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 “Historical Study of the area known as ‘Jacobs Wells’, Clifton, Bristol, England – From pre-expulsion to modern times” 
© Julian Lea-Jones, 28th July 1998  Chairman, Temple Local History Group


The story of the Jacob’s Well, & how it came to be re-discovered.

To make our discoveries understandable & to put them in context, it will helpful if I first give you an overview of the, TOPOGRAPHY, GEOLOGY and HISTORY of the area, a together with a brief overview of the SOCIAL HISTORY and the part this played in the development of the WATER SYSTEMS..

· Jacob's Wells Road. December 1986,. John Martelette's workshop, demolition prior to rebuilding, interesting features attention of Beatrice Leach, a TLHG member 

· Cast iron pump possibility of nearby water supply. A few feet to the left of the pump was a small stone fireplace sized opening in the stone wall.
 TOPOGRAPHY

· ‘Jacobs Wells Road’ name this century, previously Woodwell Lane, Bristol’s earliest charters record the name as ‘Woodwill Lake’ or ‘Sandbrook’. This l name featured in the perambulation of the town Bristol’s Royal Charter, 1373. 

· Sandbrook ran down a steep sided wooded valley formed, ending in a small Pill or Creek on the River Avon, since the Trias Period. [subsequently utilised for Mr Ward’s or the ‘Limekiln’ dock].

· Go to the summit of Brandon Hill – ignore the urbanisation, consider the narrow wooded valley through which the Sandbrook once flowed. Visualise. members of the Jewish community making their way along the edge of the stream to their Cemetery on the slopes of the hill, (just below and to the right of the white ‘Field House’). 

GEOLOGY

· The present day topography as New Red Sandstone (Trias) Period ' of 200 million years ago, when the older, exposed and eroded surface of carboniferous age rocks were covered and buried under the windblown desert sands. 

· Subsequent erosion exposed the ancient desert of red sandy and muddy triassic rocks – hence 'Redland, and 'Redcliffe.

· The Quartzitic Sandstone Group, Q.S.G., are very tough, hard, splintery rocks builders could have dug into them, with difficulty. the Conduits, in either Triassic Rocks or following fracture zones faults. The rocks can be seen today as stone used for the both Queen Elizabeth's Hospital School (Q.E.H.) building, & retaining wall behind the 1987 reinforced-concrete of the Jacob’s Well. 

LOCAL HISTORY DISCOVERIES

· The building work & the old cast iron hand pump that attracted Beatrice’s attention, was against the back wall of the demolished workshop

· During the re-building work three old pennant stone steps were found leading down into the opening in the wall. Rubbish dug out, well or spring-water seen about 4 foot below the 1987 floor level. 

· Hundreds of discarded cycle batteries dug out of the chamber. Retired police officer, Henry Smith, walking past noted this and said that the building used as the police bicycle shed for Brandon Hill Police Station opposite. Before setting out on their nightly rounds, the policemen, threw the old cycle lamp batteries ones into the conveniently placed hole in the wall! This is probably the first recorded instance of a medieval spring being polluted by Sal Ammoniac, (the electrolyte). 
· Within the tunnel-like opening, a massive freestone lintel, walls in random stonework and the roof was corbelled by a series of stone slabs reducing in height through to the back of the opening, about eight feet. 

· Crystal clear water issuing from a fissure in the rock , filled the excavated chamber and flowed into a drain running beneath the step from the well building towards house, No. 31, on the opposite corner of Constitution Hill. 

· During a spell of freezing weather in January 1987, steam could be seen rising from the opening, water temperature tested, approximately 53°F. 

· Another exit that allowed the water flow across just beneath the top step was noticed, but its significance was not appreciated at that time. 
· CONCLUSION: Possible site of the ‘Jacob’s Well’, 

· 19th Century map site marked as the ‘Fire Engine Building’. ‘Fire Engine’ a hand or horse drawn pump used for fire fighting, located conveniently near the Police Station, own water supply - iron hand pump which attracted our attention - would probably have been used to fill the fire engine’s water tank. 

