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1. Introduction
1.1 To the building and its location

1.1.1 Description of the location of the building, including a location map
The holy  well of St Agnes is located in the district of Taunton Deane, which falls within the county 
of Somerset. More specifically, it lies within the Cothelstone estate around 250 metres to the north-
east of the gateway to Cothelstone Manor and by  the side of Cothelstone Road, which runs from 
Bishops Lydeard to Bagborough. The land is relatively flat, lying at the base of Cothelstone Hill and 
the Quantocks, which were formed during the Devonian period around four hundred and sixteen 
million years ago and are largely composed of limestone, though the Cothelstone Hill is mostly 
Cutcombe slate (http://www.quantockhills.com/maps/). Its national grid reference is ST 18403 31852 
(English Heritage Listed Buildings). 

© Edina DigiMap
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1.1.2 Key characteristics and historical significance of the building and its setting
Thought to date to the 15th or 16th centuries due to the perpendicular Gothic design of the doorway, 
with 19th and 18th century adaptations, the well is considered one of the oldest and most beautiful 
Holy Wells in Somerset. It is located within the Grade II listed parks and gardens of Cothelstone 
Manor, which is itself Grade II* listed, and adjacent to two Grade I, another Grade II*, and no fewer 
than three Grade II listed buildings. There are also four bowl barrows and the ruins of a folly  in the 
process of being listed. This area is also one of the forty-one Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty in 
England and Wales, lying as it does at the base of the Quantock Hills of North Somerset. 
The building of the well is thought to have been inspired by Agnes Cheyney, who married the local 
squire in the 15th century. It has great local cultural significance, being used for centuries as a 
wishing well of some power, and in particular is linked to St Agnes, the patron saint of young girls. It 
is said that if a virgin visited the well on the feast day  of St Agnes, they  would see their future 
husband and divine their futures. As such, the well is part of a greater tradition of British folklore and 
so historically significant, especially with regards to the folklore of the local area. 

Student number 0900075

4



It is also architecturally significant, as the doorway, in particular, is a fine example of the 
perpendicular Gothic style, an English sub-style of Gothic first seen in the chapter house of St Paul’s 
Cathedral. This form of architecture has been posited to indicate the great grief and sorrow felt in the 
aftermath of the Black Death, as it  rejects the highly  decorative style of Gothic. Instead, 
perpendicular Gothic focuses on strong vertical lines with little ostentation and formalised designs, 
contrasting with the fluid lines and extravagance seen formerly.  

The earliest known image of the well, circa 1841
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The well in the 1920s

1.1.3 Any statutory or non-statutory designations
St Agnes Well is a Grade II listed building and is number 1059195 under the 1990 Planning (Listed 
Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act. It was first registered as a listed building in May 1984. The 
well also falls within an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty, located as it is at the foot  of the 
Quantock hills which received this status in 1956.

1.1.4 Ownership issues
The well falls within the Cothelstone Estate, an area of land owned by Mr Hugh Warmington. 
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1.2 To its history and maintenance

1.2.1 History and recent use of the building
Cothelstone Manor, and many houses on the Cothelstone Estate, continue to use the fresh water from 
the well for both humans and livestock. It has recently undergone a restoration and regeneration 
program in collaboration with the Huntspill Project, which helps adults with learning disabilities get 
into the world of work, and local primary schools, which take children to the well to learn about 
local history.

1.2.2 Condition of the building
Due to recent restoration work the condition of the building is good.

The well prior to its restoration in 2008. ©Becky Wright.
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The well post-restoration in August 2010. ©Becky Wright

1.2.3 Maintenance and management issues
The well was repaired by Friends of the Quantocks in 1987, but had since become overgrown until it 
was noticed in 2008 by Becky Wright, who is now leading the restoration and regeneration of the 
well. Since applying for, and gaining, funding from the Quantock Hills Sustainable Development 
Fund, missing stones have been replaced by a local stone mason, railings and a door have been added 
to protect the purity  of the water and an information board placed near the well. Maintenance of the 
well is in part conducted by the Huntspill Project, a local work preparation service which provides 
training, support and preparation towards employment for adults with learning disability, with 
additional help from volunteers. Leaflets on this and two other wells are also now available. 
However, due to recent funding cuts, the Huntspill Project  has found it difficult to continue 
maintaining the well and so the future of the well is currently unsure.

