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STONE BUILT SHEEPWASHES IN GLOUCESTERSHIRE
John V. Garrett and Ted Hodgkins

practice to wash sheep before shearing. The

Gloucestershire countryside shows a number of examples
of the sheepwash pools used for this purpose, but very little has
been written about them.

From mediaeval to comparatively recent times it was the

In mediaeval times records of the Abbey of Winchcombe show
that each spring the abbot and his staff went to the Abbey’s
manor at Sherborne to supervise the washing and shearing of
their flocks. The tenants of Sherborne had a duty to assist with
the sheepwashing each year.In the latter half of the 15th. century
the records show that up to 2900 sheep were shorn annually at
Sherborne. (1) .

The purpose of the washing was to remove dirt and grit and
much of the natural oil from the fleece. It was usually carried out
a week or two before shearing. The washed fleece, although
lighter, obtained a small premium in price which made the
process worth while. Sheepwashing time was an important and
busy annual event for the villagers. The congregation of large
numbers of sheep over days and even weeks was not however
always welcomed. Very few people now living remember these
occasions. Most had ceased in the early 1920s , some may have
persisted up to the end of the second World War, and the
procedure is described in farming books up to 1945. (2). The
premium for washed wool gradually became so small that the
process ceased to be worth while. Fleeces are now cleaned in the
wool processing factory.

Originally the washing was done in a local stream, as at
Sherborne; later, the convenience of having a built; sheepwash

controlled by poles or crooks,were pushed momentarily under
water, well soused and allowed to run out by a sloping escape
ramp. Sheep dips, on the other hand are concrete baths filled
with medicated solution for the control of sheep scab and other
infestations. This is the modern procedure. In making a list of
sheepwashes failure to distinguish between these two processes
can lead to many dips being recorded as washes. This is made
more likely by the Ordnance Survey being apparently unable to
distinguish the two when recording them on their larger scale
maps. This is particularly the case with the modern Pathfinder
series were the terms sheep wash and sheep dip appear to be
used indiscriminately.

MAPPING SHEEPWASHES

To obtain an idea of the number and location of sheepwashes in
Gloucestershire it was decided to examine all the sheets of the
six inch to one mile (1/10560 scale) of the third edition, 1922-
23, covering the county. This edition was chosen as being most
likely to show the maximum number of washes and also to be
reasonably easily available in the county reference libraries.
Word of mouth information or chance led to the examination
also of some 25 inches to 1 mile plan (1/2500 scale) some of
which showed washes not shown, or not named, on the six inch
sheets. Again care has to be taken to distinguish washes from
dips. Washes are usually in places where running water is
available, in valleys and stream sides. The dips are usually in
waterless places on hill sides or the wolds. Occasionally a place
or house name gives a clue, as Sheepwash Cottage or Sheepwash
Plantation.
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Fig.1. Part of the drawing for the construction of the sheepwash on Cleeve Common 1896.
(by permission of the Board of Conservators)

was realised. This also did away with the need for the shepherds
to get into the water with the sheep as is shown in a painting by
Edward Duncan of sheepwashing on the Thames, probably in
the mid 19th. century.

Sheep washing is to be clearly distinguished from sheep dipping.
In sheep washing the sheep were thrown into a river or specially
built pool through which water flowed continually. They were
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By these criteria 29 definite sheepwashes were found in the
present county of Gloucester, plus 4 others now in Avon County
north of Bristol. These have all been reported to the Sites and
Monuments Record at Shire Hall. They are not by any means a
complete list and to them must be added four others not noted
on the maps but recorded by the Cotswold Warden Service, and
six others already recorded by Sites and Monuments some of
which however may be sheep dips only. A further complication












