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Overview: 
At Hollywell in North Wales, in Flintshire, there is a holy well dedicated to St. Winifred, St. Gwenffrewi in Welsh, a woman who was martyred for her faith and who went on to be venerated as a Saint.[footnoteRef:1] This holy well from which, the town it is located in derives its name, is one of the oldest continually visited sites in Wales, and the only one that has been venerated for over a thousand years.[footnoteRef:2] Holy wells as a general rule are a well that is associated with a Saint, they are extremely common in Wales. Holy Wells are frequently, although not always, associated with healing, wellness and medicine. St. Winifred’s well is the quintessential and probably most famous holy well in Wales, being very old and associated with medicine and cures. [1:  Catholic Online. [n.d.]. ‘St. Winifred - Saints & Angels’, Catholic Online https://www.catholic.org/saints/saint.php?saint_id=327   [accessed 29 October 2024]]  [2:  BBC News. 2024. ‘BBC - the Truth and Legend of St Winefride and Gwytherin’, Bbc.co.uk http://news.bbc.co.uk/local/northwestwales/hi/people_and_places/religion_and_ethics/newsid_8481000/8481421.stm  [accessed 6 November 2024]] 
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St. Winifred's Well is located in the Flintshire town of Holywell. This town derives its name from the famous well, and in Welsh, its name is Treffynnon, which is a combination of the words ‘Tre’ meaning town and ‘ffynnon’ meaning well. This dual evidence of the importance of this well to the local area indicates its significant part in Welsh History and in the sphere of holy wells in general. The origins of the well itself are dated to around 660 AD, with the events of the story of St. Winifred however the structure around it was built as a medieval pilgrimage shrine.[footnoteRef:3] This medieval pilgrimage shrine was built in 1483 by Lady Margaret Beuford, the mother of King Henry the VIIth of England.[footnoteRef:4] This is the only shrine in Britain that has been a site of pilgrimage from the 7th century until the present day. It was most prominent in the high medieval period where it served as a healing well.[footnoteRef:5] This is depicted on many of the carvings located on the interior of the shrine that was erected over the top of the well in the 15th century.  [3:  Daydream Designs. 2021a. ‘Holywell Heritage - Holywell Town Council’, Holywell Town Council https://holywell.wales/visit-holywell/holywell-heritage/  [accessed 8 November 2024]]  [4:  Elizabeth Rees, 2000. Celtic Saints : Passionate Wanderers (New York: Thames & Hudson) p. 80]  [5:  Christopher David, St Winefride's Well: A History & Guide (n.p.: n.pub., n.d.), p.4] 

Winifred’s Story: 
St. Winifred is a medieval Catholic saint, whose saints day is the 3rd of November.[footnoteRef:6] She is remembered as an early British Christian martyr. She is said to be the niece of St. Beuno, a prominent North Welsh saint and evangelist.[footnoteRef:7] There is some confusion about her parentage in the sources, specifically about weather her father was royal. The two medieval sources disagree, Buchedd Beuno a Welsh source and Vita Wenfrede a Latin source cites her father as Temic fab Eliud.[footnoteRef:8] These medieval sources indicate he was a man of good standing, but not royal. In other sources, namely her own Buchedd and in Bonedd y Saint she is names the daughter of a king, in the first instance as the daughter of Tybyt, the best chief in the land, and in the second as the daughter of Tyvid king of Powys.[footnoteRef:9] This is one of the areas in which her life is shrouded in mystery and confusion. While interesting it is not her royal status that attracted the attention of the pilgrims who have visited her shrine for hundreds of years. [6:  Catholic Online. [n.d.]. ‘St. Winifred - Saints & Angels’
]  [7:  Elissa R. Henken, 1987. Traditions of the Welsh Saints (D. S. Brewer) p. 151]  [8:   Henken, Traditions of the Welsh Saints. p. 151]  [9:  Henken, Traditions of the Welsh Saints. p. 151] 