1.3 To its conservation and future within the community

1.3.1 Proposed new use(s) for the building
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St Agnes’ will remain as a functioning well, providing water for the estate, in addition it is foreseen 
that the well will gain new roles within the community through education and the Huntspill project. 
It will also be more accessible to walkers, of which there are many.

1.3.2 Principle conservation issues
Since the well is still used to provide water for the local manor and farms, keeping the purity of 
water whilst allowing visitors to experience the well, is a key issue. It is also important to ensure that 
maintenance of the well is ongoing, both by making it  more low maintenance and through regular 
visits to prevent it from becoming overgrown.

1.3.3 When and why the partnership was established
The partnership was formed in 2008 after Becky Wright launched a campaign to restore the well, 
having visited it and been appalled at the state it was in

1.3.4 Who are the members and what are their skills and experience
Becky Wright; organiser of project
Hugh Warmington; owner of the land on which St Agnes’ lies
Somerset County Council RoW; provided advice and funding
Somerset County Council Heritage Group; provided advice

1.3.5 Why do they want to save this heritage asset?
Apart from the fact that, as a Grade II listed building, the well has to be protected by law, the 
building is a good example of 15th century British architecture and is historically important to the 
area due to the local folklore surrounding it.

1.3.6 What the key conservation and heritage objectives are
To ensure that it  is maintained and does not become overgrown by enlisting the help of local projects 
and raising funds

1.3.7 Why this action will secure the building’s future
By maintaining the building it  will not fall into disrepair, and will be accessible for future 
generations to view and learn about its history

1.3.8 Specialists and communities consulted in preparing the plan
Local communities of Cothelstone and Bishop’s Lydeard involved both in maintenance and through 
local school visits. The county council has also been heavily involved in funding and supplied the 
conservation officers to visit the site and approve the work
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2. Why should it be conserved?
2.1 Understanding the building and its setting

2.1.1 A brief description of each part of the exterior and interior sufficient to describe the 
appearance of the structure and setting with attention paid to special features
The exterior of the building is square and made of coursed red sandstone. It dates to the 15th century 
and is an example of British perpendicular gothic. It has a stone corbel roof which is also original to 
the building, and the whole stands around 1.6m high. The wooden door is a modern reconstruction, 
though is done in what is thought to have been the original style, with iron decorative hinges. It is set 
in an arched stone doorway which is notable as it shows most clearly  the architectural style of 
perpendicular gothic. Surrounding the building is a newly  reconstructed stone pavement, which 
incorporates a channel and bowl for the water to run through. This feature is not original.
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The new wooden door. ©The Author, December 2011.

2.1.2 Current ownership of the building and responsibility for its upkeep
The building is on the land of, and so owned by, Mr Hugh Warmington, who owns the Cothelstone 
Estate. The well itself is located on a public right of way. The owner has contributed funds to the 
upkeep  of the building, which is currently under the management of Ms Becky Wright, a local 
resident who has a keen interest in holy wells.

2.1.3 Explanation of any arrangements currently in place for managing the building
Until recently, there was an agreement in place with the Huntspill Project that they would take 
responsibility for a large degree of the building’s maintenance. However increasing financial 
pressures combined with a change in the direction of the project has meant that they  are currently 
unable to take responsibility for the well. Its management and maintenance are therefore in the hands 
of the general public at the time of writing.

2.1.4 Who commissioned or designed the building and why, its construction and use over time
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Of unknown construction, the building is vaguely  supposed to have been named for one of the ladies 
of the manor, Agnes Cheyney, but, other than this, little is known about when it  was built. Whilst the 
building is viewed primarily  as a holy well, it  is likely that it was valued just as much for its practical 
purpose of providing local buildings with water, a use to which the building is still put.

