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NAMES OF SPRINGS AND WELLS IN SOMERSET*
In Somerset (a county not yet covered by the EPNS Survey) the OE terms broc,
lacu, pyll are used for streams while w(i)ella normally refers to a spring.
In cases where only a modern form in well is available, the feature in question
is usually a natural spring: the writer has been able to check many sites men-
tioned below. The collection towards a Somerset place-name survey is by no
means complete, and early forms are still lacking for many of the names. Any
conclusions drawn here must therefore be regarded as entirely provisional.

e
~

* kS

1. Categories of Name

Those names, major and minor, which have been traced as referring to springs

and wells in Somerset can be categorized as suggested by Smith, and, more
recently, by Gelling.l A fair proportion turn out to be unremarkable and found
in common with other counties. However, from this collection, perhaps as many
as a quarter have superstitious or religious associations. This preponderance
must be due in part to the number of 'holy wells' in the county, as recorded
by Home.2 Nevertheless, the searching of other sources, of various dates,

has more than doubled the number which were known to him. The major part of

this paper will therefore be concerned with holy wells of one type or another.

Descriptive or topographical terms form the first element in about half
the names in the collection. One in particular has an unusual development,
perhaps encapsulating the superstitious regard in which Somerset people have
tended to hold springs, even into modern times. Chilkwell in Glastonbury
(Chalkwelle 1302: Turner, 90, from OE cealc 'chalk, limestone'; Blood Spring
18th cent.) is currently known as Chalice Well, and is linked to legends of
Joseph of Arimathea. It was the water-supply for the town and abbey of
Glastonbury and is one of the few 'holy' wells to have been excavated.3

The third large category of these names consists of those having a
personal-name as first element. This frequency of association with people
underlines the economic and social significance of a constant source of pure
water and confirms Gelling's findings amongst major names generally. One
example from this category is Nempnett Thrubwell (Trubewel 1201: DEPN, 337;
Turner, 28) which is perhabs from an OE pers.n. Trub(b)a or a ME surname (cf.
Walter Trubbe 1327 SRS). Turner (loc. cit.) thought it unlikely that spring
water here would be 'bubbling' under pressure (cf. ModE throb). However,

fieldwork is needed to identify the spring concerned.
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One particular sub-type may be noted: instances where the name appears

to be elliptical for 'spring on the boundary of X's estate'. For instance,

the name Kimmerinwell (OE Cynemzr + -ing*-) which appears in the medieval

Elsewhere, Wormesleighe welle on the boundary between

bounds of Kilmersdon.4
North Wootton and Worminster parishes could contain the OE pers.n. Wyrm (with

OE léah, torr); although it could alternatively contain OE wyrm 'reptile,
serpent'. Turner (109) suggested comparison with the Herefordshire river-name
Worm (ModW gurm 'dun, dark-blue'). Richard de Wormeswelle of Bruton should
also be noted (SRS). Conkwell (partly in Wiltshire; PN Wilts., 124) is to be
connected with (on) cunuca leage 957 (12th) (BCS 1001, Sawyer 643), nearby.
There is a strong spring in the centre of the village which must drain down-
hill into the River Avon. A hill-name Cunec, or comparison with W cawnog

' reed-bed' have been suggested if the first element camnot be considered a

stream- or personal-name.

The first element can also be a word for a group of people, as opposed to
an individual's name.6 Examples include Charlwell (Wedmore par.), Salterewell
1386 Pat (on the boundary between Devon and Somerset), and perhaps Folkewelle
(pers.n.) from Wilton. The importance of hunting and, at the same time, the
isolated position of many springs is reflected in Hunteneswell 12043

Huntewellediche 1275 (Bathford), and Huntwell 16th cent. (Weston nr.Bath), and
'boar’,

confirmed by the first elements of a group of Somerset settlement names:
Deadmanswell (Denesmodeswelle 1086 GDB; DB
(DEPN, 258).

'buck', 'hart', 'hind', 'hawk'.
1/1) is adjacent to Huntstile, possibly 'the stile of the huntsman'

One in twenty of the names so far collected refers to a feature on an

Anglo-Saxon estate boundary. Only a few actually reflect this in their names.

