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AMPLEFORTH WATER SUPPLY
From ‘Further Recollections’, by Fr HILARY WILLSON (1858-1948)

Ampleforth Journal 53:2 (1948) 83-86

IN VIEW of the prospect of a water scheme to supply the needs of the whole of this
district it may possibly interest Amplefordians of today to learn something of the

difficulties of the past to meet our needs. The conditions of the first seventy years were
such that local wells supplied them. With the opening of the New College in 1861 and
the increase in the numbers in the School from about fifty to nearly a hundred by 1870,
as well as by the growing demand for better hygienic conditions, a serious problem had
to be faced.

Up to this date all the water needed for the new lavatory with its fifty or more wash
basins was driven by a force pump in what was then called the pump house, now the
Games Master’s room. The water was drawn from a concealed well which still exists
beneath the flagged area at the foot of the stairway lying east of the glass doors. It
needed five hundred strokes a day to fill a large cistern attached to the outside of the
dormitory wall. The water was good for drinking and could at any time be drawn upon
in the pump house.

The suite of bathrooms of today only came into existence in 1873. The site they occupy
had served as the playroom in the days of the original college and then was devoted to
the more menial service of a wash house, where on alternate Saturday evenings either
heads or feet were washed. It had but an earthen floor and a large copper at the west
end provided the hot water. There was at this date no such luxury as a swimming bath.
A walk of three miles to the Rye was the price one had to pay for a bathe occasionally
in the summer months. The Fairfax lake was not then available for bathing, though it
was for skating.

Fr Bede Prest, who was Prior from 1866 to 1874, and whose vision and constructive
ideas as procurator were largely responsible for the ample scale and the amenities of
the College building, was from the first fully alive to the needs of the day. In the early
summer of 1870 he set himself to meet them by a bold and promising water scheme.
The field abutting on the Holbeck nearest to the stone bridge1 had by this time become
our property. Here he had an engine house erected and a settling tank sunk for water,
drawn from the brook, which however was but imperfectly filtered. A line of four inch
iron pipes conveyed it as far as the present hard tennis courts, and from there to the top
of the hill rising eastward above them. Here was a site well adapted for a reservoir, well
above the level of the monastery and college, and for an open-air bathing place.

That it was available is due to a fact interesting in itself, and probably not generally
known. When the Hon. Anne Fairfax offered to provide her stewards and chaplain, Fr
Anselm Bolton, with a house and chapel on our side of the valley, she left it to him to
choose the site. It is on record that in 1784, two years before a stone of Ampleforth
Lodge  was laid, he purchased from one Richard Wray this plot of three acres, which

1  Removed April, 1948 and re-built.
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included the rising ground later called the Bathing Place Wood2. There can be little
doubt that the view from there over Mowbray Vale south and west and the vista
eastwards over the Vale of Pickering to the Wolds by Malton tempted him to choose
this for the site of his house and chapel. There was access to it by Aumits Lane from
the Ampleforth-Oswaldkirk Road, and from it to Gilling by the continuance of the lane
past the eastern end of the Lion Wood. Exposure however to the full force of winds
from the North and East, and perhaps the absence of water on an isolated hill, combined
to disillusion him, so he gave up this alluring view and reserved the site unknowingly
for the benefit of posterity.

Here then, in June 1871, the first open-air bathing place came into use, and at its western
end a reservoir. Two years were yet to run before indoor baths replaced the miserable
wash house. The structural alterations required were delayed by the disastrous landslip
of October 1873 and the repair of the damage to the college which it caused. A last and
welcome addition to our comfort was the installation of the marble drinking fountains
in the college passage. The water for them came from the well nearby no longer needed
for lavatory purposes.

Some years later this good drinking water was lost by the unlooked for pollution of the
well3  and this led to the next experiment in the way of water schemes in 1888. Fr Anselm
Burge, who succeeded Prior Hurworth late in 1885, was like Prior Prest a man of vision
and resource, as the new Monastery built in his time of office testifies. His first essay
however in the provision of water, though promising at first and comparatively
inexpensive, was not ultimately a success. Upon the advice of Mr Blake of Accrington,
the manufacturer of Hydraulic Rams, he had one put in, in the spring of 1888. The site
was not in what is now called the Ram Field, in which the Mole Catcher’s cottage stands,
but in a field, not far from this at its northern end, now the most westerly of the cricket
grounds. Here there was a brook, fed by a spring, now running underground to the
Holbeck. The volume of water proved to be insufficient and after some months the
greater volume of the Holbeck was called into use for the power, while the lesser brook
provided the pure water to be delivered for use. In this gesture Prior Burge was guilty
of unquestionable trespass for this Ram field did not then belong to us. An action at law
was brought against him the upshot of which was that he purchased the field at what
was probably a fancy price. The scouts of today whose headquarters this field has
become are thus indebted to him.