Her story begins with her uncle St. Beuno, a Welsh evangelist and saint, who taught her about the bible, and about Jesus, and the Catholic faith. Winifred, or Gwenffrewi, was fascinated by this and decided to dedicate her life to the church.
She was approached by Prince Caradoc the son of a nearby king, who wanted to marry her. He accosted her at her home when her parents were absent. Winifred made an excuse to go to her room and left by the back door of the house. She ran toward the nearest church to seek sanctuary from Caradoc ap Alauc[footnoteRef:10] in the Church Beuno, her Uncle had built. She ran as fast as she could but she was caught by Caradoc and faced with the choice to marry him now or to be decapitated, she declared that she was married to Jesus, who is the eternal king and judge of all men.[footnoteRef:11] Enraged by his rejection Caradoc drew his sword and cut her head off. As soon as the head hit the ground, that is where the spring that now makes up her holy well sprung into existence. Her head rolled down into the church to which she had been fleeing and when the head rolled into the church all the congregants ran outside to see what had happened Caradoc the prince was standing over her body cleaning his sword, uncaring for the crime he had so clearly admitted to committing. St. Beuno was outraged that this youth believed that he would get off without punishment because of his royal lineage. So St. Beuno cursed him, and upon being cursed Caradoc died, and sunk into the ground, the earth swallowed him up.  Then after saying mass St. Beuno put Winifred's head on her body and together with her parents, they prayed for her resurrection. After that she was raised from the dead, but with a white scar, like a thread around her neck as proof of the miracle.[footnoteRef:12] [10:  Catherine Hamaker, 2011. Two Mediaeval Lives of Saint Winefride (Wipf and Stock Publishers) p. 33]  [11:  Hamaker, 2011. Two Mediaeval Lives of Saint Winefride p.35]  [12:  Hamaker, 2011. Two Mediaeval Lives of Saint Winefride p.38] 

This story is the origin of the holy well and the reason for its prominence. It is recorded in the 12th-century Life of St. Winifred and is one of the main reasons the shrine built around her well was so prominent and important among the many hundreds, if not thousands of holy wells in Wales. Her miraculous resurrection and the well flowing out from where her head struck the ground were inspiring for their medieval audiences. The miraculous cures that could be gotten at the holy well at Holywell saw pilgrims travelling from hundreds of miles around. 
Healing well:
Gwenffrewi’s well is a healing well, its healing powers are attested to far, far back into the medieval period. The well itself is a 15th-century shrine built on an older well, it was built by the mother of Henry Tudor, in 1483, it is a five-pointed pool with intricately carved and chiselled decorations typical of 15th-century style chapels and shrines. Notable decorations are carvings of a pilgrim carrying a paralytic man on his back, and other Tudor-style gothic gargoyles and carvings.
In addition to the healing powers of this well the stones around are said to have been stained by Winifred’s blood, this is attested to by the fact that to this day some of the stones in the area do have small red marks on them as noted by T. Gwynn Jones.[footnoteRef:13] This is talked about in a number of the sources that note that the stones still tell of her death.  [13:  Henken, Traditions of the Welsh Saints. p. 146 ] 
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One of the notable features of the well is its purported healing powers. The reports of these healing powers are not limited to the medieval period. As late as 1896 the chairman of the pilgrim’s hospice reported that “1,710 pilgrims, many sick and pitifully afflicted, were housed at the hospice… of these, upwards of five hundred were examined and registered by the medical attendant, and I am assured by him that a great many remarkable cures were obtained.”[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Rees, Celtic Saints : Passionate Wanderers p. 80] 

This tradition of healing stretched far back into the medieval period where it is talked about in the medieval lives of St Winifred, the well has a custom of passing through the water three times. This custom is likely very, very old. This three passes tradition is recorded in the twelfth century by Robert Prior of Shrewsbury. It is likely derived from the Celtic Christian tradition of triple immersion baptism.[footnoteRef:15] The custom then was to carry sick pilgrims through the waters of the well for healing, this is still the case now.   [15:  David, St Winefride's Well: A History & Guide, p.12] 

