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Introduction 
 
To the southeast of Arnos Court Park is an unusually imposing stone wall, which is a 
well-known part of the local landscape. In places it is twice as tall as a person, making it 
even more impressive to a child. There are few, if any, similar free-standing structures 
in Brislington that can be explored as freely, safely and closely, as this example of a 
boundary wall more than a century old. 
 
Parts of the wall are repeatedly threatened by damage from saplings grown from the 
seed of local trees. There has also been some discussion about lowering the height to 
allow pedestrians in King's Road to see into the park (as they can along the Bath Road). 
The perceived benefit of such partial demolition is that antisocial behaviour in the park 
might be reduced if the perpetrators felt their activities might easily be witnessed. This 
possible gain must be balanced against the certain loss to the heritage of the area that 
would arise from the partial removal of a remarkable relic of the site's extraordinary 
social history.  
 
It is to inform public and private debate, at the request of members of the Arnos Court 
Park Action Group, that these notes have been compiled by Ken Taylor, Chair of 
Brislington Community Archaeology Project. 
 
 
 
 
 

Site location 
 
The region consists of numerous hills and ridges bounded by the Mendip Hills 
approximately 15km to the south, the Cotswold Hills approximately 10km to the east, 
and the Severn Estuary approximately 15km to the west, with the Severn valley 
extending to the north. 
 
The district of Brislington lies within the city of Bristol and is approximately 2.5 km 
east of the city centre. It is situated to the south of the river Avon, and is now almost 
completely covered with urban development, mainly residential. Arnos Court Park is a 
public park owned by Bristol City Council, and is bounded to the north by Arnos Manor 
Hotel, to the east by the (A4) Bath Road, to the south by King's Road, and to the west 
by Arnos Vale Cemetery.  
 
The boundary with Arnos Vale Cemetery, which is an area carefully managed with 
wildlife in mind, gives Arnos Court Park a remarkably rural ambiance for a city park. 
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This preserves a taste of the time when Brislington was regarded as a picturesque 
Somerset village (before the expansion of Bristol in the late 19th century). 
 
The wall that is the subject of the present survey lies along the park's southern boundary 
and extends from the junction of Bath Road and King's Road (ST 612713) toward the 
southwest. It runs for 300m along ground that, overall, rises gently toward the steep hill 
on top of which lies the neighbourhood of Knowle. The standing wall terminates at a 
point inside the park where a metalled footpath crosses its course (ST 609712).  
 
 
 
 
 

Historical background 
 
The wall's origins are a relatively discrete matter, making consideration of the full 
history of the site superfluous. Our first consideration then, is to establish the most 
recent conditions prior to the erection of the wall. 
 
The Ordnance Survey map of 1886 (1:2500) shows boundaries that predate the modern 
boundary, and which are therefore earlier than the wall. The site on which the wall was 
eventually raised lies close to a T- shaped boundary between three fields. The map 
shows that King's Road, Hampstead Road and Runswick Road did not exist at that time. 
That T-shaped boundary was not of particular antiquity, and the site is shown on the 
1846 tithe map and apportionment as being more or less in the middle of a single, large 
field described as a lawn set to pasture. It was owned by Richard Poole King (reference 
number 347a). 
 
Now we must turn to the oldest evidence for the existence of the boundary along which 
the wall was built. 
 
A map dated 1901 in the deeds belonging to a house on King's Road shows the 
boundary in its modern position, lying alongside King's Road, with land on the other 
side belonging to the Roman Catholic convent of the Order of the Good Shepherd 
(which was based in the premises now called Arnos Manor Hotel). The convent 
acquired the property in 1851 (part of the building, still extant, dates to the 1760s) and 
operated a reformatory school for girls until World War Two when bombing raids 
forced their evacuation in 1941. 
 
