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[bookmark: _Hlk132829880]Saint Winefride was a female virgin saint that was active in the 7th century. Winefride was a key figure in British hagiography in the century following the ‘age of the saints’ during the Post-Roman age of the British Isles.[footnoteRef:1] Through her vitae and other sources we know she was an early Celtic Christian female martyr.[footnoteRef:2] The romanticisation of the ‘age of saints’ gives us a slew of information about the culture and mentality of the Mid-Medieval era, the duty to venerate key Christian figures through Saints’ Vitae becomes apparent in the developments of saints’ cults across the isles of Britain. This process of writing and recording is something that occurs mostly after the 10th century, through various patronages they were commissioned by a person of note (i.e., a lord/noble). This tactic of paying learned holy men such as monks was a selfish one at its foundation, the noble would want to pay for these documents to be made to venerate his or her own family line in the eyes of Christendom. Granting their lineage a shortcut into the realm of God when they depart from the world. [1:  T. Pritchard, St Winefride, Her Holy Well and the Jesuit Mission, c. 650-1930, (Wrexham: Bridge Books, 2009) p.7]  [2:  Pritchard, p. 8] 

In iconography Winefride is usually depicted holding a sword, sometimes with a pool at her feet. The blade represents her decapitation by the Welsh prince Caradog with which she is associated. Winefride denounced the intimate advances of this Welsh prince, he then followed her after she fled and cut off Winefride’s head at the neck.[footnoteRef:3] In one version of her vita we are told that ‘she was in love with a heavenly spouse… dedicating her virginity to Christ.’[footnoteRef:4] This event of decapitation occurred at the position where the associated well now resides, it is also where she was martyred, although she was later revived by her uncle Saint Beuno.[footnoteRef:5] Saint Beuno, as he witnessed Winefride’s lifeless decapitated body, looks at Caradog, his gaze melts Caradog into a pool like wax.[footnoteRef:6] He picked up and repositioned her dismembered head and it fused back into place leaving only a scar.[footnoteRef:7] Saint Winefride is the only native Welsh female saint that has a surviving Welsh prose buchedd that survived in a complete form.[footnoteRef:8]  [3:  Pritchard, pp. 22-24]  [4:  The Vita S. Wenefrede From BL Landsdowne MS 436, trans. J. Gregory, ed. J. Gregory, The Life of St. Winifred, (Iowa: The University of Iowa Libraries, 2016), p. 31]  [5:  Pritchard, p. 8, 61; The Vita S. Wenefrede From BL Landsdowne MS 436, p. 3]  [6:  The Vita S. Wenefrede From BL Landsdowne MS 436, p. 37]  [7:  Pritchard, p. 19, 21; C. Thomas, Sacred Welsh Water, (Milverton: Capall Bann Publishing, 2004), p. 220 ]  [8:  J. Cartwright, Feminine Sanctity and Spirituality in Medieval Wales, (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2008), p. 124-125] 

The well itself is located at Holywell in Flintshire, Northeast Wales.[footnoteRef:9] The site of St Winefride’s martyrdom is a classic example of a well, bath and building.[footnoteRef:10] There are four different categories of holy wells, they can be separated into; Rag wells, pin wells, wishing wells, saints’ wells.[footnoteRef:11] Although due to this strict categorical nature, we find that there is a heavy bleeding of the categories due to their vague constraints.[footnoteRef:12] Winefride’s well itself is categorised as a good example of a Saints’ well, and it is considered the most prominent example within the country of Wales. The site contains a chapel that encases the ladies well, with the main pool outside the front of the building. Beuno’s stone is a large stone that is within the pool itself, this is the place that Beuno prayed often and addressed Winefride on the occasion of his departure.[footnoteRef:13] The well shrine was completed in 1512.[footnoteRef:14] The pool itself was known to produce moss that also cured ailments aptly named ‘St Winefride’s hair’.[footnoteRef:15] The Chapel itself shows many modern day reliefs of Saint Winefride and Beuno, and the miracle that occurred there in the 7th century, as well as depictions of people carrying the sick, presumably to the pools.[footnoteRef:16] In every vita dedicated to Winefride the well is referenced, this is due to the site being a crucial part of the saints’ cult of Winefride. The walls of the well crypt and the adjacent chapel have markings made over hundreds of years, these were done by visitors acknowledging the cures.[footnoteRef:17] The outer bath that is visible from the front of the chapel is a 17th century addition, possibly for monetisation reasons.[footnoteRef:18] [9:  F. Jones, The Holy Wells of Wales, (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1992), pp. 178-180]  [10:  Jones, p. 2]  [11:  Jones, p. 1; G. Varner, Sacred Wells: A Study in the History, Meaning, and Mythology of Holy Wells and Waters, (New York: Algora Publishing, 2009) , pp. 72-88]  [12:  Jones, p. 1]  [13:  Pritchard, p. 32-33]  [14:  L. Stumpe, Display and Veneration of Holy Relics at St Winefride’s Well and Stonyhurst, Journal of Museum Ethnography, 22, Museum Ethnography at home, (2009), 63-81, p. 67]  [15:  Prichard, pp. 33-34; Stumpe, p. 69]  [16:  E. Rees, A Dictionary of Celtic Saints, (Brimscombe Port Stroud: The History Press, 2012), p. 146-147]  [17:  Stumpe, p. 74]  [18:  J. Bord, C. Bord, Sacred Waters: Holy Wells and Water Lore in Britain and Ireland, (London: Granada Publishing Limited, 1985), p. 99] 

