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 AGENDA

1. APPROVAL OF HISTORICAL COMMISSION APPLICATION - ASHBRIDGE
HOUSE CISTERN
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AGENDA ITEM INFORMATION

ITEM:  APPROVAL OF HISTORICAL COMMISSION APPLICATION - ASHBRIDGE HOUSE
CISTERN

Consider for recommendation to the Board of Commissioners approval of the following application as
recommended by the Historical Commission at their meeting held on January 27, 2025:
 
a) Approval to fill a newly discovered historic cistern adjacent to Ashbridge House in order to allow for the
construction of the previously approved building addition, with a subcommittee to review the inclusion of a
reference to the well in the completed project and to assist with decisions relating to any further unanticipated
discoveries found during construction.

PUBLIC COMMENT
ATTACHMENTS:

Description Type
Issue Briefing Issue Briefing

Slides Backup Material
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TOWNSHIP OF LOWER MERION 

 

Building & Planning Committee 

 

Issue Briefing 

 

Topic:  Historical Commission Review of Cistern at Ashbridge House 

  

Prepared By: Greg Prichard, Historic Preservation Planner 

 

Date:  January 28, 2025 

 

 

I. Action To Be Considered By The Board:  

 

Approve the recommendation of the Historical Commission regarding the cistern at 

Ashbridge House. 

 

II. Why This Issue Requires Board Consideration:   

 

Recommendations from the Historical Commission are submitted for Board approval.    

 

III. Current Policy Or Practice (If Applicable):   

 

N/A 

 

IV. Other Relevant Background Information:   

 

On June 24, 2024, the Historical Commission reviewed an application from the 

Township to renovate Ashbridge House in connection with the adaptive reuse of the 

historic home planned to be occupied by the New Horizons Senior Center. This work 

was to include the removal of a late 19th century rear addition to the home and the 

construction of a modern rear addition on an expanded footprint with an elevator. The 

HC recommended approval of the application, which was reviewed and approved by 

the Board of Commissioners on July 17, 2024. 

 

Construction at Ashbridge House commenced in late fall, including the removal of 

the 19th century addition and further site exploration in preparation for the installation 

of the new addition foundation.  

 

In mid-January, contractors discovered an old underground cistern, approximately 30 

feet deep and 40 inches wide, beneath the bluestone pavers of the garden patio on the 

west side of the house. The cistern is an open well, lined with rubble stone, dry laid as 

opposed to mortared.  
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The location of the cistern conflicts with the planned location of a portion of the 

addition’s west foundation wall. The retention of the cistern would require a difficult 

engineering solution or a redesign of the addition.  

 

The Historical Commission was asked to review this discovery and make a 

recommendation as to an appropriate solution. The project architects provided 

drawings showing the cistern’s relationship to the existing house, its proposed 

addition, and adjacent structures in plan and section views. They also compiled a list 

of possible approaches to building the addition in close proximity to the cistern. The 

following are the approaches noted as possible options by the architectural team:  

 

1. During excavation for the addition, remove the top 10-15 feet of the rubble walls 

(down to new footing level) and fill the remainder of the well with an appropriate 

material to provide adequate bearing. Construction can commence once the well 

is filled. The feasibility of possible future archeological excavations will be 

dependent on the fill material used. Pending geotechnical input, both sand and 

lean (low strength) concrete are possible options, neither of which makes future 

excavation impossible. 

 

2. Retain all but the top several feet of the rubble wall and build around it. 

Significant redesign of the structure and basement plan of the addition would be 

required as well as a substantial project delay. Since the rubble wall is dry-laid, it 

would need to be stabilized (grouted or otherwise supported) during excavation to 

prevent its collapse. The well below basement level would still be required to be 

filled with adequate bearing material to prevent collapse and possible future 

subsidence of the building above. Again, the feasibility of possible future 

excavations would depend on the fill material used. 

 

3. Leave the well in place and re-design the building so that the well is not within 

the excavation area. This would require substantial project delay, additional cost 

and likely significant negative impact on the federal funding deadlines. 

 

On January 27, 2025, the Historical Commission met to review the application. The 

HC discussed the proposed options and carefully considered the consequences of 

each. The members discussed the balance of preserving or documenting the historic 

element while acknowledging the long-term preservation needs of Ashbridge House 

and the benefit of allowing construction to proceed unabated. The HC 

recommendation is as follows:  

 

The Historical Commission recommends filling the bottom section of the cistern, 

approximately two-thirds of its depth, first with a cushion layer of sand and the 

balance with lean concrete to stabilize the section below the footings, and to 

remove the portion above that would affect the structure of the proposed addition, 

first documenting the well with photographs, accurate measurements, and 

notations on drawings as to what is to be done. Further, the Commission would 

request that the Township consider some reference to the well, including a 
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circular inlay in the paving and/or a plaque or exhibit on the property, with a 

subcommittee to work with the Township and their representatives on a possible 

solution. The subcommittee will also be available to review any other 

unanticipated circumstances encountered during work. The Commission would 

also encourage the re-use of the stone to be removed. 

 

Staff will continue to work with the project team to complete the requested 

documentation before the cistern is filled and covered, and to assist with the 

“reference” to the cistern however useful, including the wording of interpretive 

markers or text in the pavement.  

 

Staff has also been in communication with the State Historic Preservation Office 

(SHPO) to make sure they are aware of the discovery and the recommended 

approach, as this project has been under the SHPO’s review since the early stages of 

architectural conceptualization.  

 

V. Impact on Township Finances:   

 

A delay in the construction project would result in delay damages with the contractor 

have an impact on the project timeline which could jeopardize the ARP funding. The 

recommended approach, documentation and memorialization of the cistern is not 

believed to have a substantial impact on the project budget.  

 

VI. Staff Recommendation:   

 

Staff recommends that the Board of Commissioners approve the work as described in 

the Historical Commission’s recommendation.  
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Historical Commission

1301 West Montgomery Avenue, Bryn Mawr – Ashbridge House 

Class 1

Action:
Approval to fill a newly discovered historic cistern 
adjacent to Ashbridge House in order to allow for the 
construction of the previously approved building 
addition, with a subcommittee to review the inclusion of 
a reference to the well in the completed project and to 
assist with decisions relating to any further unanticipated 
discoveries found during construction.
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Full HC Recommendation:
The Historical Commission recommends filling the bottom section of 
the cistern, approximately two-thirds of its depth, first with a cushion 
layer of sand and the balance with lean concrete to stabilize the 
section below the footings, and to remove the portion above that 
would affect the structure of the proposed addition, first documenting 
the well with photographs, accurate measurements, and notations on 
drawings as to what is to be done. Further, the Commission would 
request that the Township consider some reference to the well, 
including a circular inlay in the paving and/or a plaque or exhibit on 
the property, with a subcommittee to work with the Township and 
their representatives on a possible solution. The subcommittee will also 
be available to review any other unanticipated circumstances 
encountered during work. The Commission would also encourage the 
re-use of the stone to be removed.

Ashbridge House Addition: Reviewed and approved in July, 2024
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Plan: Cistern in relation to existing and proposed foundation walls

Plan Detail: Cistern in relation to first floor plan of addition
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The well is about 30 ft. deep and is composed of dry-laid stone

Cistern is located near the gazebo and garden wall
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