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Introduction

Shelter, food, and water are the three primary needs of all human beings. Native
American settlements in the mid-continent of North America generally were hindered by the
availability of potable water—with most habitation sites being in relatively close proximity to a
spring or stream. By the time European-Americans were settling the vast expanse of territory
known as Illinois, they had adapted a strategy for acquiring water that allowed them to settle in
isolated farmstead locations well removed from any spring, stream, or river environ.
Nonetheless, early historic settlement was closely tied to the same streams and springs utilized
by the Native American population, often with a close concordance between late Native
American settlement locations and early pioneer farmstead locations.

The European American settlers who first “improved” the Illinois landscape with their
farm fields, houses, and barns generally acquired their water from a nearby stream or spring
during the earliest period of settlement. Carrying water from the distant stream or spring to the
house was an arduous task (especially during inclement weather) that generally fell on the female
occupants of the house. Often a small wooden barrel was positioned near the corner of the
dwelling directly beneath the end of a simple wooden gutter that funneled rain water from the
dwelling’s roof to the barrel—supplying a limited supply of fresh water to the house occupants.
Natural sources of water (such as the spring and stream) were quickly supplemented by the
construction (or excavation) of a well. Additional improvements at these early sites often
included the construction of an underground storage facility for water—otherwise known as a
cistern.1 Unlike wells, which were constructed to allow water to flow through their walls into the
shaft, cisterns were constructed with an impenetrable lining to prevent the water from flowing
out of the structure. As such, masonry wells were constructed dry (without mortar between the
brick or stone lining) and contrasts with cistern construction, which generally has a mortar lining

1 Webster (1854:207) defines a cistern as “an artificial reservoir or receptacle for holding water, beer, or other
liquids, as in domestic uses, distilleries, and breweries.” Note that this definition does not imply that a cistern has to
be set into the ground—and may actually represent an aboveground feature by this early definition.
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to prevent the escape of the water. Although cisterns were often constructed to store water for
use during periods of drought and/or low water availability, they also supplied a product that was
distinctively different from well water. Unlike well water, which contained a variety of minerals
leached from the underlying substrate (and referred to as “hard” or “limestone” water), water
collected in cisterns from falling rain lacked the heavy mineral content typical of Illinois well
water (and is often referred to as “soft” water).2 Soft water was much preferred over Illinois’
hard water for the washing of clothes—and the appearance of such features on the Illinois
landscape during the early years of settlement may indicate the influence of the woman in the
household, a desire for clean clothes, and/or the transition to a modern standard of cleanliness.3

The following discusses the state of knowledge regarding well and cistern construction in
Illinois.

Wells

Anglo American sites occupied by the first settlers in Illinois were generally isolated
affairs (rural farmsteads) often clustered in family groups. Wells were a substantial investment
in time and effort. Although sites from this era that have been more-or-less completely
excavated are limited in number, sufficient numbers have been excavated to indicate that the
inhabitants generally did not expend the effort to dig a well—but apparently utilized the nearby
natural sources of water, if available. One of the earliest Anglo American sites excavated in
Illinois is the Watts Site (11MO755), which probably represents a short-term 1790s-1810s

2 As The Union Agriculturalist and Western Prairie Farmer noted in 1841, “every housewife in this country,
especially those living off from streams knows the value of soft water; and next to a well, which generally in the
west gives limestone water, is a cistern needed.” The presence of early cistern use may have regional and/or ethnic
significance during the initial years of settlement in Illinois. Northern settlers (Yankees) originating from the hard
rock regions of New England were not accustomed to the problems associated with hard water (particularly the task
of clothes washing). Many New England immigrants in Illinois quickly learned the value of cistern construction
through the agricultural press or interaction with their Upland South neighbors.

Several of the primary sources used within this paper were cited from Schroeder (n.d.).

3 Miner (1843:95), in touting the beneficial qualities of his newly constructed cistern, noted that the water does not
become hard in the least by long standing [and] we use it freely in the family for every purpose except cooking and
drinking; and indeed for these purposes I would prefer it to many wells and springs which I have drank from in
Illinois and Missouri; for the water is cold and pure—only it has that peculiar taste which all rain water has.”
Although soft water from a cistern was used for a variety of purposes, it was used extensively for washing clothes.
Soap has little affect in excessively hard water, and soft water makes soap more effective at cutting dirt. As noted in
the agricultural press of the middle nineteenth century, the construction of cisterns was often carried out to ease the
burden of the farm wife. Lifting water out of the rain barrel was harder than removing water from an underground
source by way of a pump; similarly, hard water required much more scrubbing to clean clothes—thus the
construction of a cistern often removed some of the drudgery associated with laundry activities. As noted by
Schroeder (n.d.:5), an individual from Naperville who identified himself simply as “A Lady’s Friend” wrote in 1845
that “if [the construction of a cistern] don’t sweeten your wife’s temper, and whiten out your shirt, the lady is past
cure, and the shirt dyed in the wool.” Yet another writer from rural Scott County wrote in 1843 “my wife has
frequently said, were she to be deprived of the well or cistern, she would cling to the latter and give up the former.”