The 1904 Ordnance Survey map (1:2500) shows the whole boundary is in the same 
position as the present day. The line on the map extends in a straight line beyond the 
wall's current south-western terminus, where it meets woodland. 
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A photographic postcard of the convent grounds (now part of Arnos Court Park), was 
taken at a gated entrance in the wall about half way along King's Road. This postcard is 
believed to be Edwardian, dating to around 1910 (Chard et al 1995, 30). While it does 
not show the wall, it offers circumstantial evidence that the wall may have been limiting 
the photographer's options for viewing the site. 
 
Mrs Anne Mugford, Brislington resident, informed the author in 2011 that she has a 
clear memory of the boundary wall alongside Kings Road 74 years ago (i.e. 1936-7). 
She added that even then it was not new. 
 
 
 
 
 

Previous work on the site 
 
No other study of this wall or boundary is known. 
 
 
 
 
 

Methodology 
 
At 6:30pm on Wednesday 8th June 2011 a walk along King's Road and through Arnos 
Court Park was undertaken by Ken Taylor and Kai Taylor. Care was taken to minimise 
trampling damage to the often fragile habitat adjacent to the wall. Other research is 
desk-based. 
 
 
 
 
 

Finds 
 
No portable finds were discovered, but several features of interest were observed. 
Nothing found was moved from its original position. 
 
The boundary first noted in 1901 is today marked by a rubble wall built primarily of 
pennant sandstone. The wall features occasional inclusions of grey granite, 
carboniferous limestone, two types of pebbly conglomerates (one sandstone, one 
limestone), Redcliffe sandstone, Bath stone, white lias, red bricks, and iridescent 
copper-slag blocks. These latter were cast at William Reeves' brass foundries at Crew's 
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Hole in the mid 18th century. Reeves built what is now Arnos Manor Hotel as his home 
and the park was part of his pleasure grounds, he used the same metallic blocks to 
construct the nearby Black Castle, now a Grade 1 Listed building.  
 
The wall's northern end, at the junction of the Bath Road with King's Road, is only 
about 1m high (a wall of similar height extends west along Bath Road, and may have 
been part of the same structure as the wall under consideration, although part appears to 
have been removed and rebuilt to accommodate a bus stop). As the wall runs along 
King's Road, its height slopes steeply up to around 3.5m – its maximum height along 
the road. This stretch of wall is continuous for some 300m, although it does contain an 
originally gated entrance approximately 75m from the King's Road / Bath Road 
junction. 
 
For the full length of King's Road between its junctions with the Bath Road and 
Hampstead Road, the boundary wall has unimpeded public access to both sides – a 
distance of some 150m.  
 
Midway along King's Road is the public entrance to the park. The walls terminate in 
substantial gate piers rising from crude pedestals to ornamental, semicircular coping 
stones. A modern metal barrier and gate partially block the space between them. A local 
resident recalls the original gates to this entrance were dismantled in the early 1970s. 
They had consisted of a set of double gates and a single gate separated by a single stone 
pillar of similar height etc to the surviving piers. The double gates were to the 
southwest, the single to the northeast. Both piers have iron fixtures, which were 
presumably associated with the gates. 
 
The ground level inside the park is, in places, significantly different to that of the road. 
To the southwest of the entrance it slopes down to become substantially lower, and here 
the wall can reach heights of approximately 4m as viewed from inside the park. To 
relieve stress from the weight of the roughly 2m depth of soil it holds back, large stone 
buttresses slope against it; several of these are equipped with old but still sharp iron 
spikes a few centimetres in length. There are twenty-two buttresses, and the spikes are 
near the top of only the most massive. 
 
The boundary wall has patches of repair work, not all of which have been carried out in 
sympathy with the quality of the original structure. Of particular note is the poor 
replication of the traditional 'cock and hen' style of coping stones (with alternate tall and 
short uprights). Little of the original coping remains intact (and some at least is 
currently threatened by ivy). 
 