The town of Holywell itself is named after the well of Saint Winefride, although unlike the usual Welsh style eponym such as Llandewi (The church of David), the name itself derives quite literally from there being a holy well there. The town Holywell was once known as Sychnant, but due to the notoriety of the well it had changed through renown.[footnoteRef:19] Even in the Welsh origins of the name Treffynnon we find it follows the same pattern as Holywell, it is the Town of the well. The naming of the town suggests something relatively unique to the holy wells in the area, the town was the place of a well-known holy well, at this point arguably its renown reached far into the culture of Christendom, this site was perhaps the most famous holy well in Britain during the Middle Ages.[footnoteRef:20] During the reformation, the chapel of Gwenfrewi was too notable for destruction, it did not follow the same fate that other sites were subjected to, this may have been possibly due to monetary motives.[footnoteRef:21] According to the lives this well sprung up at the moment Winefride’s head rest motionless on the ground, an earthquake cracked the floor open as her blood stained the stones red, water flowed from this deep gorge created by God himself.[footnoteRef:22]  [19:  Cartwright, p. 72]  [20:  Jones, p. 49]  [21:  Jones, p. 59]  [22:  Prichard. P. 19] 

The concept of holy wells or sacred waters do not simply belong to one religion. The concept of magical/sacred water is something that permeates the human psyche and can be found in most cultures, this may coincide with water being the key component for life to flourish and thrive.[footnoteRef:23] In the Christian example of Saint Winefride’s holy well we find it as a place of healing. Bathing and/or ingesting the water allows the recipient to be cured from ailments that sometimes coincide with the saint attributed to the waters. In the Christian bible we get references to the washing of the body to purify oneself in the Old Testament in Leviticus, as well as the general concept of water baptism that is introduced later in the text. [23:  Bord et al, pp. 1-3] 

In the case of the well of Winefride we find a vast number of sources that convey miracles taking place. In 1606 a doctor name Sion Dafydd Rhys advised Sir Richard Bodenham, who suffered from a skin disease to bathe at the well, his skin became as sound as that of a newly born infant.[footnoteRef:24] A memorandum made in 1586 says that a sick man was cured at St. Winefride’s well after he had first expressed repentance, craved forgiveness for his sins, and bathed in the well.[footnoteRef:25] A vita of saint Winefride tells us of a thief that was brought before the well accused of stealing a goat, the goat bleated in his stomach, he although denied his guilt.[footnoteRef:26] There were times where the lame walked, the deaf heard and the dumb spoke.[footnoteRef:27] In the late 19th century the water of St Winefride’s well was at a position of such renown that it was bottled and sent to whomever desired its healing powers.[footnoteRef:28] In ‘The Lancet’, T. Oliver talks about how the well had miraculously cured a young girl named Hannah of her paralysis, laying in the pool she felt a burning in her back, steam rose off her body and she was cured of her ailment.[footnoteRef:29] [24:  Jones, p. 64]  [25:  Jones, p. 102]  [26:  Jones, pp. 113-114.]  [27:  Pritchard, p.61.]  [28:  B. Curran, Celtic Saints, (Cardiff: St David’s Press, 2007) p. 112]  [29:  T. Oliver, Case of a Girl Said to Have Been Miraculously Cured of Paralysis at St. Winefride’s Well, North Wales, The Lancet, 16/03/1895, pp. 667-668] 