For instance, merewelle(n) occurs at both Marksbury and Wrington (936 (14th)

BCS 709, Sawyer 431; 904 (14th) BCS 606, Sawyer 371). One which might have a
(on) halgan welle at Ruishton, south

particular significance on a boundary is
of Taunton (854 (12th) BCS 475, Sawyer 310); this name survived at least into
the thirteenth century as a surname Halgewill in the tithing of Henlade at
Ruishton (SRS). In what sense was this a holy spring or stream? As Hooke has
'The demarcation of estate boundaries attained a religious significance

/ on the other hand, superstition cammot be ruled out,
'an ashtree

noted:

at a very early date':
in view of the phrase quendam fraxinum quem imperiti sacrum vocant,
which the ignorant call holy', mentioned in the bounds of Taunton itself (854

(12th) BCS 476, Sawyer 311).
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IT. Recurrent Compounds

Parti

Buttejiiii z::g:znzzvzeer t? be Tore common in some regions than in others.

;;;E;Tj—;;a e era t?meé In Somerset (also in Berks., Essex, Gloucs.,

it POlden)‘.B;tt-g.WW1lllam.de Buterwelle 1327 SRS; Butterwell Fm

tasting water ’t__~_§£__§ll (?hlpham). It could refer to particularly sweet-
Or to water used in the butter-making process. A similar com-

ound Mil
p kwell has not yet been found in Somerset but occurs in Gloucs

Staffs., Warks. and Wi - Herts.
s Wilts.; its water may have been sweet or cloudy or,alte )
’ ma-

tively used by cattle or for cooling milk

a e t ) S

g
3

it is intriguing to note

4 , an apparentl i
o Mallet.8 e pp’ ? unique reference to a Skimmington Well,
. immington' and its ritual (involving a wife beati
usband, or surrogates acting out the humiliation ‘ oo

the early seve ) seems to have originated, in
of th Z venteenth century, from Somerset and North Wiltshire, 'strai ht,
ec . raight o
eese country, for the implement used in the beating is ; Ki ‘g ut
, skimming

ladle - used b i
Yy women in the maki
ing of butter and cheese'.’ The well-name

. . ] . N 1 ]d - t e { 71‘1] Ch
S t

Gloucs.; PN Gloucs., I
YL TSy b 152)- An engravin
« g of 1639 shows a wif :
drunken husband with a ladle, under an apple tree wife beating her

g b ooene. - Is it mere coincidence
' ms t$ be up to his knees in a small stream, the i
is clearly depicted? ’ ouTee of whien

Ringwell (e.g. i
SometE;;EEZT_ i g- hring wylle 955-9: PN Gloucs., IV, 186) seems to imply
Somersetg 1;cu ar, but must it always refer to the same characteristic? F
. - " rom
ave Ryngwell 1463 Pat, Ringwell (Ditcheat; Martock: and Pilton);

and perhaps Ringers Well ( g
‘ Somerton). Ringswell i
I , at Marshfield (Gloucs.
wi?f : ell 1575) has recently been excavated and the spring 'proved to h
e . - . ’ O
spring-head around it, of a hollow "beehive" shape' 1 o

Bridewell (Devon, Dors., Gloucs., Kent. Su ;
traced C 1A . ’ » surrey, and Wilts.) has so f
i, SOTSOjizisiflna:e in.Batcombe, Churchill and West Coker. Smith (PNaglgi::.
implying . fe;tiliz Xp élned the form to bryde wyllan 972 as 'the briagT;—;;IIT’
Supersti£iOU51y~namzasPr1?g; Hence we may have another example of a
(igiggm, ) b Zgrl?g. However, Smith subsequently added a reference
Lofvenberg hi " ?g S suggested word OF *bryd 'surging, welling'.

g himself had cited Henry atte Brude 1327 of Evercreech (Som.) in
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i i in
evidence 12 pieldwork in Evercreech might help to pinpoint the feature
Y .

estion. |
N 'bride' or '(young) bird'

derivation from either
Turner (137) suggested a o it

or St Bridget, when discussing Bridewell Lane (Loxton).

i i i Ashton.
Lane (Shapwick) was Burdwell in 1764, and there is a Birdwell in Long As

link with St Bridget as that in

i re such a clear '
Nowhere, however, 1S the ke o

evntebridewell 1330 referred to by PN Northants., 24.