Cisterns also became common in urban environments where they were constructed in public thoroughfares for
holding water for firefighting purposes. Additionally, cisterns were sometimes constructed adjacent to a barn to
store liquid manure (The Farm Journal 1919:410).
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occupation. No well or cistern was found at this site (Phillippe 1993). 4 Although constructed
over a generation later in the northern portion of the state, the Frakes family constructed a
pioneer farmstead in rural Schuyler County during the middle to late 1830s. Similarly, no well
was present and the only subsurface features noted at this site (11SC869) were two shallow
cellars (Mansberger 2000). The early occupation at the Apple River Fort in rural Jo Daviess
County, dating from the Black Hawk War era (1832), did not have a well present (Mansberger
and Stratton 1996). Many other examples of these initial generation settlement sites could be
cited.

Nonetheless, having noted the absence of wells on these early short-term sites, wells are
one of the most commonly found features on historic archaeological sites in Illinois. During the
initial years of settlement, most wells were constructed within close proximity to the house
and/or the kitchen service wing. Nonetheless, as the settlement landscape matured, wells were
constructed in both domestic and agricultural contexts, and depending on the length of the
occupation, multiple wells may be located within close proximity of one another (as the earlier
wells often failed and had to be replaced with a new one).5

Nineteenth century wells were hand-dug affairs that consisted of a lined shaft that
connected the ground surface to the underground water table. The shaft lining, which was not
water tight, allowed water to flow through the shaft lining into the open well shaft. The
construction of wells was a tricky and difficult affair that generally required the excavation of a
shaft past the level of the water table and then the construction of a lining. Depending on the
location and time period of their construction, these shafts were lined with a variety of materials
(including wooden barrels, wooden planks, brick, and stone). During the early years of
settlement, in stone poor regions, wood lined or cribbed wells often were constructed.6 With the

4 This site is located along Palmer Creek immediately outside of present day Columbia, Monroe County, Illinois.
This is the heart of the early American and/or Virginian settlement that occurred immediately after the
Revolutionary War. The only subsurface features encountered were two shallow, rectangular cellars (Phillippe
1993).

5 Although often assumed to have been located within a rear yard activity area of the house, wells were often
constructed in a variety of locations around the property—including within the front yard of the dwelling. Wells
were often constructed adjacent to agricultural activity areas, such as near a barn or even isolated within a field for
supplying water to livestock (isolated stock wells). Similarly, less affluent families might only have access to a
single well, whereas more affluent families might utilize multiple wells each with a specific use (family domestic
use versus livestock use).

6 Few examples of log cribbed or plank lined wells have been noted in Illinois. Examples include wells at Fort
Massac excavated by Paul Maynard in 1939-1942, within the Scott Air Force project area in rural St. Clair County
near the present day Lebanon-Mascoutah region (and historically known as the Looking Glass Prairie), and at the
Losch Site (Mazrim 2002:72-74). Although Mazrim (2002:72-74) interprets some of the features at the Losch Site
as cisterns, it seems apparent that these features are actually wells. It appears that the archaeology at the Losch Site
documents the replacement of early plank-lined wells (square in plan) by later brick-lined well shafts (round in plan)
(see Feature 222). Unlined wells probably were relatively uncommon, as the presence of the water in the shaft
would cause the walls to become undercut and collapse resulting in an extremely short-lived facility. Although
many unlined well shafts are found archaeologically, they generally represent abandoned wells that have had their
lining material salvaged for reuse, or the upper portions of the well have collapsed, depositing the wall lining within
the lower reaches of the well shaft.
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availability of ready labor and capitol, brick became the preferred choice for lining wells in
stone-poor regions. Stone-lined shafts have slightly greater diameters than brick-lined shafts due
to the greater width of the stone lining that forms the wall of the well (in contrast to the uniform
character of a brick lining). In either case, these shafts were generally just large enough for a
man to work in, and depending on the type of material they were being excavated through, were
often prone to collapse during construction. The book Foxfire 4 contains an interesting set of
articles relating to water systems and the construction of hand-dug wells (Wigginton 1977; see
also State of Illinois n.d.). Excavating wells through sandy soils which were prone to collapse
(such as those present within major river valleys), was a very difficult and dangerous task. Often
deep excavations were cribbed with plank or logs to excavate, the brick or stone shaft laid up,
and then the cribbed area behind the laid-up shaft was backfilled. This was a tedious operation,
and produced an archaeological signature unlike most wells encountered. A correspondent of the
Prairie Farmer from Albany (Whitesides County) wrote “Digging a Well” in 1844 and
described the excavation of a well in which he used long wooden staves joined together with
wood splines. The whole affair was set on end into the excavation pit, and the worker proceeded
to excavate beneath the staves and drive the wood-lined shaft down from above as he proceeded
down—creating a circular wood-lined shaft for protection from wall collapse. This was a great
advantage in that a well could be safely excavated in any ground conditions—even quicksand.
Archaeological evidence of such staved vertically lined wood shaft wells is unknown in Illinois,
and the occurrence of this technique must have been limited.

