never forget . I asked to be 
lowered s lowly in the bosun 's cha i r in o rder tha t I cou ld e x a m i n e the sides of the 
we l l on the long descent to the wa te r . T h e f i r s t few feet h a d been br icked a t var ious 
periods and rested on blocks of concre te . H o w e v e r , apa r t from this s t ructure w h i c h 
appea red comple te ly insecure and he ld up by no th ing , the wal l s o f the we l l w e r e 
o f ha rdened c l ay d o w n to the w a t e r level . At the ha l f -way m a r k a v e r y u n e v e n 
b a n d of bricks (that appea red to be R o m a n tiles w h e n v i e w e d from the top) h a d 
been installed. T h e reason for these w a s to reinforce this par t of the we l l w h e n the 
w a t e r dra ined in from the outside wal l s of the cast le. In o ld books on the subject 
and referring to w o r k m e n w o r k i n g on the we l l state that a smal l passage w a s found 
l ead ing south bu t not l a rge e n o u g h for a m a n to c r a w l a long . I feel this 'passage ' 
was in ac tua l fact a d ra in and holes in the r ing of bricks at the d ra inage poin t 
conf i rm this. 
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R o m a n tiles are e m b e d d e d in the c l ay wal l s in the bo t tom par t of the we l l 
and other than these the wal ls are featureless. At the w a t e r leve l the or ig ina l stone 
l in ing (most p r o b a b l y R e i g a t e from the N o r m a n qua r ry ) c a n be seen and i t w o u l d 
a p p e a r the w a t e r level has c h a n g e d little since 1683, w h e n J o h n W h e e l e y a t t emp­
ted to demol ish the castle, as i t w o u l d h a v e been difficult to r e m o v e the r ema in ing 
stones underwa te r . To a d d to the genera l unp leasan t sur roundings a t the bo t tom 
of the we l l , bubbles we re constant ly a p p e a r i n g on the top of the w a t e r therefore 
we tested for noxious gas . 

On the 25th M a r c h 1972 we m a d e a start. S o m e t w e n t y divers from the N o r t h 
East Essex S u b - A q u a C l u b h a d vo lun tee red to go d o w n the we l l and opera te all 
the ropes etc., a t the top . At first the divers h a d the unpleasan t task of r e m o v i n g 
recent rubbish that h a d been d r o p p e d t h rough the gri l l a t the top . A schoolgi r l 
h a d recent ly d r o p p e d her glasses and we had been asked to look for these . 1 T h e 
w a t e r a t the bo t tom turned b l ack as the b o t t o m w a s dis turbed and the smell w a s 
appa l l ing . At one t ime a v a l v e on one of the lungs was d is lodged by a safety rope 
and the foul air w a s qu i ck ly r enewed by the compressed air. 

We were using buckets t o b r ing up the b o t t o m and these w e r e con ta in ing more 
and more o f the n e w e r d e c i m a l coins. T h e divers h a d been instructed to r e m o v e 
the bo t tom in layers , bu t one has to w o r k in the restricted area of a we l l ove r 
40 feet to apprec ia te the ac tua l condi t ions . A t e a m of volunteers h a d assembled 
outside the castle to examine and sieve the contents of the buckets . 

By m i d d a y less coins w e r e be ing found and the r e m o v a l o f the bo t tom w a s 
b e c o m i n g m u c h more difficult, so m u c h so tha t we dec ided to h a v e t w o divers 
w o r k i n g a t one t ime. In the ear ly afternoon pieces of po t te ry we re be ing found, old 
nails and par t of a c l ay p ipe . V e r y few d e c i m a l coins bu t a g rea t n u m b e r of o lder 
coins we re c o m i n g u p . By 4 p .m . we h a d d u g d o w n the stone l in ing a n d found a 
w o o d e n co l la r w h i c h appea red to be the or ig ina l former and be low tha t an 
o p e n i n g wi th a ver t ica l i ron ba r twe lve inches in l eng th set into the s tonework . A 
few pieces of R o m a n mosaic w e r e the best i tems found before we finished our first 
d a y . 

We m a d e an ear ly start on the 2nd A p r i l , 1972 w i t h g rea t hopes , especial ly as 
the a rea h a d been c lea red of ear ly rubbish and we n o w h a d the possibil i ty o f 
d i scover ing the false bo t tom. At m i d d a y we found our oldest coin , a K i n g G e o r g e 
I I I p e n n y da ted 1806 and I feel this coin w a s d r o p p e d in the we l l a t the comple t ion 
of restorat ion ini t ia ted by Char le s G r a y . Shor t ly after this an o ld lad le w a s found. In 
the ear ly afternoon the shaft in the cent re of the bo t tom of the w e l l h a d b e c o m e 
free and was r e m o v e d . I t w a s ex t remely h e a v y and in excel lent condi t ion . I t 
appea red the shaft w a s used in connec t ion w i t h p u m p i n g the w a t e r and i t had a 
hole in the centre w i t h holes in the sides at its base. Shor t ly after this ou r most 
impor t an t find w a s m a d e , be ing a I5 th-cen tury hun t ing a r r o w h e a d , w h i c h w a s 
h a n d e d over to the M u s e u m . (PI. I b ) . T h e second d a y ended w i t h o u t further 
f inds and still no ev idence of the possibil i ty of a false bo t tom. 

T h e next a t t empt w a s m a d e on the 9th A p r i l , 1972 and we dec ided to lower 
p u m p s to r educe the w a t e r level and m a k e the e x c a v a t i o n easier and enab le us to 
1 They were safely recovered, Ed. 
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(b). Colchester Castle Well : Iron arrowhead. 
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see w h a t we w e r e do ing . T h e p u m p s reduced the w a t e r level by abou t 2 feet and 
i t w a s possible to see the perfect ly cu t stone l in ing and w o o d e n col lar / former al l in 
ve ry good condi t ion . T h e col lar / former w a s careful ly m a d e w i t h slots cu t in the 
bo t tom par t . 

T h e e x c a v a t i n g con t inued bu t al l we w e r e n o w r e m o v i n g w a s f ine sand and I 
felt the shaft w a s be ing unde rmined . In order to p r o v e the existence of a false 
bo t tom we d rove a meta l t ube 3 feet into the silt a t the bo t tom of the w e l l . Whi l s t 
at t imes there seemed to be a ho l low sound. I h a d to admi t there w a s not a false 
bo t tom and the project w a s closed. 
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