
 

The Story of Semley Well … Fact or Fiction? 
 
In 1880 a row of four cottages were built beside Semley Common.  They were for letting at 1/- 
a week.  The first was for the Blacksmith with a forge to be built beside it.  The fourth was to 
be let to Farmer James of nearby Kirton Farm for a workman to live in.  The middle two were 
for letting to families.  Soon, the Maidment and Roger’s families were settled in their new 
homes.  Farmer James had hired a workman at Wilton Fair, but sadly he seemed to dislike 
everybody and kept a fierce dog in the end cottage, which scared all who passed by. 
 

 
 

Stanford cottages in 2011  (built in 1880) 

 
Semley did not have a good supply of fresh water in those days - it was brought in from the 
Sedgehill-Motcombe border in churns and sold for 1d a bucket - a lot of money then.  
Villagers stored their water in big earthenware pitchers or tubs with wooden covers. 
 
Squire Benett Stanford had acquired some old maps showing a well near the new cottages.  
A water diviner was sent for and after a long search, the well was found and cleaned out for 
use.  It was very deep and the water was good.  So the new cottages and Kirton Farm were 
allowed to use it.  The Maidment’s, who had five of their nine children living with them, were 
particularly delighted.  Nellie was the youngest, she was very pretty, the pride of the whole 
family.  She was also a determined young lady with a will of her own. But ‘Old Grump’ in the 
end cottage (the nickname Farmer James’ workman had been given), failed to fall for her 
charms.  “Miserable little brat” he was often heard to mutter. 
 
It was the time of year to prepare for the May Day Festival, organised by the schoolmistress.  
The evening of April 30

th
 was fine and a group of children set off along the lane past the well 

to gather May blossom for the morning.  Four year old Nellie Maidment, amongst others, crept 
past Old Grump’s gate as they went to fill their aprons with flowers.  They weren’t gone long 
and sang their May Day song as they headed home.  “Don’t they sound lovely?” said Mrs. 
Gray, (the blacksmith’s wife) to Mrs. Maidment as they stood at her gate listening to the 
children.  “I hope they’ll stop singing before they get to Old Grump’s gate or he will get cross” 
said Prudence Maidment.  But the children had forgotten and the old man came down to his 
gate with his dog snarling at his heels.  All but Nellie Maidment rushed home to their 
beckoning mothers.  Nellie just stood there, staring at the raving man.  Then in a loud, clear 
voice, she shouted “Old Grump, you are a horrid, beastly old man and everybody hates you, 
so there”.  Then she walked calmly to her house. Her mother scolded her, “you are a very 
naughty girl, never let me hear you speak to anyone like that again.  There is no supper for 
you tonight, up to bed you go and there you’ll stay”.   
 
The men working with Old Grump at Kirton Farm heard him muttering threats of vengeance 
after this episode.  “I’ll see that brat is punished, I’ll punish every cursed one of them, man, 
woman and child”.  The following Saturday, Old Grump didn’t turn up for work.  His cottage 
door was locked and he and his dog were gone.   



A week later, he was back, without his dog.  Then, six days after that, he disappeared again; 
his belongings were still in the cottage.  Farmer James hired another man for the haymaking 
who lodged with the blacksmith’s family and life went on as usual. 
 
It had been a long hot summer; the water in the well was getting low; Mrs. Rogers said she 
thought it tasted funny.  “T’is your taste Missus” her husband told her.  “Mother’s right, I don’t 
like the water much” said young Herbie.  At the end of August, little Nellie Maidment fell ill and 
had to be taken to hospital by pony and trap.  As she lingered between life and death, others 
fell ill - Herbie Rogers and Alice Maidment were taken to hospital too.  John Philpott, the 
Squire’s steward and a doctor all watched as the water in the well was examined. It was 
proved to be the source of the illnesses - and Old Grumps’ body was found at the bottom.  He 
had had his revenge by drowning himself in the well.  The well was filled in and never used 
again.  
 
OPC Notes: 
It is believed Olive Philpott, daughter of Squire Benett’s steward, originally wrote this story.   It 
is difficult to say if the story is fact or fiction as ‘Old Grump’ is not referred to by his real name 
and a Coroner’s Report, which would have been issued following a drowning, hasn’t been 
found at around the time of the supposed incident.  The Maidment family were living at 
Stanford Cottages in 1881.  But there is no mention of a blacksmith called Gray. There was a 
well just along from Stanford Cottages as this hand drawn plan by George Attwood in 1947 
shows. 
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