Upon exiting the surface, the well shaft was capped with some form of curb, as surface
water, soil, and other objects were not desirable in the well. This curb may have been of stone or
frame construction. With masonry (stone or brick) well shafts, the upper few feet of the well
shaft might have been laid in mortar (unlike the shaft itself) and was carried above grade to form
a curb to prevent surface water from entering the well.7 At the surface, one of several options
was employed to prevent surface water from entering the well. The curb may have been carried
a couple of feet above-grade and covered with a simple trap door, or capped with a small frame
structure (complete with gable roof that incorporated a pulley or windlass for raising the water
bucket). Similarly, the masonry curb may have been terminated immediately above the surface
and a frame structure constructed. In some cases, a simple box (with lid) was constructed over
the well opening. These frame box curbs might have a windlass incorporated into them, or a
well sweep may have been constructed immediately adjacent to the well to raise the water
bucket. A well sweep was a long horizontal pole counterbalanced on the top of a second vertical
pole set into the ground. A rope and bucket was attached to one end of the pole, and by moving
the rope up or down, the bucket was easily raised or lowered into the well. Similarly, the well
curb might have been terminated immediately above grade and a stone cap (with hand pump)
placed over the shaft. During the 1850s, the chain pump (with a hand crank) also became
common (see Thomas 1854:199; 1869:221). During the early years of the nineteenth century,
the windlass, well sweep, overhead pulley, and the wooden hand pump were all common fixtures
on the Illinois landscape. Although the more primitive methods of construction may have

7 The St. Clair County Board Minutes (Volume 2, page 66) recorded the specifications for a well constructed for the
county in 1818. This well was “to be walled with brick, and pailed in a strong manner, and fixed with a sufficient
winlass [sic] chain and iron hoped Bucket, iron bale fasoned [sic] fast to the chain with a ring, the wall of the well to
be 2 ½ feet above the surface of the earth…” (IRAD, Carbondale, Illinois).
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persisted in some of the more backwoods areas of the state, by the late nineteenth century, the
overhead pulley and the cast iron hand pump had become the two most common methods of
raising water from a well.8 During the middle nineteenth century, especially for stock wells
(and later domestic wells), wind power was adapted to the raising of water from wells. The early
windmills were large bulky wooden affairs (many of which are illustrated in the series of 1870s
atlases common for the Midwest). By the latter nineteenth century, they were being
manufactured with steel frames. During the early years of the twentieth century, many of these
windmills were replaced with electric motors.

By the middle nineteenth century, a new form of well was being utilized. These wells,
which were often referred to as “American Driven Wells” or “Tube Wells,” were formed by
“merely driving into the earth a gas-pipe or similar iron tube, pointed at the lower end and
perforated for the ingress of water. More or less soil is drawn up at first, leaving a cavity around
the tube, which remains filled with water at once pure and cool…” (The Cultivator and Country
Gentleman June 17, 1869; Thomas 1869:220). Although the availability of gas pipe in the mid-
century made the use of this form of well more widespread, such driven wells had been around
for some time. One correspondent to this same agricultural journal noted the similarity to “old
French wells” and the use of this technique in New York State in the 1840s (The Cultivator and
Country Gentleman September 30, 1869). Although hand dug wells were eventually replaced by
the construction of these “driven” and later drilled wells it was many years before they became
common. During the late 1860s, controversy erupted within the agricultural press within the
state as to the origin of these new wells (cf. The Cultivator and Country Gentleman, September
30, 1869). Nonetheless, throughout the nineteenth century in Illinois, well construction remained
traditional, and the American Driven Well did not become common. Future research should
focus on recognizing these features at historic sites and attempting to determine the introduction
of these features on sites in Illinois. By the 1880s, “patent” drive well points were being
marketed in several diameters and lengths by a variety of companies (cf. Hay and Prentice
1883:4).