Brides). The chapel there (dedicated

(Becory alias Bryde 1570 Pat; f.n. The . e e ey e been
to St Mary Magdalene and supposedly visited by St Bridge .D.

i Bridget's
13 The stone erected in the 1920s to mark the site of St Bridg

fifteenth. . he e
Well is today relocated on the bank of the River Brue. Gresswell no
e

) which he related to the site of a lost

field-name St brides (Cannington

Church.15

5

ITI. Holy Wells '
We have already noted the frequency of spring- a

L. .. £ cance.
an apparent superstitious or religious significa .
ain and Somerset contains

nd well-names in Somerset with

Why should this be? Pre-

isti 11-attested in Brit
hristian water cults are we e
- some of which show considerable continuity of respect for the
£ the hot spring and temple
1 aligned to St Andrew's Well);

several sites,
water feature. Bath (the abbey almost on top o

complex); Wells (a mausoleum pre-dating a chape

i T also a
Pagan's Hill Chew Stoke; these are striklng examples. There was
b

i known a
i1ding over the spring later
o . of a spring-shrine such as that recently

Anne's
discovered at Littledean (Gloucs.)}8 The former chapel of St Amn

i f
belonging to Keynsham Abbey, was once an important centfe 0
‘ sions to the well have been revived

Perhaps this was a humble version

(Brislington),
i i indeed religious proces '
D hae T Wilton, near Taunton, 'has a remarkable well dedicated

to take its name (DEPN, 521).

9
twice this century.
to St George' from which it appears

by the
According to Morris, 'the worship of waeterwyllas was frowned upon by

Church, but it is not difficult to envisage a process whereby pa%an

were adapted and nominally Christianized as a means of perpetuating -
t

v et 20 1r 4o indeed. generally acknowledged that hundreds ©

them in

17
s St Agnes' Well (Whitestaunton).

well-cults

§
g
g
i
-
]

confused with Holwell, 'spring in a hollow'.
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magical springs ... became "holy wells", associated with a saint, but ... were

still employed for magical healing and for divining the future. Their water

was sometimes believed to be peculiarly suitable for baptism'.2l Thus we may
expect to find two distinct types of 'holy well': one associated with a relig-
ious site, the other perhaps more isolated and retaining a clearer superstitious
character. Both types can indeed be found in Somerset.

One common name for a spring to which superstitions were attached is (to)
pucan wylle, Pukewelleriche (from OE puce 'goblin' and ric 'stream, ditch').
Others so far noted have only modern forms: Devil's wWhispering Well (Bishop's
Lydeard); Sunset Well (Ansford; Wedmore); Wishing Well (Sutton Montis) and
Witch's Pool and Well (Pardlestone; Sandhill). A particularly striking refer-

ence to a highly superstitious site survives from the year 1634 in relation to
one of the two wells in the ramparts of South Cadbury hill-fort:%2

'Cite Joamna Perrie for that she with divers other women of the
same plari]sh did on a certain sabbath day within this moneth
all during prayer time goe up to the castell theare in w[hi]ch
being a well they did baptise themselves and named nyne counts
and long prickes and such like and signed themselves with the
sign of the crosse in time of divine service.'

The two wells at South Cadbury, regarded by Rodwell as examples of cult-centres
within hill-forts, are known as King Arthur's Well and Queen Anne's Wishing
wgll.ZB The latter is the more likely candidate for the site of the events
mentioned in 1634: in addition to being a spring rather than a well, and being

more secluded, its name is probably the more significant.

Many wells are associated with healing: the names Eyewell (Queen Camel)
and Cordial Well (Bitton) no doubt reflect this.

one typical example was recorded in 1464:2%

The origin of the fame of

'within the bounds and limits of the parish Church at Wembdon
was a certain well, commonly called St. John's Well, to which
an immense concourse of people had resorted within a few days
past, and not before resorted, and had there made oblations to
the honour of God, the blessed Virgin Mary, and St. John the
Baptist; and many who had for years laboured under various
bodily diseases, and had found no benefit from physick and
physicians, were by the use of the waters (after paying their
due offerings) restored to their pristine health ...'