2.1.5 General cultural, economic or other circumstances that led to the construction of the building
Unknown

2.1.6 Significant changes in the fabric, contents, ownership, setting and use over time
Ownership  of the land, and so the well, has remained in the hands of two families since the time of 
William the Conqueror. When the well was built in the 15th or 16th century the land was owned by 
the Stawells, who resided at the manor from 1066 until 1646 when they  sided with Charles II during 
the civil war. Upon Charles’ execution, Oliver Cromwell ordered the destruction of the manor, saying 
that no Stawell would ever live there again. Despite this, they retained ownership of the land until 
1792 when the death of Stewkley  Stawell from smallpox caused the estate to pass to the Esdaile 
family, in whose ownership it remains. Due to this remarkably stable history of ownership, little has 
changed in the setting of the well or the way in which the surrounding land has been used since it 

was originally settled during the Norman invasion.
1880s map of  the area. Clearly  changes in land use between this and the modern ordinance survey  map have been minimal. 
©Edina Digimaps
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2.1.7 Details of any recent maintenance or restoration work
The building was restored in 1987 by  the Friends of the Quantocks organisation, and is currently 
coming to the end of a restoration project conducted by Becky Wright.

2.1.8 Surviving evidence of original phase of construction
The actual building, i.e. the walls and roof, is original, however the door and outside paving are 
modern reconstructions modelled on surviving elements of the originals.

2.1.9 Significant alterations, additions or removals that have occurred in later phases, explaining 
why they were made
In the paving surrounding the well house a channel and bowl have been created so that the water can 
flow under the door of the well house and gather before rejoining the stream. This is because, whilst 
access to the actual well has been restricted to protect the purity of the water, the building’s original 
significance as a wishing well includes people having access to the water. Therefore, by diverting 
some of the water, people are able to run their hands in it or drop in coins without having an adverse 
effect on the water supply  of the surrounding buildings, an appropriate compromise with regards to 
the issues surrounding the conservation of the well’s authenticity and integrity.

The Well House directly after restoration, April 2009. The channel that had been added is clearly visible. ©Becky Wright.

2.1.10 Significant architectural details
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Perpendicular gothic doorframe

2.1.11 Brief description of the surrounding area that relates to the building or in some other way 
impacts on it. Explain how this has changed over time
The area surrounding the well house is, as it has been for centuries, farmland belonging to the 
Cothelstone Estate. This region has been home to people since the Mesolithic, with the surrounding 
hills containing Mesolithic flints, Bronze Age round barrows and Iron Age hill forts. It lies at  the 
base of the Quantock Hills and so is within a designated Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty, the 
first to be designated outside 1949 National Parks Act. Due to the history  of the area as well as its 
designated protected status, few changes have occurred in the landscape and the well house remains 
unthreatened by  development or pollution. The stream that feeds the well, known to locals as the 
Pixie Stream, has also changed very little over the five or six hundred years since the building’s 
construction. However, the wooded escarpment adjacent to the building is suffering due to previous 
mining which has caused it to exhibit scarring, whilst hedge banks and hedgerows in the area are 
declining.

2.2 Assessment of the significance of the building

2.2.1 Detailed description of the building's importance to the locality, region or nation
St Agnes Well is closely  linked to the history of the area in which it sits. For hundreds of years local 
people have visited the well to gather water or ask for wishes to be granted, in a tradition which 
combines ancient British stories of fairies and pixies with Catholic canonization. The huge amount of 
cultural identity attached to the well and its story captures the local cultural identity of the villagers 
and their connection with the well, and is cited in folklore and local history. 
Not only is it important  in local folklore, the well is also architecturally significant due to the 
perpendicular gothic style in which it was built, an architectural fashion unique to the British Isles. 
The well house can therefore be seen to be hugely  important to the nation, as well as the local area, 
as it is representative of many  elements of British history. It also still provides water to local homes; 
in 1928 over a third of houses in the parish got their water from St Agnes Well.