By 1891, as we learn from the Ampleforth Diary of that Christmas, a new and more
promising supply on the hillside behind the farm was discovered by Fr Basil Clarkson
with the aid of the divining rod. The Diary of Midsummer 1892 remarks 'The quantity
of water is apparently inexhaustible but, as it does not rise within fifty feet of the surface,
it has been found necessary to let down force pumps'. A gas engine was installed and
by it the water was driven to a cistern in the kitchen yard. From there it was propelled
to the reservoir on the bathing place hill by a steam engine in the boiler house of those
days.

2  Later Bathing Wood Hill, then Aumit Hill
3  The close proximity of the first earth closets (the Old Kent road) just up hill may
offer an  explanation.
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The Ram now no longer needed was taken up and Prior Prest's pumping engine by the
brook was dismantled. The delivery pipes were taken up, as far as the tennis courts, and
were turned to good account as hot water pipes for the new monastery4. Relics of the
hillside pumping station may still be seen near the west end of the lowest hill walk. Its
life and usefulness were of short duration, thanks to the introduction of a public water
scheme for the benefit of the village to which as ratepayers the college authorities were
necessarily committed. This came about in 1904, six years after Abbot Smith has
succeeded to Prior Burge. The source of supply was a plentiful spring in the gully
running up into the moor at the west end of the village, the head water of the Ampleforth
beck. The locality is called Smith Hill Howl, a dialect alternative for hole or hollow,
which gives its name to the Holbeck, our valley stream. From a reservoir of rather
limited dimensions, at a height above the level of the bathing place reservoir, the water
is piped through the village and thence to the hill top for our service.

From about 1904 the numbers in the college steadily increased, and even this supply
by the end of twenty years was not enough to meet the demands. Negotiations were
therefore opened with Mr Robert Pearson of the Hermitage5  for the purchase of the site
of the Royalty Spring in Shallowdale, the most copious of all on the southern face of
the Hambleton Hills. The deeds for this, and the way-leaves for the pipes, were signed
in December 1927. The only defect was that these were not of larger bore as there is a
surplus overflow at the source. But for this oversight our present deficiency might not
have arisen.6 Providentially for us the needs of the whole district north and south of the
Howardian Hills have necessitated a widespread effort to meet the emergency. The
District Councils have for some years past been studying the situ¬ation and the openings
possible for its satisfactory solution. This has issued in the adoption of a plan by which
springs located at East Ness near the River Rye not far from Nunnington are to be
harnessed to a useful purpose instead of running to waste as they now do. From careful
measurements of the volume pumped from the bore holes per day it appears that
normally it amounts to five million gallons, and even in dry seasons to two to three
million. A high power steam-driven pumping engine is to be set up which will deliver
the water to reservoirs in various elevated positions throughout the district. The one to
serve Oswaldkirk and Ampleforth by which we shall benefit will be on the high ground
north of Hagg House.

This is not the first good turn that East Ness has done us. Just when the east wing of
the Old Monastery was being completed, by the addition northwards of the refectory
and the dormitory above it [about 1820], East Ness Hall, the seat of the Crathornes, of
Crathorne, near Yarm, a Catholic family, passed to the Annes of Burghwallis. Being
dilapidated it was then, about 1820, dismantled. The Georgian portico and doorway,
the staircase and the tessellated flooring of the music room were purchased at the sale,
and have served and adorned the old House for a century and a quarter7 [7]. May this
be an omen of as lasting a service to us by the East Ness water springs!

4  4 inch pipes (100mm). They are still warming the monks.
5  Since 1946, St Thomas's House.
6 It was (and still is) a 3-inch pipe (75mm)
7 They were in position near the Monitors' Room in the Old House till 1985.  They are
 stored, except the paving. The old monastery at Dieulouard still has similar paving.