The name Holywell is very frequent in Somerset, though no doubt sometimes

It has so far been noted in

Chilton Polden, Ditcheat, East Coker, Edington (but cf. John Holewill 1402/3),
Englishcombe (Halywells 1609), Enmore, Glastonbury, Halse, Kingsdon (Halowyll
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1563: VCH, Somerset, IIT, 111), Luxborough, Mudgeley, Pilton, Priston,
Roadwater, Shapwick, Taunton, Thorne St Margaret, Watchet, Wellington, West

Coker and Yatton. Hollowells (Cricket St Thomas) was Hollywille 1315, Holewyll
1459 (VCH, Somerset, IV, 133) but note should also be taken of Edith atte

Holywelle of Cricket (SRS).
The name Ladywell (normally short for Our Lady's Well) has so far been

found in Bathford, Bruton, East Brent and Wrington. Comparable modern names
include Lady Mary's Spring (Frome); Lady's Fountain (Kilve); Fair Lady Well
(Priddy) and Ladyford Meadow (Winsford).

% * *

IV. Saints and Wells
A convenient source of water supply obviously affected the success or failure

of a settlement site. A spring might also be the focus around which a relig-
ious site developed. The importance of holy wells in this respect has been
'largely overlooked by modern scholars'.25 At St John's, Frome, for example,
there was a 'ryght fayre spring in the churche yard' which was the town water
supply. It might also have been the original supply for St Aldhelm's monastery
here.26 Perhaps it is not too far-fetched to believe that it was a pagan

sacred spring sanctified by use during baptism.

Many wells have a firm link with a particular saint, though it is hard
to say how old the traditional connection may be. So far, no Somerset example
matches the suggested link of St Eanswith of Kent with eanswj?e wyllas 931
(e.12th) (PN Gloucs., III, 64).27 There is still much work to be done on the
early saints of Somerset. Legends exist associating SS. Benignus (or Beonna),
Cadoc, Gildas and Indract with springs or wells but it is not known whether

any of these sites are identifiable. St Decuman's Well at Williton near

Watchet is the unique example. However, there may be a trace of another

Celtic saint, Ernin, not previously known in Somerset, in a field-name at
2

Weare: St Ern's Well 1840 (St Ernes Well 1602). 8

Well-known English saints with local Somerset connections are also commem-
orated in spring-names. St Aldhelm, who died at Doulting in 709, is remembered
there and in St Aldam's Ash & Well in Gloucs. (Pucklechurch; PN Gloucs., III,
66); St Dunstan at Stoke St Michael and Witham Friary; and St Alphege on
Lansdown above Bath (apud fontem Sancti Alphege 15th cent.).

.
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Sometimes a well-dedication is simply shared with the parish church or a
former chapel, now usually lost. Thus the following saints are commemorated:
Andrew (Ansford; Stogursey; Wells); Anne (Brislington); Anthony (Bathford);
Catherine (St Catherine's; Swell); George (Wilton); Giles (Knowle St Giles);
Julian (Wellow); Mary (Chaffcombe; Charlcombe; Portishead); Michael (Minehead):

Pancras (Roadwater); Peter (Over Stowey); Winifred (Bath).

Sometimes popular etymology optimistically associated a particular saint
with a well: Catherine or Christopher (Kitswell); Luke (Luckwell); Patrick
(Patwell); Peter (Pedwell); Rumbold (Rumwell); Ursula (Herswell). Babwell
(Cucklington) presumably contains the OF pers.n. Babba (cf. Babcary and
Babington, both Som.) but by at least the fifteenth century it would seem to
have begg associated with St Barbara, to judge by the stained glass in the
church.

Barrow Sidwells (Wick, now a site just inside the entrance to
Hinkley Point power station) was visited for eye troubles and scurvy. This
could contain OE sid 'broad, low-lying' but early forms are needed to elucidate
the history of the probable link with St Sidwell, whose cult flourished in
Devon. The Exeter St Sidwells (PN Devon, 437) is named from St Sidefulle

(containing OF sidu 'morality') who was said to have been buried to the north

of the city. There is also a Wiltshire example: sidefollewelle temp. Ric. II

(PN Wilts., 450). Her name was Latinized as Sativola but she was also associ-
ated with a variant of a common decapitation-legend, involving a play on the

words 'scythe' and 'well' assumed to be part of her name.