· John Martelette’s new concrete retaining wall, small opening left to retain access to this interesting feature, we (Temple Local History Group), considered investigation complete. 
· Satisfied that the location of the ‘spring’ agreed with that shown on the 1885 1st edition Ordnance Survey map, ended there it if it hadn’t been chance remark by one of the builders. 
· The builder asked for the meaning of the ‘Hieroglyphics’ on the lintel stone above the spring. WHAT?! By means of torches and mirrors the stone was examined through the foot square opening in the now thirteen inch thick steel reinforced concrete wall. 
· Marks were assumed to be some form of inscription, and as the name of the site was 'Jacob's Well' it was reasonable to consider that it could have been the name. Another of our members, Ralph Emanuel, was contacted and asked for his opinion. His initial examination confirmed that there were what looked like Hebrew characters on the stone lintel. 
· John Martelette’s intrigued and volunteered to re-open the massive concrete retaining wall so that a closer look could be got of the ‘inscription’ 
· The rest as they say is history! We arranged for expert advice from scholars of Jewish and Hebrew history. The resultant consensus of world-wide opinion was that the inscription on the Lintel Stone read as 
·  “SACHOLIM”which translates as "FLOWING". 

· Scholarly opinion was that the inscription coupled with the chamber’s dimensions and the existence of the very important s high -level outflow confirmed its function as a Mikveh.

· A Mikveh is a Jewish ritual not religious purification bath, the design, dimensions and use of which are very strictly defined and controlled in the Mishnah, lst or 2nd century compilation of discussions of Jewish practice).

· The group were advised that plaster could cover a second word 'MAYIM' or WATER - Two words used together in the Mishnah to designate a bath of flowing water which can be smaller than the more common static water bath which has a statutory minimum size. 

· The upper exit step or ledge that we discovered earlier, by providing, via an overflow, a continuous flow of water, supports this hypothesis, and the inscription would have been necessary to inform the user of this difference. 
· This particular example which used running water, as opposed to static water, would have had two chambers, only one of which is visible today. Although only one chamber was uncovered by John Martelette, we noticed that on the wall behind the old cast iron hand pump just above the, 1987, floor level, the masonry outline of an arch header was just visible.

· Whilst Jewish historians continued to study the significance and international importance of the Mikveh, we decided to carry out a further study of the entire area of 'Jacob's Wells’ to see if anything else had been overlooked. 
· (desk, field and dowsing studies over the whole area from the from the site known as ‘Jews Acre’ further up the road to the bottom of the road on the north bank of the River Avon, the site of the 18th century Limekiln Dock). 
· Members of the Bristol Society of Dowsers also carried out an independent study, the results of which were later shown to corroborate with our field and desk studies. 

· Although as part of the 1987 investigations only a single chamber had been found, a survey carried out by William Halfpenny in 1742 shows two distinct chambers, which would have agreed with the Mishnah!

· The left-hand pillar of the entrance to the Jacob's Well is covered in graffiti. some recognisably 18th century there is a possibility that some of the earlier inscriptions served a votive purpose.
· Examples of similar graffiti have been recorded at other ancient wells, usually those considered to be sacred.

· Votive inscriptions are sometimes also found in Churches such as those at St. John the Baptist Church at Burford in the Cotswolds, remember our Folk House visit, where a simple graffiti representing a parishioners activity or, about to be embarked upon undertaking, was then blessed by the Parish Priest]. 

· Further investigation is needed both to uncover, what could be a second word on the lintel stone and any additional graffiti hidden under later plasterwork.
· Idea supported by comments made by Anthony Richards, -‘Journal of the Nelson Society’ – “Admiral Lord Nelson always insisted on having Bristol Water on board for his personal use, and that the water was from the Abbey Conduit, from the Jacob’s Well”. [In addition to the public fountain at Lambwell Court at the foot of the road, it is believed that there was an outlet at the dock-side for the provisioning of ships]. 

· Richards also talks of the many pilgrims to the Abbey, who believed that the spring water had healing powers. For this reason, the graffiti at the Jacob’s Well merits further research.

· Water flow measurements in 1990 indicated that a second body of water still exists, hidden behind the massive stone and concrete wall. it is hoped to use camera & possibly Thermographic and Surface Penetrating Radar™ (ERA Technology Ltd) techniques to prove or disprove this. 