2.2.2 Assessment of how significant the building is
There are few holy wells in Somerset and St Agnes’ is one of the oldest and most beautiful. It is 
therefore highly significant as part of the country’s and county’s folk and architectural history.
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3. How should it be conserved?
3.1 Conservation plans underway: proposals and reuse

3.1.1 Your objectives for the building: general proposals for renovation and the intended use
The building is intended to continue being used as a fresh water supply for the surrounding farms 
and houses, as well as being incorporated to a greater extent in local educational programs

3.1.2 How has the building been made open to the public? Has their visitor experience been 
enhanced through the use of a range of media and interactive events, e.g. literature, interpretation 
boards, exhibits, audio-visual equipment, guided tours and historical re-enactments?
An information board has been put up  at the site detailing the history  of the well house and the 
conservation that is ongoing. Leaflets are also available which link St Agnes in with other holy wells 
in the region. Whilst the building itself is locked, the water can still be interacted with, and Beltane, a 
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fire festival associated with the Celtic Revival that marks the mid-way  point between the summer 
and winter equinox, has been celebrated at the site. 

The new information board. © The Author, December 2011

3.1.3 Proposals to re-use and recycle building materials, and to source new materials locally
The restoration of the stone pavement around the outside of the building was carried out using a 
combination of stones reclaimed from the site and local stone cut by a stone mason who specialises 
in restoring historic buildings. No cement was used in this process.

3.1.4 Achieving the right balance between conservation and renewal
Currently the project focussing on St Agnes Well is far more geared towards conservation than 
renewal, possibly because the building itself is small and cannot be opened to the public due to the 
water inside. However, attempts are being made to tie the building in to the community  and put it to 
new uses.

3.1.5 They should also draw guidance from relevant national documentation, for example English 
Heritage's Conservation Principles (2008)
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The conservation of this well meets several criteria in the Quantock Hills Area of Outstanding 
Natural Beauty  (AONB) Management Plan. Of particular relevance is the H1 policy, which aims to 
contribute to the protection, conservation, recording, and enhancement of historic and culturally 
significant Quantock landscapes and archaeological features. HAP1, 2, 3 and 6, which fall under 
Policy H1, are significant to this project.
Under the Historic Landscape Action Plans it is noted in HAP1 that the ANOB wish to protect 
known archaeological and historically significant sites.  This well meets the criteria of being a place 
which is historically significant. 
HAP2 mentions supporting and initiating educational projects and research.  This conservation 
project seeks to involve the local primary school as well as the Huntspill project, which helps people 
with learning disabilities. 
HAP 3 states it wants to reinstate lost or damaged features of the historic environment.  The project 
would aim to support and meet this point.  
HAP6 discusses the development of an oral history  project to record stories, customs and traditions. 
This idea could be put to great use at St Agnes Well, due to its importance within traditional folklore. 
Local beliefs have centred on the well and its surroundings, for example as the Pixie Stream which 
feeds the well, so called as people believed it to be the home of malevolent sprites. By  recording 
such stories the traditions and customs of this part of Somerset may be preserved.
V1, the section of the Management Plan which deals with widening and adapting access 
opportunities to the AONB in a way  which will benefit local communities, is also relevant. In 
particular VAP 6 and 7 are important, as they deal with providing, maintaining and promoting local 
walks based in the Quantock villages and incorporating local historic sites in such walks. By doing 
this, the profile of the well would be raised with little additional cost to those conserving it, as well 
as discouraging people from walking on the vulnerable hilltop areas.
Policies E1 and E2 expand on the educational aspect of the AONB mentioned in HAP2. Concerning 
EAP3 which deals with a updating and reviewing the educational side of the AONB website, St 
Agnes Well could provide information both historical and educational for the AONB. Its links with 
the Huntspill project and local schools, combined with the ongoing maintenance plan, hope to 
generate a sense of local ownership and connection with the participants which is in line with the 
ideas set out in EAP6. 
The AONB plan also mentions the need to protect  fresh water supplies.  The well house provides a 
supply of fresh water to the cattle and inhabitants at Cothelstone Estate. Awareness of this vital 
resource can be raised through this project.