St Cyprian has been associated with a curious well between Beer Grocombe

and Ashill, variously known as St Nipperhams, Kipperans, Nippertons, Skippertons

or Skivertons. The place-name involved is Skipperham (Skiberham 16 Henry VII
Callng), presumably from OE hamm with a so far unknown first element.31

* % *

V. Wells associated with St Agnes and St Anne

The saints most frequently associated with springs and wells in Somerset are
Our Lady/St Mary, St Andrew and St Agnes. St Andrew, the fourth most frequent
church - dedication in England, is particularly popular in Somerset because it
is that of the cathedral at Wells.32 What was the attraction of St Agnes?
She was a Roman virgin martyr of the third century and 'unmarried girls cele-
Somerset wells
dedicated to her include those at Cothelstone, Doulting, Selworthy and

Whitestaunton (the Romano-British shrine mentioned above).

brated the eve of her festival with semi-magical rites'. 3
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Dr Cottle has suggested that dedications to St Agnes and St A?ne might
be one and the same.34 Although this is not tenable on hagiographfcal grounds,
it is true that forms of the forenames were easily confused in medieval and
early modern times.35 This confusion was perhaps being perpetuated by a tum
of ~the-century writer when she described how 'some distance up [Seven Wellé
Combe] there is a little well, stone covered and mossy, a sacred well, dedica-

, 36
ted perhaps to St Anne, or St Agnes ...'.

Different counties will no doubt reflect different saintly prefere?ces.
Nevertheless, 'it would seem ... tg?t S. Anne is ge?erally regarded azlln some
special sort the patron of wells'. Why should this be? Very probably o
because St Anne interceded for the childless and was therefore an apt dedica
tion for springs thought to aid fertility. According to Withycombe, the.cult
of St Ann(e), the supposed mother of the Blessed Virgin, is first noted in 1
England in 1218, and did not take general hold until the fourteenth ceétury.
This may perhaps explain why Nottingham's example was Seynt Anne‘well in 1551
but had been Brodewell in 1301 (PN Notts., 20). A large proportion of known
ecclesiastical dedications are to chapelries rather than to churches% th?t of
Buxton (Derbys.), recorded by 1280, was one of the earliest such.deélcatl?ns
and was probably a well-chapel. The cult of St Anne may have coincided with

- . . oS, o
an expansion of interest in superstitious visits to wells and springs. On th

?
other hand, might it not be in honour of Buxton that others were so named’

Buxton was Aquae Arnemetiae 'the waters of Arnemetia', a goddess whose

: ot
name contains the British elements ar(e) 'in front of' and nemet sacred
grove' (PNRB, 254). According to Alcock, 'it is possible that the first
Christién missionaries, rather than argue ineffectively with a Celtic goddess,

Christianized her as St. Anne and diverted the worship of her followers into

39
more acceptable channels'.

Some recent writers have tended to follow the suggestion that 'Anne’
replaces an earlier name of similar sound,ageferring to another mot?er goiéess,
perhaps the same as the Irish Anu or Aine. Names like Queen Ann? s Wishing
Well (above), Ann Boleyn's Well, Carshalton (Surrey) and Lady Anne's Well,

Howley (Yorks. W.R.), though they may be the result of the Reformation, seem

to hint at a vaguer persona. The answer to the problem may lie however in

Cornwall and Brittany, where St Anne also attracted a cult.

There is only one St Amne's Well in Somerset, the well-known one at

Brislington already mentioned, called St Anne in the wood in 1502. However,

S
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there is a little group in south-east Gloucestershire which may have been
influenced by Brislington's proximity: Hamswell; Siston (a shared church-
dedication); a possible lost well at Horfield; and a chapel (only) at Oldland.41
Interestingly, the chapel-name St Anne in the wood is echoed in church-
dedications at Southowram near Halifax (St Anne's in the grove or St Anne's

in the Briars) and Aldersgate, London (St Anne in the Willows).42 Was there
then a feeling that St Anne was a suitable dedication for a wooded site? The
Gloucestershire locations were in or near the forest of Kingswood. 1Is this
another link with Arnemetia and her sacred grove?

The compound names of springs and wells so far noted in this preliminary survey
of Somerset normally have OE w(i)ella as the generic and a descriptive or topo-

graphical term, or an OE personal-name, as the specific. However, a significant

number also have specifics with superstitious or religious connotations, reflec-
ting local legends, folklore or the supposed healing qualities of the water.