· Also possibility of the survival in the vicinity of Jewish items that were left behind, hidden, when they were expelled in 1290 –where better to hide items? – after all, they had no way of knowing that they would be gone for nearly 500 years.
· In order to appreciate why this discovery is of importance in terms of local history, one needs to use a little imagination and try to visualise this whole area in the days when the flows from several springs combined to form a small stream tumbling down through a peaceful, wooded, steep-sided valley, located nearly a mile from the busy, thriving City of Bristol. 

· Then as now water supplies, were essential to the populace, and before Municipal water supplies, springs were of value to the owners of the land on which they arose. Bristol was fortunate in having many such supplies in the surrounding hills, which could be fed down to the town below. The engineering work involved in providing conduits, cisterns and sometimes tunnels sometimes with an arched entrance, complete with a stone channel or trough to retain water for the use of local people, travellers and pilgrim, often carried out at the instigation and supervision of the various monastic orders.

· Pre-expulsion Jews are reported to have buried their dead on the nearby slopes of Brandon Hill, now beneath Queen Elizabeth Hospital school’s new 1847 building.

· Their cemeteries were if possible built on a hillside, that on Brandon hill marked on maps and known as ‘Jews Acre’ or the ‘Jews Church Yard’. Jacob's Wells as a district name may have derived from this and the Mikveh connection. 

· Reverend Michael Adler in his paper to the Jewish Historical Society of England, 1928, listed six people named Jacob in pre expulsion Bristol, and a possible candidate could have been R. Jacob of Oxford who was one of the more affluent Jews in Bristol, possibly able to finance the building of the Mikveh and associated works – but more research is needed.

·  However a more likely explanation lies in the tradition of using the name 'Jacob's Well' as a generic term. There are a number of these around Britain, such as that, 2 miles outside Guildford on the Woking Road.

· Nowadays we tend to think of an well as a circular hole excavated, lined with stone, and extended down until water is found, but the term  'well' was often used to indicate just a spring or water source. This latter description would have applied to the springs in the Jacob's Wells area (Jacob's Wells Road was called Woodwell Lane and the name also survived in Woodwell Crescent).

· Adjacent to the 'Jacob's Well' is another water system, nowadays even less noticeable, that of the ‘Dean and Chapter's or Abbey Conduit’. The two conduits were laid running quite close together through this valley. 

· The Abbey Church of St. Augustine (now Bristol Cathedral) tapped a spring (now under the road) across from Jacob's Well,shown on old maps as ‘The Vault of the Abbey Conduit’  combined with other springs further up the valley.

· In 1373, Edward Ill instructed, that "a perambulation be made of a rivulet called Woodwill's Lake running from [Jacob's Well] northward along its course to a conduit of the Abbott of St. Austin's'. 
· …and from thence, by the brink of the said water, unto Avon road…unto a certain great Stone [1] fixed upon the said water of Avon,[near a limekiln] near a certain little brook, called Woodwell’s-Lake, … …to a stone on the bank where there was a mill to blow lead ore] …unto a great Stone [5, betwixt Jacob’s Well and the… ] set nigh the conduit of the Abbot of St. Augustine of Bristol, on the West part of the same Conduit; and from thence, ascending by a certain lane, called Woodwell’s-Lane, on the west part of the same lane, from a great Stone…

· Bristol Mercury 1901Newspaper Cutting , “Discovery in St. Augustine's”

“The discovery was made on Tuesday of something like 400 yards of subterranean passages, used in connection with the conduit system, and extending from the Three Tuns, St. Georges Road, St. Augustine's, towards the Cathedral. Mr. W.W. Hughes has an old plan showing tunnel and pipe, which once conveyed water from a spring at Jacob's Wells to the Deanery. 

· The 1854plan shows a spring at the top of Jacob's Wells and at this spot a Mercury reporter found, two extremely old boards faded worded – “Bellevue” - and “Water for Drinking may be obtained at this spring”. 

· From this spot the plan shows a water-pipe which leads to a reservoir tank just by Brandon Hill Police Station….

· Then the spring at Jacob's Wells belonged to the Dean and Chapter, who constructed this elaborate system and supplied various private houses in the neighbourhood of the Cathedral, the Dean and Chapter of course, enjoying an excellent revenue. But when the Bristol Water Works Company came into existence, this service was dispensed with by practically every house and the Company's water obtained. 

