SAINT GOVAN WELL
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Picture accessed 30th October The mystery of St Govan's origins and the chapel and well | Western Telegraph

St Govan well is associated and located 17m to the north of St Govan Chapel (NPRN 95059) at the base of a rocky gorge on the seacoast (St Govan’s Well, Bosherston | Coflein, n.d.).  Based in Bosherston parish in the vicinity of Tenby in south Pembrokeshire in South Wales, it was considered visually insignificant due to its odd location (Griffiths, 2016)Both renowned for miraculous cures of lameness and eye diseases with the surrounding red clay used as a poultice for the eyes and limbs.  Consisting of a rectangular stone lined chamber with a masonry hood of approximately medieval origin with visible restoration(St Govan’s Well, Bosherston | Coflein, n.d.).  One of approximately 700 holy wells within Wales.  Many having not successfully been  documented and most of them concentrated in the county of Pembrokeshire(Griffiths, 2016). Not all wells are holy or named after saints or religious connections, some were just used for local drinking water and named after the user and were not involved in tradition(Griffiths, 2016).  St Govans well was renowned famously locally for centuries with its first recorded mention in 1662 from traveller John Ray.  By 1922 the well became dry up till the current day and likewise so did the two patronages for cures and its popularity, today it remains an interesting tourist destination clouded in myth and intertwined with intriguing history


SAINT GOVAN
There are many interpretations of  the spelling of Saint Govan through time and has been interpreted at its earliest record as  Sct Gouenin a Saxon map of Pembrokeshire in 1578, later being translated as Gowan in a 1868 Ordnance Survey map(Griffiths, 2016).  The history and identity of St Govan has been speculated over years by a variety of sources.  He has been estimated to be born around 500 and a disciple of Eilfyw a Pembrokeshire saint who baptised St David.  Estimated to be St Davids nephew as sources suggest his mother was St Davids sister.  Confused with Gobhan an Irish saint due to the similararity in names.  The confusion dates from the 11th century in Rhigyfarchs life of St David.  Further suggestions have been speculated that he is Gawain, one of the knights of the round table who was later slain by Sir Lancelot due to the close proximity of location as stated by Frederic Madden that Gaiwains tomb from Walwyns castle to St Govans head, that the identification of Govan as Gawain dates from the first half of the 19th century.  (Griffiths, 2016) .  He has also been estimated to of been an Irish Abbot who had been attacked by pirates off the coast and who sought shelter in the cove and there after lived as a hermit in a fissure on the side of a coastal cliff surviving off the surrounding land until his death.

ST DAVID
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The statue of St David in the Cathedral's carved quire screen Who is St David? | St Davids Cathedral  accessed 6th November 2024

[bookmark: _Hlk181971658]St David was a popular and leading figure in early Welsh church history, having founded the monastic community in Wales and successfully connecting the Welsh, Irish, Cornish, French and Scottish populus with Celtic monastic traditions.  St David is reported to of existed 1500 hundred years ago, with most of his accountability having been written by a monk called Rhygyfarch in 1080, approximately 500 years after St David died.  Earlier accounts of his acts would have been told through stories through person to person as was the tradition at the time. According to later sources it speculated that his father was the prince of Ceredigion while his mother was the daughter of a chieftain and a nun.  After a period of travelling St David established a monastery around 550, renowned for learning and its purity, in the style of a small stone beehive hut typical of its period.  Traditionally a celebration of the saint is held on the date of his death the 1st of March(Who Is St David? | St Davids Cathedral, n.d.).  St David was better known for his ability to perform miracles of healing, but elsewhere he is known for a tale of how he blessed monk Modomnoc bees, allowing them safe passage to Ireland and so introducing their species into Ireland.  St David died in 589 and is buried at St David’s cathedral at St Davids, Pembrokeshire which was the site of his founding monastery Glyn Rhosyn.   This has become a popular pilgrimage site beginning from twelfth century after a declaration from Pope Calixtus II(St David’s Shrine | St Davids Cathedral, n.d.) .  Marking this shrines importance, so that two pilgrimages to St David were equivalent to that of a pilgrimage to Rome.   Restoration of the shrine was unveiled on St Davids Day 2012 by Right Reverend Wyn Evans, Bishop of St Davids (St David’s Shrine | St Davids Cathedral, n.d.)  
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St Davids shrine in the 19th century. After Charles Norris (1779-1858). Image: Royal Collection Trust, RCIN 702602. St David's Shrine | St Davids Cathedral accessed 8th November 2024