To judge by the frequency of the compound Holywell alone, it would seem

that most parishes in Somerset could once boast such a feature. In a few cases

there is even archaeological or historical evidence confirming the involvement
of a spring with a Christian or perhaps pre-Christian cult-site. Association
of a well with a saint may not imply any special significance. However, such
dedications do vary from region to region and would repay further comparative

study. Archaeological investigation might also shed light on the origins of
some sites with suggestive names.

Generally speaking, early references to springs or wells are rare unless
the feature itself gave rise to a settlement-name or unless it served as a

boundary-mark to an Anglo-Saxon estate. However, in view of the importance

attached to a constant supply of pure water, the names of this particular
feature in the landscape are not without interest.
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NOTES AND ABBREVIATIONS

i i i i he XVIIIth
is is a revised version of the paper given on 6th Apr1} 198@ at t
zz:%Zrénce of the Council for Name Studies held at the University of Exeter.

A growing collection of place-name materigl for Fhe former county of Somerset
has been gathered at the University of Bristol since the late 1970s, co-

ordinated by the Extra-Mural Tutor for Somerset, Michael Cqsten: Where no .
sources are given, references have been taken from those files in the care o

the writer and of Michael Costen.

W. de G. Birch, ed., Cartularium Saxonicum, 3 vols and index (London,
1885-99); cited by number.

BCS -

Callng = Calendar of Inquisitions Post Mortem (PRO), in progress.

DB = C. and F. Thorn, eds, Domesday Book, 8, Somerset (Chichester, 1980);
T cited by chapter and section number.

DEPN = E. FEkwall, The Concise Oxford Dictionary of English Place-Names,
4th edn (Oxford, 1960).

EPN = A. H. Smith, ed., English Place-Name Elements, 2 vols, EPNS XXV-VI

T (Cambridge, 1956).

EPNS = English Place-Name Society.

GDB = Great Domesday Book, cited here from the printed edition of 1783
reproduced in DB, above.

JEPNS = Journal of the English Place-Name Society.

Pat = Calendar of Patent Rolls (PRO), in progress.

PN + county abbreviation = the relevant county volume(s) of the English Place-
- Name Society.

R

-

PNRB = A. L. F. Rivet and C. C. Smith, eds, The Place-Names of Roman Britain
(London, 1979).

PSANHS = Proceedings of the Somerset Archaeological and Natural History
Society.

Sawyer = P. H. Sawyer, Anglo-Saxon Charters: An Annotated List and
Bibliography (TLondon, 1968); cited by number.

SRS = Publications of the Somerset Record Society.

Turner = A. G. C. Turner, 'The Place-Names of North Somerset', unpublished
Ph.D. thesis; Jesus College, Cambridge, 1951.

VCH = the relevant volumes of the Victoria History of the Counties of

England.

1. EPN, II, 250-3; M. Gelling, Place-Names in the Landscape (1984), 30-Z.

12.

13.
14.

15.

16.

17.
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E. Horne, Somerset Holy Wells and other Named Wells, Somerset Folk Series
12 (1923).

P. Rahtz, 'Excavations at Chalice Well, Glastonbury', PSANHS CVIII (1964),
145-63.

PSANHS XXX (1884), 76.

R. Coates, 'Remarks on '"pre-British" in England: with special reference
to *uentd, *ciltd and *cunico-', JEPNS XVI (1984), 1-24: O. J. Padel,
personal communication.

A. H. Smith (PN Gloucs., III, 50, 51, 61, 232; IV, 185-6) notes herdsmen,
sheepshearers, clerks, merchants, outlaws, beggars, maidens, salt-
merchants, and masons.

D. Hooke, Anglo-Saxon Landscapes of the West Midlands: the Charter
Evidence, BAR British Series 95 (Oxford, 1981), 126, 171.

R. L. Tongue, Somerset Folklore, County Folklore 8, Publications of the
Somerset Folk-Lore Society CXIV (1965), 22-3.

D. Underdown, Revel, Riot and Rebellion (1985), 102.

Ibidem, Fig. 7B, 'Skimmington beats her husband', from Bodleian, Douce
L.Z4, frontis. (JohnTaylor, Divers Crabtree Lectures [1639]7.
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