
BORING FOWNHOPE  
 
It’s time to write about Fownhope’s ‘boring’ history, prompted by the recent press 
speculation about drilling for gas. Fownhope’s been ‘boring’ for a long time!. We’ve 
been digging holes in the ground for probably a thousand years or more. There are 
more than 60 wells in the parish, most extracting water from a few feet under the 
ground. The well (now capped) at the Old Cider House on Common Hill was just 17 
feet (5 metres) deep.  
‘Boring Fownhope’ took a new turn in the 19th century when we began to search for 
coal. An appeal in the Hereford Journal in 1809 raised almost £400 ( more than 
£250,000 in today’s earnings) to pay  miners who hazarded a guess, and it really was 
a guess,  that Checkley Common was a likely place,  but the 90 foot (27 metres) shaft 
produced no coal. The search was revived in 1827 when it was claimed there might be 
coal on Thomas Brown’s land, presumably on  Tump Farm. Thomas tried to raise 
another  £400 to sink a trial hole but no subscribers were forthcoming. Who can 
blame them. We now know there is no coal here. Fownhope might have had a short 
time as a ‘mill village’ in the 1850s but it was never going to be a pit village! 
 
Phase three of ‘Boring Fownhope’ was the more mundane search for more water. The 
parish council had  supported new housing in the 1950s in return for   a mains water 
supply. Boring in 1953 to a depth of 350 feet (107 metres) failed to find enough water 
to meet the modest needs of the new homes in Court Orchard let alone more recent 
housing and business use. Other bore-holes Nupend and Rudge End delivered very 
hard water, or failed the bacteria tests. So Fownhope’s water supply was extracted  
from the river above Hereford, and piped here.  
 
Is that the end of boring Fownhope? Far from it . A report from the government’s 
geological survey in 1971  suggested  that some of the shale rocks below the 
Woolhope Dome  might contain oil. Could Fownhope be the new Dallas? You might 
have expected a flurry of interest but it took another 20 years for a firm from Texas, 
Sovereign Oil, to drill a really deep borehole near Rudge End Farm. They drilled 
down more two thousand metres into the earth – that’s one and a third miles deep – 
twenty times deeper than the 1953 bore-hole. That produced one of the most detailed 
cross-sections of our geology, through limestone sandstone and shales down to really 
the ancient pre-cambrian rocks that make up the Malvern Hills. It was a costly 
exercise but found no oil nor  gas. The bulky machinery was removed and the site 
restored to grassland.  Faced with this evidence the government’s advisor, the  
Geological Survey, made the far from stunning conclusion  that there was now little 
prospect of oil or gas in the area. 
 
Roll another 20 years when  another government department, the Department of 
Energy, has again tried to assess where there may be reserves of oil or gas, inspired in 
part by the American experience of forcing gas to the surface by driving large 
volumes of water deep into the earth. I will refrain from using that F word!! They list 
places such as East Dorset and the Sussex Downs where oil is already extracted using 
‘nodding donkeys’  but extended the search to much of the Cotswolds and the 
Pennines. Wales and the Marches don’t feature in their main map , but as an aside the 
report lists three places, including Fownhope and Eastnor where there had been 
exploration drilling, albeit back in 1992. But who-ever cobbled the report together 
failed to check all the other reports, readily available on the web, which conclude  that  



there’s no oil or gas in the Woolhope Dome. The geological survey’s current advice 
to our planners is to refuse any applications for test holes. Why spend money when 
the strong evidence is that there is neither oil nor gas?.  I have written to the 
Department and our MP and  awaiting  confirmation  that  ‘Boring Fownhope’ is no 
more!!. Meanwhile Fownhope  can continue to make a real , immediate and reliable 
contribution to renewable energy. 
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