At the junction of King's Road and Hampstead Road, the course of the boundary wall 
bends slightly into the park, and then continues straight to the southwest, running beside 
what has long been deemed an unadopted road that has been used daily as a public 
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thoroughfare for many decades, communicating with Runswick Road. Inside the park, 
the unimpeded public access to the wall continues for the full length of this section 
(150m) to its abrupt termination at the point where a tarmac footpath crosses the line.  
 
The turf on the far side of the footpath has not quite overgrown a ground-level patch of 
stonework on the same alignment as the wall. This scatter of stones is slightly wider 
than the wall. 
 
 
 
 
 

Interpretation  
 
The iron spikes in the buttresses were clearly a deterrent to climbers. Some local people 
assume they were intended to prevent the more wayward girls escaping (some girls are 
known to have run away, although the routes they took are not known). However, the 
slope of the triangular buttresses is too steep and smooth to allow an easy ascent, so it 
seems more likely they were there were to prevent people climbing over the wall (which 
is only perhaps 2m high on the King's Road side) to gain entrance to the convent 
grounds.  
 
The scatter of ground-level stones at the wall's southwestern terminus may be the 
remains of a structure wider than the wall (such as a gate pier), or simply the intact 
foundations of the wall augmented by demolition rubble from the wall itself. 
 
 
 
 

Proposals for future work 
 
The wall is valued by local people both for its own sake and for its role in the history of 
the community. To accommodate this sense of ownership, and in the absence of 
compelling reasons to demolish it or allow it to decay, the obvious way forward is to 
preserve it as comprehensively as possible. 
 
Local people should be consulted to collect early memories and photographs of the 
wall. 
 
Visual examination of the ground-level stones at the wall's southwestern terminus is 
insufficient to determine their precise significance. An archaeological investigation 
would be required to determine what this feature represents. The course of the boundary 
shown on the 1904 map could also be examined for subterranean traces of the wall. 
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The wall originally served several purposes in separating the landscape. Now, we are 
able to view it literally from both sides, and by learning about the lives of the people 
inside compared to those outside, this wall can also become a powerful metaphor, 
assisting children and others to learn about personal and social boundaries.  
 
A survey to determine which parts of the wall are original, and which were rebuilt or 
repaired, could reveal whether the erratic stone types among the pennant, were part of 
the first build, or were introduced later. 
 
The diversity of stones that make up the wall is sufficient to tell much of the story of the 
geology of the area. As such it could be explored and evaluated for use as an outdoor 
classroom (either formally, or informally – perhaps through a printed guide). 
 
Aside from the destructive saplings, there are many plants that cling to life in nooks and 
crannies between the stones, apparently harmlessly. It would be of considerable interest 
to survey the flora and fauna supported by the unusual habitat of this old wall. This 
survey would help establish a programme of managed activity that balances the need to 
promote biodiversity with the need to protect the wall itself – particularly the original 
features such as the cock and hen coping, which is under immediate threat from 
encroaching ivy.  
 
 
 
 
 

Conclusion  
 
A conservative estimate might put the wall's construction between 1886 and 1910, but it 
seems likely that it was built in 1901 or a year or two either side. The erection of the 
wall would naturally follow the sale of land by the convent of the Good Shepherd to the 
Edwardian housing development of King's Road.  
 
It seems reasonable to suppose the boundary wall was built as a single structure, with its 
extraordinary height intended to enclose the convent (the convent was a closed order). 
As such, the wall would have offered the nuns and their pupils and wards a good 
measure of privacy and security. It almost certainly also served as a physical barrier for 
some of the more recalcitrant pupils, and established a clear psychological division 
between the seclusion of the convent and the temptations of the world beyond.  
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Appendix - illustrations 
 
 

 
 

2011 Ordnance Survey. 
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2011 Ordnance Survey superimposed on 1886 Ordnance Survey. 
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1886 Ordnance Survey. 
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1901 map from local deeds (Queens Road is now named Hampstead Road). 
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Gate pier (2011). 
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Buttresses (2011). 
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Detail of spikes on buttress (2011). 
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Cock and hen coping stones (2011). 
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