· The Cathedral authorities' system, therefore, became practically disused, and in about 1886 the spring was presented to the city to supply the Jacob's Wells swimming baths.

· There still remains today a short sealed off section of tunnel near the junction of Jacob's Wells Road and Gorse Lane beneath where a tunnel was driven into the hillside to tap pure water (which still flows today), and keep safe ownership of the source. 

· Freestone arched entrance to one length of tunnel with iron lugs on one of the jambs presumably at one time to take a door or grille for security; (similar to that found by Temple Local history Group beneath Park Street when researching St. John's Conduit). 

SOCIAL HISTORY

· Development of the early community and the impact upon it of the water supply systems. 
· Not until Parliamentary assent in 1846 did all parts of the city received an adequate supply of water. 
· Ironic, one of the last Water Lederers in Bristol, selling Water at 2d. per bucket, was in the Cathedral Parish of St. Agustine. Ironic because both the Abbey and the Gaunt's Conduits flowed nearby. The use of the Abbey Water system was controlled, - allowed the Conduit tap to be turned on for a limited period each day for the use of the Parishioners. 

· Contrast this with the granting to the Parishioners of St. John's a free branch pipe by the Carmelite Friars 500 hundred years before in 1367, (remember that the Dean and Chapter had been given the supply of water from the Jacob’s Well. 
· Pollution of the Jacob’s Well valley as long ago as the fourteenth century, caused by the lead blowing mill, an appropriate conclusion to this topic, is the news that as a contribution to the health improvements of the area in 1863 “That they have instituted inquiries as to the several pipes, conduits, pumps and wells in good repair, used for the gratuitous supply of water to the inhabitants … namely, the Jacobs Wells pipe … “there is an open dipping place at Jacobs Wells, Woodwell Lane which has plenty of water.

Jewish History and Culture

· Jews had been brought over to England by William the Conqueror sometime after 1066 to supply him and his nobles with finance for building works. 

· Circa 1100- Mikveh was built by or for the Jewish community.

· Unlikely that the Jewish community would have had the mason’s skills to build the structure - Archaeologists suggested that the simple and cyclopean construction of the stonework of the Mikveh suggested that use was made of available large pieces of stone requiring the minimum of working. This would minimise the cost to the small, but far from affluent Jewish community.

· Synagogue situated in Small Street, under the emplacement of the later St. Giles' Church. 

· The cemetery was outside the walls and was traditionally on a hill, 

· 1290-5050 

At the expulsion of the Jews from England, the Land containing the Jews Cemetery passed to the Crown.  and to the city and the Abbey in 1373.

THE JEWS RETURN TO BRISTOL.

· 1756The Jews' Synagogue appears in local Rate Books, former noted ale-house, the “Stone Kitchen”, in Temple Street, earlier the residence of Sir John Knight, Mayor in 1663. 

· Mikveh located at Woodwell Lane or Sandbrook, too far for the female members of the community to travel, but distance acceptable to the men. The existence of the men’s “Chevra Kadisha” who prepared the dead for burial would have required a separate washing chamber.

· Another spring adjacent to the cemetery provided a source for the washing chamber.

BRISTOL’S MEDIEVAL WATER SYSTEMS

· Our researches into Bristol’s other medieval water systems and their associated monastic engineering techniques - an understanding of the extensive ‘plumbing’ system that survives in the vicinity of Jacob’s Well today.

· Israel Ministry of Culture contacted, details were provided by. Ronny Reich of the Plan & Elevation of a Mikveh at Isawiya in Israel). Possible significance in terms of similarity of construction & dimensions (within 10%) between the Mikveh at Isawiya and this one at Bristol meriting further study 

· Important comparison made with William Halfpenny’s original field sketch which also showed a double opening at the Jacob’s Well. 

· The head of an arch of possible second chamber visible before being blocked off behind the new, (1987) wall. 

· Possible to prove or disprove its existence this chamber. Water flow rate measurements support this hypothesis.