PILGRAMAGES
Pilgrimages are synonymous with religion that predates antiquity, seen as a devotional practice consisting of a long journey undertaken by foot, or in medieval times by horseback with which would involve the participant from their environment and identity.  In some cases, the individual may be on this journey to atone for sin, fulfil a vow, or gesture of gratitude.  In Christian tradition pilgrimages revolved around visiting sites important in the bible or in the lives of saint, or paying reverence to holy relics, which was extremely popular in the twelfth century(What Is a Pilgrimage?, n.d.).  Christianity pilgrimages were centred towards visiting sites associated or dedicated with saints that had past and in doing so may accrue spiritual benefits or seeking a cure for illness. However, after Henry VIII’s dissolution of the monasteries and reformation, the popularity of this practice diminished until recent revivals 

GOVANS CHAPEL
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Inside St Govan’s chapel

Govans chapel was built in the fissure of what is now known as St Govan’s head in the 13th century in honour of the hermit St Govan who resided there in the 6th century (A Guide to St Govan’s Chapel | Pembrokeshire National Park, n.d.) and was erected over the original cave that St Govan was reported to of lived in,  within which  lay an existing spring later to be  an established well with which St Govan was reported to use.  Of small stone construction it lays carved into the limestone cliffs of the Pembrokeshire national coastline, and now lays on the border of a military firing line in Pembrokeshire national park.  Restoration on the chapel began in the 1980’s with its roof showing signs of being the latest addition.  Being made of a single chamber measuring 5.5m by 3.7m and with 3 doors it remains simplistic in its nature and features with a sparse altar that predates the stone walls, a piscina and few stone benches(HISTORICALRAGBAG, 2020).  Sitting  below, above and alongside a path of steps leading to the coast end, reports reference the steps leading from the chapel  to vary in number depending on whether one is ascending or descending(Griffiths, 2016).  The Chapel is surrounded by myths and legends as it was famed for it healing powers draws hundreds of visitors a year and where wishes are still made(Bosherston St Govan Chapel | National Churches Trust, n.d.).
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St Govan’s chapel St Govan's Chapel by Mark Chambers ARPS AFIAP CPAGB BPE3.  Accessed 9th November 2024

BELL
Traditionally church bells were used to alert worshippers to church for communal service or for special occasions and have been used for sprititual and practical means since the 5th century as well as used as timekeepers for prayer and gatherings.  Legend has it that St Govan had a silver bell which was used to warn local inhabitants of danger from pirates.  It was kept in the tower of the chapel and when sounded was reported as having a perfect tone and clarity.   After the Pirates stole the bell and left St Govan desolate he prayed for its return, upon which angels returned it and set it to stone calling it the bell rock, this was to prevent pirates from stealing it again(HISTORICALRAGBAG, 2020)


CAVE
Situated next to the church lies a cave named the saints cell, considered to be the original dwelling of St Govan before the erection of the chapel in the 13th century.  Legends of this cave itself grew in popularity including the presence of Jesus taking refuge from possible pirates.  These cells were seen as a devotional place for monastic communities situated in remote locations and would contain the minimal of furnishings.  

SAINTS
Saints or holy persons are those that were believed to have a relationship to the sacred, those exuding moral perfection and a great teaching ability.  They are believed to relate to what is viewed as sacred, gods and spiritual powers, that they have a relationship with the sacred as a seer, prophet, monk.  Their significance is based on real or alleged deeds that became apparent in their lifetime and hold influence after their death.  There is a recognition of an existence of a sacral institution as to recognise such a saint’s special qualities and would regularize the process in which they are officially recognised.  Early Christianity would venerate their martyrs as saints as they believed them to of being sufferers unto death for Christ.  Gradually the pop decreed that the person in question would have had to of led a life of heroic sanctity and of had preformed a minimum of two miracles(Saint - Holiness, Martyrdom, Canonization | Britannica, 2024).  Saint’s lives were portrayed in ways that drew on their reputation, drawing parallels with other saints and that of Jesus himself.  In this manner they influence people to follow a godly life by inspiring them in faith(Who Is St David? | St Davids Cathedral, n.d.).
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