Besides their obvious use as a source of water, wells also had a secondary use as a cold
storage facility for short-term storage of foods (such as milk, butter, eggs, and the most recent
perishable leftovers from the kitchen table). These food items were often placed within the
bucket and lowered into the well, suspended immediately above the level of the water where the
temperature remained a consistently cool temperature. Unfortunately, there were certain risks
for using the well in such a manner. Should the bucket hit the side of the well shaft on the way
up or down, and tip its contents into the water below, the well could become “sour” and would
require the complete emptying of the well of its contents (and a scrubbing of the shaft lining—
often performed by a small child) to purify the water again. Such was a very difficult task to
accomplish.9 Although the availability of “ice boxes” (the predecessor to the electric

8 Nonetheless, the more conservative methods of raising water from a well (such as the use of the well sweep)
persisted through the nineteenth century. In some relatively rural and isolated areas (such as Calhoun County), well
sweeps may have even persisted into the early years of the twentieth century (H. Wayne Price, personal
communication 9/22/1993).

9 Harping back to older times, Hastings (1972:37) noted that “our well also doubled as a refrigerator during the
Depression. We bought ice occasionally, but only for tea and lemonade. We put oleo, milk, eggs, and other
perishables in a bucket, lowered it within a foot or so of the water level, and tied the rope to a board laid across the
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refrigerator) during the nineteenth century generally put an end to this practice, the “Iceless
Refrigerator” (which was marketed by the Galesburg Sheet Metal Works during the early years
of the twentieth century) attempted to capitalize on this traditional practice.10 Features such as
Feature 3 at the Dyer-Rathbun Site may have functioned as a short term, cold storage facility for
foodstuffs.

The archaeological significance of wells—and relevant variables to consider when
recording these archaeological features—is discussed in White (1994). Archaeologically, most
wells are generally recognized by their circular shape and relatively consistent diameter at the
scraped surface (averaging approximately 4-6’ in diameter; larger if badly slumped). Often
stone-lined wells have greater size (due to their wider outside diameters associated with their
thicker stone walls) than brick lined wells. If the well has been salvaged of it’s lining, or the
walls have failed and/or slumped into the bottom of the well shaft, no lining will be evident upon
initial exposure at the scraped surface. Both brick and stone linings were common in Illinois.
Wood cribbed wells are less common and exhibit a square or rectangular plan view in contrast to
brick or stone lined wells. Although few wood cribbed wells have been excavated in Illinois,
they are associated with early components, particularly in stone-deprived regions. Two early
wood-cribbed wells were documented at Fort Massac (Mansberger 2002:207-209, 249).
Additionally, several wood-cribbed wells appear to have been present at the Losch Site (Mazrim
2002).11 In extremely unstable soil conditions (such as sand), it was often necessary to excavate
to the desired depth within a square cribbed caisson. In these instances, upon reaching the
bottom of the well, the brick or stone well shaft was laid up, and that area between the masonry
lining and wood caisson was backfilled. Such features often exhibit distinctive plan views near
their surface (with a wood lined outer shaft square in plan and representing construction era fills,
and an inner circle of different soils representing the slumped well shaft and abandonment
activities). A well identical to this was excavated in Hutsonville along the Wabash River. This
early well consisted of a central brick shaft surrounded with a square caisson held together with
forged nails (J. Phillippe, personal communication 4/22/2003). Similarly, well diggers often

curb. Food kept remarkably cool that way. Of course, you couldn’t put much food in one bucket, but since we
didn’t have a whole lot of food to begin with, that was really no problem.” Hastings (1972:77) further noted that
“there was always the possibility of tipping the contents. So when I lowered or raised the bucket Mom’s precedent
was cousin Cecil Ray Johns. ‘Now remember when Cecil Ray was drawing a jug of buttermilk out of their well and
let it break against the side? That milk soured the whole well, and you remember they had to haul drinking water for
two or three days, until they could get it cleaned out.’ So I remembered Cecil Ray and his broken jug of buttermilk,
and retrieved ours safely every time!” (as cited in McCorvie et al. 1989:184).