 Legacy: 
The holy well at Holywell has had an enduring legacy in Wales, but more importantly in England. This is slightly ironic as Gwenffrewi is a Welsh saint and abbess, however, she was so venerated in England, and pilgrimage to her shrine so common and frequent that she is sometimes forgotten to originally be Welsh. She was a favourite saint of the medieval kings. Henry the 5th prayed to her at the battle of Agincourt, along with a series of other saints. However, her well was one that he personally visited.[footnoteRef:16] Along with Henry the fifth, Edward the Fourth also made pilgrimage there. As did the last monarch to go on pilgrimage James the second, who came there to pray for an heir.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  T. Charles-Edwards, Saint Winefride and Her Well: The Historical Background (Holywell: W. Williams and Sons, n.d.) p.6]  [17:  Charles-Edwards, Saint Winefride and Her Well p.7] 

St. Winifred was venerated throughout the medieval period, with many, many people coming to see the well to be healed. This was in no way abated or stopped when in 1138 her relics were transported out of Wales to Shrewsbury by the Black Monks, because of this move she is still remembered as the patron saint of Shrewsbury. This move may have saved her well as a pilgrimage site, upon the secession of Henry the VIIIth from the catholic church and the dissolution of the monasteries, the bones of Gwenffrewi were destroyed by the government; all save one finger bone that was smuggled out. This destruction of her bones in no way slowed the amount of people going on pilgrimage to her shrine in Holywell.
Alone of all the Pilgrimages in Wales, it has continued with unbroken, if at times fluctuating, vigour down to the present day. Nothing has been able to stop it. It links modern Wales through her mediaeval past with the Age of the Saints and the founding of the Welsh nation.[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  Charles-Edwards, Saint Winefride and Her Well p.1] 

This quotation from T. Charles-Edwards’ work on Winifred excellently summarises the vigour and lasting legacy this well has had on the public conscience of Wales. Following the dissolution of the monasteries, the Catholic pilgrimages were put to a stop, for a time. This well was a centre of Welsh resistance to the new protestant religion that was trying to supplant the older more catholic faith that had existed in the area before. Winifred's well was noted as being a gathering place for Catholics, however, a watch was placed at the well, with strict instructions to report the names of pilgrims to a Justice of the Peace.[footnoteRef:19] This did not however stop the Catholics assembling in numbers to celebrate the feast of St. Winifred, as recorded in 1629 when a number of them, including many landowners and knights assembled to celebrate.[footnoteRef:20] A notable event in the suppression of Catholicism in this area was in 1719 when the usual celebration of St. Winifred's Day was held. These celebrations were interrupted by dragoons who seized the priest while he was performing the Eucharist along with the church plate and statues.[footnoteRef:21] Three years later the church was seized in an attempt to stop the veneration of the Saint, However this didn't stop the Catholics as they put up new shrines in local inns and taverns. The trail is still walked to this day. The British Pilgrimage Trust website advertises it as moderately difficult.[footnoteRef:22] This well is the archetypal holy well in Wales, and for good reason. It is the location of a famous and enduring Saint's death and a pilgrimage site with fourteen hundred years of history. It sets the benchmark and standard to which other holy wells are measured, and will continue to be a site of veneration and pilgrimage for many years to come.  [19:  David, St Winefride's Well: A History & Guide, p.13]  [20:  David, St Winefride's Well: A History & Guide, p.13]  [21:  Rees, Celtic Saints : Passionate Wanderers p. 80]  [22:  British Pilgrimage Trust. 2023. ‘St Winefride Pilgrim Trail - British Pilgrimage Trust’, Britishpilgrimage.org https://www.britishpilgrimage.org/portfolio/st-winefride-pilgrim-trail  [accessed 7 November 2024]] 
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