Hidden gems and Forgotten People

CAVEHILL CONSERVATION CAMPAIGN

The Volunteers’ Well
The Volunteers’ Well is a natural spring which lies about 500 metres north of Belfast
Castle. It lies immediately on the right of the traditional route up Cave Hill which now
starts on the Antrim Road, just on the upper side of Our Lady of Lourdes (Park Lodge)
primary school. Walk up the tarmac road from the Antrim Road for about 300 metres
and where the road bends sharply left, follow the gravel path which goes straight up the
hill. The stream which emanates from the Well is now on your right. The Well is about
150 metres up this gravel path.There is a well-like structure just beside the spring but
above it and on the left. This often confuses walkers (and in at least one instance, the
author of a guide-book!). This structure was in fact built in the 1970s as part of
Enterprise Ulster, a scheme to give unemployed youth some work experience.
The Well is one of a number of natural springs which emerge on Cave Hill roughly along
the junction between the underlying Cretaceous limestone and the overlying basalt. The
water emerges very clean from the rock and one of the pleasures of being on Cave Hill is
drinking these spring waters.
The Volunteers’ Well is named after the Irish Volunteers, a citizen militia set up in 1778
as a way of countering the threat of incursion by either the Americans or the French at a
time when the British Army was heavily engaged elsewhere. They were for a while very
much a respectable middle-class organisation until they were suppressed in 1793
because of Government concerns at their increasing radicalisation. Some of the more
radical Volunteers, under direction from the Dublin barrister Wolfe Tone, had met
secretly and formed the Society of United Irishmen in December 1791. Prior to their
suppression, the Volunteers had met regularly for military drills and vigorous political
debate. One of their drill areas was on the open slopes around the Well where a source of
water was very useful to both men and horses. Musket balls have been found near the
Well.
The Well also was useful as a refreshment stop on the way up and over Cave Hill
towards Glenavy and Crumlin, a route popular up to the nineteenth century with pedlars
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and carriers. It was also popular as a picnic area; carts could reach the spot and carry
the necessary provisions. It also was very useful to the 20,000 people or so who went
past the Well on the way to the Easter Fair held each Easter Monday around the Devil’s
Punchbowl below the caves. This tradition was certainly observed in the early 18th
century and is probably a lot earlier.
In 1855 Joseph Magill the owner of the land in which lies the Volunteers’ Well tried to
block public access. This resulted in the formation of the Association for the Protection of
Public Rights of Way by some of the prosperous citizens of Belfast who sued Magill in
1859 and won their case, forcing him to reinstate the right of way. Magill subsequently
went bankrupt and the Donegall estate purchased his estate in 1882. The trees which
are now all round the well were then planted.
Ref: The Great Cave Hill Right of Way Case by John Gray pub: Cave Hill Conservation
Campaign.
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