
How to dig a “Gypsy Well” 

Gypsy Wells are pits dug right next to the water using the sand between your pit and 

the river’s edge as a natural filter. It’s not the best answer but it will help rid the water of 

some toxins. 

 

Here’s what happens when you dig a Gypsy Well: in theory, the sand layers between 

the river and the pit you’ve dug filter out microorganisms, bacteria, fungi and other 

potentially harmful – itty bitty – toxins. This is ultimately called capillary action where the 

water seeps through the sand.  

 

To dig a Gypsy well and make the water somewhat safer, you’ll need:  

 

 A bunch of rocks  

 A shovel, spoon, stick or clam shell  

 A small fire  

 

Step 1: Chose a place along the river that appears to have good flow.  

 

Step 2: Dig a 4 to 6-inch hole into the ground about 6 to 7 inches away from the river’s 

edge. Use a shovel, not your hands. There are sometimes tiny shells, broken bits of glass 

from careless people, metal caps and so forth in the sand that can cut your fingers. 

Getting a cut can lead to a nasty infection.  Use a spoon, clam shell or a stick if you 

don’t have a shovel on hand.  

 

Step 3: You should start to see the water filter in through the bottom of your pit within a 

minute or two depending on how close you dug to the water’s edge. Give it about 10 

minutes to completely fill.  

 

**Some experts argue that this is enough in an emergency situation. Sand is a natural 

filter and in theory, does help to remove some impurities. Just know this – it doesn’t 

always work. If you have the means to boil the water (even with rocks as described 

below) and or filter your water, do it.  



 

Step 4: Put rocks onto a fire and let them get really hot. Depending on what you used 

to make the fire, your rocks should be hot by the time your Gypsy well reaches its 

maximum height (10 to 15 minutes).  

 

Step 5: Add your rocks into the pit and wait for it to boil. Let it boil for at least 1 to 3 

minutes.  

 

Step 6: If you have access to cloth or maybe an old tee shirt, you may want to filter out 

the sand and rocks. After it’s been boiled for 1 to 3 minutes, the water should be safe to 

drink. 

 

 


