
Celtic place names in Modern-day England

Because of the intended brevity, this can be no more than an introduction to an overview, but a constructive attempt at highlighting and explaining the Celtic pursuit in their nomenclature of topographical features such as hills, valleys, rivers, and smaller-scale streams.
The study is beset with difficulty because of the time capsule which saw the Brittonic Celts of what is now England, and Scotland and Wales (Cymru) engaged in warfare with the Romans and after their departure in 420 AD, with a succession of invaders. Initially, the strongest and most influential were the Germanic Anglo Saxons. Over several hundred years, especially between the fifth and seventh-century AD.and after many battles, they gradually pushed the Brittonic speaking islanders further west, while consolidating the territorial gains they controlled and subsequently influencing the language. They in turn were overwhelmed in part by the Viking insurgence and the establishment of Danelaw and the uneasy peace and compromise that followed with King Alfred’s Wessex. This ‘ melting pot of cultures and language and local dialects would lead to further development over time into changed and new place names.  These changes and influences are reflected in the sort of time frame described in David Parsons’[footnoteRef:1] lecture presentation as, unknown, Brittonic, Latin, Old English (in text often reduced to OE), Old Norse, Old French/Anglo-Norman, Medieval Latin. [1:  David N Parsons] 

O.J. Padell[footnoteRef:2] in his journal article acknowledges the problem faced by researchers ‘... This problem of mediation is not present, or far less so, for English, Scandinavian, or French names in England; thus for Celtic names there is an extra layer of uncertainty in anything said about them,...’ [2:  O.j Padell] 

Perhaps it would be judicious to follow chronologically the influences as outlined above attested to the string of invaders and subsequent conquerors who gained control administratively and in the daily lives of the inhabitants, they came to displace or integrate with. Pre History may well throw up some external influences stretching back further millennia into the Bronze Age. Archaeological digs may reveal other markers and show seafaring and trade routes not yet examined. However, because of the fragmented nature of evidence, it does not form part of this essay.
Firstly, how did the Romans influence place names?
Taking inspiration from the study lectures we see that some names retain a Celtic root or suffix, some become Latinised, and some of indeterminate origin. The examples given are located on or near the Antonine way and were mostly adaptations of local place names with references to the Celtic root word for water as in the name Dubris(Dwr and Dwfr) and Derby from derw, Derwen, oak in present-day Welsh. The town of Verulamium does not have a ready explanation despite initially being associated with Verulamos. Truly Latin townships and names are named Castra Exploratorum/Nertherby although Castra has a Celtic reference as castell. Salinis is the root word for salt and areas of Cheshire such as Nantwich and Droitwich reflected salt extraction by exposing and digging the strata exposed by the rivers in the area. Modern mining continues with vast underground caverns and is important commercially to the local and national economy. Nantwich being welsh nant -stream and wich farm.

Moving between Brittonic and Roman it is easy to find a plethora of Celtic roots in areas of England that were the last to succumb to the influences of the invading settlers. Some possible examples exist that Latin did persist even in south wales as a spoken language, but this is more hearsay than evidential. What is undisputed is that there is no record of written Brittonic Celt in the British Isles before the Roman Invasion although markers and symbols found attributed to the Picts of Scotland might constitute an early language. A type of ogham symbols found on stones might in time be deciphered as an early attempt at a language -[footnoteRef:3] a study published in the Proceedings of the Royal Society A, led by Rob Lee, Philip Jonathan, and Pauline Ziman  [3:   study published in the Proceedings of the Royal Society A, led by Rob Lee, Philip Jonathan and Pauline Ziman ] 

Some areas survived the initial onslaught being divided into four [footnoteRef:4] and if we take Cumbria, Cymru, and Cornwall (the wall being synonymous with west Wales) it is saturated with enough Celtic names with root and branch identity markers to make easy evidential assumptions possible. [4:  ] 

Numerous examples for Cumbria include the following Celtic connotations and are common throughout – Carlisle being one, as in the root Caer (fort, enclosed field)The root Blaen is apparent in Blencarn.
Discounting Wales and Cornwall, if we move to Devon where the Anglo Saxons had a greater presence it is now regarded that
 ‘ ‘Dyfneint (meaning 'deep valley dwellers). This survives from Dumnonia's few surviving early https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_Devon

It corresponds with the Modern Welsh Dwfwn – meaning deep as in ‘ Yr oedd yr afon yn ddwfwn’The small town of Cullompton demonstrates the cognate of Cwlwm -knot in Welsh and possible town displacing tre. A bypass was built in 1968 to alleviate traffic congestion because it had become a serious bottleneck, a possible coincidence. (I worked on it briefly)
If we consider Anglo-Saxon England proper. which would according to Kenneth Jackson’s map constitutes  Northumbria and Mercer as the main areas where the conquest and settlement would have been greater, there is enough evidence to identify place-names This despite these areas being flooded, with Anglo Saxon people and language between the fifth and seventh centuries. Brittonic/Welsh words are consistent with place names in everyday usage subject to mutations, additions, and local dialect influences. It is still problematic as to what caused this dilution of Celtic speech and place names, but it could have been the need to escape, the inability to escape, or the acceptance of the invaders as being the best of all the worst options.
A shortlist of prefixes that have influenced the subsequent English names surviving intact with discernable Celtic roots. 
Bryn- has become as in Moelfryn change to the modern Malvern, both indicating the meaning of bare hill, with the Moel changing to Mal and the Vern allowing the welsh mutation to v, both words being of Brittonic origin.
Llwyd, meaning grey in Welsh appears in the very English Leatherhead in Surrey and Lichfield in Staffordshire.Lytchett Dorset
Llyn – meaning lake/pool crops up in King’s Lynn, Norfolk
Llys (court) appears in Liss Hampshire
Many more examples exist, but in England that we know today, the contrast to the western fringes is remarkable because there, an abundance of Celtic place-names exist and persist to this day, many being all Celtic in origin

I am indebted for the above to Andrew Currie for his contribution in his lectures on Celtic place names in modern-day England[footnoteRef:5] headlined as Aberigines. [5:  Andrew Currie module Early Celts entitled Aberigines] 
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