10 Prior to the advent of the icebox, an alternate method of storing dairy products and small quantities of foodstuffs
was in small cellars. These pit-cellars were often shallow wood lined pits. Three functionally distinct forms of
these storage pit-cellars have been noted within the archaeological record and include those located 1) beneath the
house proper, 2) along the wall of the house immediately outside the structure and potentially beneath a porch deck,
3) within the immediate inner yard, and 4) within an agricultural activity area. See discussion of these feature types
in Mansberger (1998).

11 Although several wood-cribbed features were identified as wells by the field excavators, Mazrim (2002) has
argued that these features actually represent square, wood-lined cisterns. Mazrim (2002:74) notes that “square
wood-lined wells (constructed with a large backfilled excavation)” would seem “less likely” than similarly
constructed cisterns. As noted above, wood-cribbed wells are present in the archaeological record, and this
interpretation seems unlikely. It seems more plausible in that these features represent early wood-cribbed wells that
were replaced with a later masonry lined wells.
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excavated within a smaller wooden caisson (similar to that identified by the correspondent to
Prairie Farmer in 1844) excavating beneath the leading edge, which created a larger diameter
circular excavation outside of the caisson. Upon reaching the appropriate depth, the caisson was
set firm and backfilled around to create the well. Archaeologically, such wells would exhibit a
wood-cribbed shaft with a larger circular excavation unit around its outer edge. One must be
careful to distinguish between a wooden well shaft lining and a well with a wood caisson.

Well depth is solely dependent on the depth of the water table and the availability of
water. As such, early wells in a region are generally shallow compared to later wells, as modern
activities have lowered water tables dramatically resulting in the failure of the earlier wells and
the replacement of the earlier wells with deeper new wells (and the gradual increase in the depth
of wells with the passing of time). As the walls of wells often collapsed, and it was easier
(and/or much safer) to excavate a new well than to attempt to repair the old one, multiple wells
are usually found in close proximity at sites occupied for any length of time. At the Lincoln
Presidential Library in downtown Springfield, the earliest wells at the site were relatively
shallow affairs with each successive generation of well being excavated slightly deeper. Often,
the soil excavated from the new well is deposited within the older abandoned well immediately
adjacent to it—resulting in the nearly sterile fill found in many of the abandoned wells. If a site
has been occupied for any length of time, multiple wells may be located in close proximity to
one another—paired wells generally represent the original and later replacement shaft. This is a
fairly common practice and has been documented at urban sites such as the Lincoln Presidential
Library and Museum project in Springfield (Mansberger 2001, 2002, 2003) as well as rural sites
such as at the Losch Farm Site (Mazrim 2002:53-157).

Generally, the archaeology of the wellheads—and the methods associated with the raising
of the water from the well—has been poorly preserved. Well sweeps (as determined by the
presence of a large post near the well) have not been documented by archaeology in Illinois.
Similarly, archaeology has not contributed much to our understanding of the above-ground
character of wells in the state.

Wells were recognized early for their artifact potential (I. Noel Hume 1969, A. Noel
Hume 1973). The lower reaches of a well, which are often water-logged deposits, often contain
a variety of well preserved items including organic materials (such as foodstuffs). In contrast, a
variety of capping fills have been recognized—each representing a different site formation
process and/or activity. The lower primary deposits are often capped with deep sterile fills
originating from the adjacent excavation of a new well, cistern, or cellar (as noted above). In
rural environments, the filling of the well shaft was often associated with the abandonment of the
site, resulting in the filling of the shaft with redeposited midden and/or fill brought in for the
special purpose of capping the well. Wells filled with redeposited midden often yield a low
density of small artifacts. With settlement of the fills, a second (and/or third) episode of fill is
often brought in to fill the depression. In urban environments, these open shafts were often used
as trash disposal pits and contain a wealth of artifacts associated with the subsequent occupants
of the site. These primary accretional deposits, often representing the deposition of kitchen
and/or household slop buckets, contain a wealth of information about the site occupants and the
activities they were conducting on site. Wells filled with everyday household trash have been
found at such sites as the Abraham Lincoln Home and the Presidential Library Site (both in
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Springfield), and the Rochester Log Cabin (Mansberger 1987, 1989, 2001, 2002, 2003).
Similarly, excavations at the Lincoln Presidential Library has exposed (and excavated) stratified
primary deposits associated with mid-century commercial structures within downtown
Springfield. The wells associated with the barroom and night-life activities located behind the
early commercial structures contrast dramatically with those associated with nearby domestic
activities. Such artifact-rich wells (which contain primary deposits) are invaluable for
understanding previous lifeways, and have been underutilized in Illinois archaeology.