3.1.6 Ways you intend to minimise the disruption of providing modern services in a reversible and 
easily maintainable manner to limit future damage to the building through updating or repairs
Since the well house is not open to visitors, modern services such as heating are not required. It  is 
not directly accessible by car however there are several car parks within easy  walking distance, with 
the closest belonging to the church of St Thomas of Canterbury just a few minutes’ walk down the 
road. It is also accessible as part of a number of walks and is located on a public bridle path.  
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3.1.7 Policies to reinforce significant aspects of the setting e.g. through the design of spaces, 
landscapes, garden layouts, plantings, views and vistas, fencing and walling; the siting and design of 
new elements; and the removal or mitigation of visual (and other) intrusions
The main maintenance issue for the well house is the removal of the overgrowth which engulfs the 
roof each spring. The removal of this plant matter is necessary to enable the visibility of the building. 
However the trees and hedgerows that cause this overgrowth also provide a background for the well, 
separating it from the road behind and reinforcing the beauty of the whole site, as well as being 
important with regards to native flora and fauna.

3.2 How effective are these plans?

The conservation scheme currently in place has done an excellent job in rescuing this well from the 
plant life threatening to overwhelm it, and in restoring it to its original condition through large 
amounts of literary  and archaeological research. It also managed to secure funding from the 
sustainable heritage fund, so ensuring that the well could be restored. The addition of the information 
board has allowed people to discover more about the well and its history, an aspect of conservation 
that is as important  as the physical restoration of the building. The interpretation of the building is 
good, based on the archaeology of the building and literary  references, and allows for a greater 
understanding of the context of the site within local history  and tradition. However, whilst attempts 
have been made to ensure the ongoing maintenance of the building, these have fallen through, 
leaving the well’s future uncertain. The restoration is also not quite complete, with the paving only at 
the front of the building, due to a lack of funds.

3.3 Suggestions for other courses of action

Whilst the conservation scheme currently in place is a huge improvement on the previous approach 
to the well, the project needs a more formalised system of finance and to be better integrated into the 
local community. In order to accomplish both of these ends the profile of the well needs to be raised, 
with advertising aimed primarily  at the local population. By  linking the well with local schools it will 
become more well known and, hopefully, a loved aspect of the community once more, thus raising 
the likelihood of people volunteering to help with its maintenance. 
Its profile could also be raised by incorporating the well into other local events, for example the 
medieval fayre which has been held annually  in the adjacent field since 2008. Not only  would this 
raise awareness of the building, it  might also allow the conservation project to share in some of the 
£23,700 of funding that the fayre received from the Heritage Lottery Fund in 2009. 
Another simple and cost-effective solution would be to improve the signposts that lead to the site; 
whilst there is one signpost once you get into the field, the signs from the road only mention the 
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public footpath and give no indication that  there is a heritage site around the corner. It could also be 
linked to one of the many popular tourist walks that can be done from the Quantocks.

The signpost from the field. ©The Author 2011.

The signpost from the road. ©The Author 2011.

Finally the project needs more formalised 
system of financing the maintenance. The 
links to be made with the fayre and tourist 
walks are one way of accomplishing this, as 
they  would connect the building to the 

already existing heritage schemes in the area. 
Future financing might also be secured by a 
fu r the r app l i ca t ion to the Sus ta inab le 
Development Fund, who provided the money to 
get the restoration off the ground in the first place. 

I would therefore strongly suggest that such schemes be put into place in order to secure the future 
maintenance of the well. Having visited the site a few months after the Huntspill Project ceased to be 
able to maintain it, the building was already starting to gather moss and the trees to encroach on it 
once again. Unless either funding can be secured or a strong base of volunteers established, the good 
work that has already happened to restore and conserve such a beautiful heritage asset may risk 
being undone.
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