	The written evidence that points towards the divine faith healing powers of Winefride’s well is not a unique attribute in the genre of holy wells. We find examples of this with many of the popular wells within the British Isles during the mid-medieval age. Some of these wells also adhere to the decapitation of a pious figure almost parallel to the lore of Saint Winefride .[footnoteRef:30] This example of healing or purity by water is one that proliferates in examples when more research is done into the subject. The British Medical journal published an entry into their Correspondence issue discussing the genuineness of the well, regarding the substitution of a paper concerning modern miracles written by Rev. F. Woodlock, showing that these miracles were taken as a serious matter in medicine.[footnoteRef:31] [30:  Varner, p. 74-77]  [31:  E. Evans, St Winefride’s well, The British medical journal, correspondence, (19/03/1910), p.726] 

Most holy Christian wells suggest a divine power being the cure of ailments that people experience at the pools of their chosen saint. But a curious factor of the composition of the waters found at some holy wells seems to show an abundance of minerals that are usually found in underground water spring, like the hot springs of other cultures and areas.[footnoteRef:32] In the case of Winefride’s well there is an abundance of Iron salts and calcium. The Iron stains the rocks red, which attests to the myth of the rocks being stained with the blood of the saint herself.[footnoteRef:33] The Iron in the water is generally thought to be associated with the treatment of; anaemia, tuberculosis, nervous conditions, mental fatigue.[footnoteRef:34] While this may suggest a scientific medical reason for the curing of ailments, the content is in fact negligible as a direct cure for the miracles that have reputedly been performed there. [32:  Varner, pp. 159-163]  [33:  Thomas, pp. 219-223]  [34:  Varner, p. 161] 

During the age of conversion of the British Isles, also known as the ‘age of saints,’ there is evidence of appropriation of Pagan sites by the Christian populace.[footnoteRef:35] The placements of holy wells and other religious buildings seemed to coincide with earlier pagan sites, an aggressive conversion tactic.[footnoteRef:36] This leaves the new Christian sites being associated with new key figures, other than purely pagan gods, it is theorised that these pagan attributes bled down into their appropriated Christian figures, which could explain the connection to the Pagan head cult.[footnoteRef:37] It is thought that Winefride’s well, like other early Christian locations, has a much older pagan origins instead of just appearing in the 7th century as the vitae suggests.[footnoteRef:38] Winefride is also speculated by some to be a link to non-Christian pagan origins, although without concrete evidence it is merely theorised. The importance of the head holding the soul of a human is thought to be a Celtic belief and we find it is a common theme in Celtic Paganism, and just like some other saints’ wells, beheading is a crucial component in The Saints’ Cult of Winefride.[footnoteRef:39] [35:  Jones, pp. 21-22]  [36:  Jones, pp. 21-22]  [37:  Bord et al, pp. 7-12]  [38:  Online Website, available at https://cadw.gov.wales/visit/places-to-visit/st-winefrides-chapel-and-holy-well (accessed 17/04/2023)]  [39:  Varner, pp. 75-80; Bord et al, pp. 7-12] 

Research suggests that from its written historical introduction as a site of Christian importance there is recorded to be a constant stream of pilgrims, both the common people, and people of nobility and wealth. This site is reputedly the oldest continually visited pilgrim site in Britain, it is recorded to be visited for 1,300 years with a possibility of being a longer unrecorded pilgrimage site.[footnoteRef:40] This site is considered one of the seven wonders or Lourdes of Wales.[footnoteRef:41] The changes to the site of the well are many due to its age, one of the biggest change was the exhumation of the remains of the saint to the English town of Shrewsbury in 1137/1138, to the abbey at Shrewsbury.[footnoteRef:42] At this time it was met with backlash from the local Welsh community and the clergy, but after explaining it was the will of the church the locals eventually accepted. Although the remains of Winefride were removed from the site, it seemingly did not affect the curative nature of the well. The influx of pilgrims clearly backed up by the multitude of documents that span from the removal of the saint did not affect its popularity. In January 1917 the North Wales Chronicle and Advertiser reported that the spring's flow had ceased, due to drainage works in the area, possibly for the first time since the wells rise to renown, but due to the backlash of the people its water was restored to its former glory.[footnoteRef:43] To this day this site is visited continuously by people seeking divine cures for ailments that they possess, this tradition of seeking curative water to this day is still unbroken from the ancient cultures that followed the same logic. [40:  Online Website, available at https://cadw.gov.wales/visit/places-to-visit/st-winefrides-chapel-and-holy-well (accessed 17/04/2023); Stumpe, p. 67]  [41:  Cartwright, p. 73]  [42:  Rees, p. 146-147; J. Cartwright, The Welsh Versions of the Life of Gwenfrewy, (Aberystwyth: Canolfan Uwchefrydiay Cymreig a Cheltaidd, 2022), 237-268, p. 238]  [43:  Pritchard, pp. 338-393] 
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