· Another important aspect of the Mikveh, is the provision of the hole between the two chambers – normally closed by a stopper, it would have been opened to allow contact with the pure undrawn water kept in the second chamber, the ‘Osar’.
· These features together with the existence of a square drain beneath the road surface running towards the ‘Garden Springs’ system beneath the house at No. 31 Constitution Hill, opposite, confirmed as a result of road works.

· City engineers asked our group to advise. Robert Vaughan prepared a measured sketch before the road surface was repaired, (Ref. 12). Surface Scan Radar ™ ERA Technology Ltd. could be used to determine the exact run of this and any other pipework. 

· Likely to have been the original outflow from the Mikveh, and therefore should be the subject of an archaeological investigation, whereas a second the other pipe is almost certainly part of the 19th century system used to supply the public baths further down the road. 
· 1987, sensationalised report in a local newspaper of an underground tunnel system found by a local resident, We were aware of the system from earlier desk studies but brought forward exploration before vandals got there

· The residents much publicised discovery - observation that the snow melted away from a particular paving slab outside his house before others. 

· City agreed to us prising up the slab, to find the entrance to a chambered spring within yet another tunnel system. 

· Beneath pavement slab a step down to a freestone arched doorway beyond which tunnels branch two ways. 

· One short twenty-four foot long section, with an average height of 6 feet, runs to the left down Jacobs Wells Road ending in a blocked up freestone arched doorway on the side wall facing across 'Jacob's Well' Road. 

· The Other section, 31 foot long, culminates in a spring chamber of a most unusual design.

· The spring chamber or cistern, offset within the tunnel, is just over 4 foot deep carved out of the base rock, red trias sand stone. The rising spring can be seen forming a vortex in the sand-laden water. 

· Is this where the name Sandbrook originated? The side of the cistern has a ledge wide enough to sit or squat upon. The water from the spring in the cistern flows along a carved stone channel set into the on the tunnel floor, disappearing into a drain at the lowest extent of the system, (furthest down 'Jacob's Well's road).

· The spring system with the ledge along the side of the tunnel, faces towards Brandon Hill. However reports include this spring system as being one of those taken over by the Dean and Chapter for the Abbey. 

· If the original spring system predates this takeover then it is likely that the two tunnel sections will be of different ages and could be determined.

· In contrast with the general construction of the system the entrance doorways are of finely carved freestone, possibly from Dundry. 

· The present day entrance has a pointed head arch carved from a single block, with carved side pillars. 

· However the second blocked entrance with a similar but less elaborate arch is propped up with a packing stone, totally out of keeping with the workmanship of the carved stone pillars and arch heads. 

· One possible explanation for the anomaly is that when the Abbey took over the spring system and secured access they used whatever masonry was available at the time in the Abbey’s Stoneyard.

· Records show that the level of the land has risen over the centuries. 

· The 1373 perambulation, mentions “crossing over the brook”. During pre-expulsion times it is possible that although the spring and cistern were underground, the remainder was open to the facing the opposite hillside of the ‘Jews Acre’

· The aforementioned discovery of drain running from the Mikveh towards the house opposite at number 31 Constitution Hill, where there was yet another spring system referred to as the ‘Garden Spring’ beneath the house. 

· Malt House and then a Smithy on the siteon the site in the 19th century.

· Again entrance via Pavement manholes,

· Although not yet been surveyed to the detail that the other parts of the system have, initial visits have shown it to have some very interesting and possibly significant features. 

· These features may have a direct connection with the Jewish use of the Mikveh spring opposite. A nineteen foot long tunnel, leading under the house, opened on the right into a large chamber almost the same size as the house above. 

· Set in the floor of this chamber are a pair of large hand-wheel operated valves or taps, implying the existence of yet another chamber beneath. 

· Along one side of the large chamber is a ledge beneath, which is a feed from the Mikveh spring opposite. 

· To the left of the entrance tunnel is a further section, blocked with loose rubble. Behind the blockage can be seen a further tunnel leading down towards the Public baths. It is likely that this carried the pipes from the Mikveh to the baths and formed part of the 1840s modifications to the system.

Summarising – best by a chronological tour of the valley of the Sandbrook

· Plans show that the water systems running here have been extensively modified by different users over the centuries.

· The earliest named, ‘Sandbrook’ flowed down this steep sided wooded valley to a small lake, ‘Woodwell Lake’, then on down to form a creek or Pill at the Avon. 

· The local Jewish community arranged to have a spring halfway down the valley made into a Mikveh. 

· There is a possibility that the spring further up the valley was also used by the Jews as a washing chamber to prepare their dead for internment in the Jewish cemetery on the opposite slope of Brandon Hill. 

· After the expulsion of the Jews, the system of springs and streams was taken over by the Abbey of St. Augustine and channeled into lead pipes and conduits to supply the Abbey and selected properties. 

· Apart from repairs and maintenance this was the situation for the next 500 years. 

· After the reformation, although the Abbey no longer needed the same amount of water for it’s monastic requirements it still needed some for its own use. 

· By means of the conduit system the Abbey also provided a very limited supply for the parish of St Augustine and shipping. Reports suggest that even Admiral Nelson partook of this water – an example of ‘Bristol Courage’ being better than ‘Dutch Courage’?, it also sold the water to neighbouring properties including a water bottling company at the site of the 'Jacob's Well'. 

· When the bottling business finished, the spring was once more available as a ‘public dipping place’. Visitors to Bristol, returning to Clifton were advised to stop and partake of the excellent water at the 'Jacob's Well'. 

· With the provision of a municipal water system in the latter half of the nineteenth century, the system was given to the City and the lead pipes were replaced by iron, and further chambers, settling tanks, to remove the silt or sand, were installed or enlarged. A system of valves, taps and additional pipes were also added to lead the water to the Bristol City Corporation’s new public baths. 

· With the closure of the Baths in the 1970s the water was allowed to drain away, unused, until that is, the spring at the Mikveh was rediscovered and once more used for a spring water bottling enterprise. 

· Sadly, in spite elegant blue glass bottles, the cash necessary for the enterprise didn’t flow as readily as the water and yet again the bubbling of the spring water is unheard.

CONCLUSIONS

· The aquifer (water bearing strata) that fed the Sandbrook and supplies the Jacob’s Well, is also responsible for supplying all seven of Bristol’s Monastic conduits and ‘pipes’. 
· Just a mile from the Bristol’s pre-expulsion Jewry is the Jacob’s Well area, formerly known as Sandbrook, or Woodwill Lake, it  was outside the walled town in a secluded wooded area, (but still within the town’s protective reach), 
· Further up the hill is the area known as the ‘Jews Acre’ - a suitable hillside for a burial ground, and by good fortune, one of the many springs emerged from the valley opposite, (the modern day Gorse Lane). There was even a second separate supply of spring water for a Mikveh.
· The oral tradition, which resulted in the hillside still being known locally as the ‘Jews Acre’ even though the Jews had been absent for five centuries was vindicated when the Jewish gravestones were discovered during excavations for the foundations of the City School, QEH, in 1840 
· If the weight of evidence for the existence of a Jewish burial ground on the slope of the hill, which would have accorded with Jewish tradition, is accepted then it should also be accepted that a washing place for the bodies would have been needed by the “Chevra Kadisha”. 

· Plans completed by Temple Local History Group’s survey show that the spring chamber has been excavated in an entirely different manner from all the other spring and conduit systems that abound in Bristol. 

· The unusual shape of the excavated chamber together with ledges along side suggests that it could have been used as a washing chamber for the dead.

·  Further down the same brook, another series of springs fed down into the same brook thus it could meet the requirements for a Mikveh because the slope of the valley flow would ensure that water flowing from the washing chamber opposite the Jewish Cemetery would not contaminate the Mikveh.

· After the expulsion of the Jews from the Kingdom AD 1290, the land was granted in 1373 by King Edward III to the City of Bristol 

· Educated members of the gentile population using the spring would have been aware of the Hebrew characters even if they did not understand their meaning.

· Possibly another explanation why the well came to be known as ‘Jacob’s Well’ – merely a simple naming of what was recognised as an ancient Jewish artefact 

· . The water rights and the springs were taken over by the Dean and Chapter of the Abbey of St. Augustine, by which time it is likely that the graveyard was overgrown and the original significance of the Hebrew inscription on the massive lintel stone was forgotten. until it’s rediscovery by our group in 1987.
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