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An encyclopaedia entry for St Govan’s holy well in south Pembrokeshire.
Introduction
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Description automatically generated]This entry examines St Govan’s holy well, located on the site of St Govan’s chapel on the south Pembrokeshire coast in Wales (See Figure 1). Govan is the most common spelling for the saint, but variations recorded in historical text and legend include Gobhan (Irish translation of Govan), Gowan, Goven, Gawen, Gowen, Gofan, Gouen and Gobin (Bord, 2016). This site holds historical and cultural significance, associated with St Govan, an early Christian hermit and ascetic. The holy well is renowned for its reputed healing properties and has long been a destination for pilgrims. Together with St Govan’s chapel, it represents an important part of Wales’s religious heritage. In this entry, we will consider the history of the holy well on the chapel site, drawing on history, archaeology and folklore.
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Description automatically generated]The site is south of Pembroke, near Bosherston and St Govan's Head, with a car park available (See Figure 2). The site is managed by the Pembrokeshire Coast National Park Authority (Pembrokeshire Coast, 2024) but is owned by the Ministry of Defence (Western Telegraph, 2023), so access may be limited at times (CADW, 2024). 






Christianity in Wales in the 5th and 6th centuries
The growth of Christianity in Wales during the fifth and sixth centuries occurred in a time commonly referred to as the Age of the Saints. Before St Augustine’s foundational mission in 597 CE, Christianity had already gained a considerable foothold in Wales (Gower, 2013, p. 97). The Welsh saints are known as ascetic monks or missionaries who founded Christian institutions between the fifth and seventh centuries (Henken, 1987, p. 3). Most accounts of Welsh saints were written in the late eleventh and twelfth centuries, making them hagiographies rather than true biographies and are often embellished with legends and stories (Edwards, 1994; Spencer, 1991, p. 5). The written accounts of Irish saints are more comprehensive and were recorded earlier than those in Wales (Ganley, 2021).  While some historical facts are present, they primarily serve as a basis for various mythological elements (Rees, 1936, p. 30). Saints' lives were recorded later to promote them, suggesting that many churches, chapels, and wells are more linked to clerical advocates than to the saints themselves (Jones, 1954, p. 30). In early medieval Wales, church communities served as worship sites and mission hubs for clergy. Missionary monks, including the Irish crossing the Irish Sea, established and spread Christianity during the fifth and sixth centuries (Turvey, 2007, p. 29; Eastham, no date).
Holy wells in Wales
Francis Jones (1954, pp. 1-2) defines a well as a circular hollow in the ground fed by a spring. Holy wells share three criteria: dedication to a saint, proximity to a worship site, and associations with healing or pilgrim offerings (Dyfed Archaeology, 2011). Grigg (2023, p. 35) estimates Wales is home to about 700 holy wells, with roughly a third located in Pembrokeshire, although no extensive survey has been fully completed to date. Most are poorly documented and only locally recognised, often forgotten and surviving only in old field names (Bord, 2016). Francis Jones (1954, p. 97), in his seminal text, states there are around 370 wells specifically as healing wells. Saints and hermits are traditionally believed to have built cells near wells for access to water, essential for their needs and Christian baptisms. St Govan’s holy well, the cave, and the place of penance are frequently claimed to be associated with early missionaries and hermitage sites in coastal areas of Britain (The Cambrian Institute, 1860, p. 76).
Who was St Govan?
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Description automatically generated]St Govan lacks a hagiographical life, leading to limited evidence and various theories, myths, and legends about his identity. Christopher Saxton's 1578 map shows St Govan’s Head as Sct Gouens point (See Figure 3), and an OS Map (1888-1915) shows the location as St Gowans well (See Figure 4).
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St Govan is believed to have been born around 500 CE. He may have followed St Ailbe or Eilfyw (Welsh translation), the Pembrokeshire saint attributed with baptising St David. It is often inaccurately stated that Eilfyw was Irish and is the same person as St Ailbe of Emly, a well-known Irish bishop. Most historians accept that St Govan was Irish and founded a monastery at Dairinis-Insula around 530 CE, where he served as abbot. In later life, he became a missionary and lived as a recluse at St Govan’s Head until his death in 586 CE. The feast day for St Govan is 26 March (Farmer, 2011). It is often claimed that Govan was the nephew of St David, as one source identifies his mother as St David's sister (Baring-Gould and Fisher, 1911, pp. 143-147; Henken, 1987, p. 259). Another belief is that St Gavan conflates with Gawain, a knight of Arthur's court, but this is without historical basis (Henken, 1987, p. 259; Ceredig Davies, 1911, p. 319). The legendary folk-tale collected by Robin Gwyndaf (2024, p. 145) notes that Saint Govan was a thief seeking safety, converted to Christianity and built a chapel in gratitude to God. Each connection has its merits, especially the one related [image: A close-up of a stained glass window

Description automatically generated]to St Ailbe (Henken, 1987, p. 259). Some evidence suggests that St Govan may have been active in Narberth (Bord, 2016). A local link includes the thirteenth-century St Michael and All Angels church in Bosherston. Its twentieth-century south transept window features St Govan (See Figure 5). Govan is shown with a beard in a simple brown garment, holding a model of his chapel under one arm and a bishop's crozier in the other, signifying his authority (Angle Peninsula Churches, 2018).
Churches dedicated to St Govan can be found in Portbraddan and Craigavon in Ireland (Spencer, 1991, p. 41). Both places honour a St Gobhan, who reputedly lived from 560 to 639 CE, supposedly later than the Govan associated with Pembrokeshire, but clearly, the two became conflated (Welldigger, 2016). 
St Govan’s holy well
St Govan's holy well (Grid Reference SR9671092940) is renowned for treating lameness and eye ailments (Hurlock, 2018, p. 68; Spencer, 1991, p. 65). The well chamber is constructed of stone featuring a simple masonry hood believed medieval (See Figures 6 & 7), although it has since been restored (Coflein, 2017a). 
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Designated as a Grade 2 monument, the well is 25 meters south of the chapel and measures 0.7 by 0.8 meters with an entrance on the north side. In 1922, the well was dry, as noted in a Royal Commission Inventory (CADW, 2024b; Bord, 2016). This site has two wells, although only one honours the saint; the other has no name and is located within the chapel (Grigg, 2023, p. 35; Bord, 2016). The holy well water purportedly healed conditions including lameness, eye issues, and rheumatism, with devotees collecting water using limpet shells (British Archaeological Association, 1884;  People’s Collection Wales, 2024). Affected limbs and eyes were coated with a reddish clay poultice made of well water and nearby ironstone, and individuals were required to stay in the sun until it dried (Thomas, 2004, p. 110). The water was renowned for its healing qualities and attracted visitors from afar (Thornhill Timmins, 1895, p. 70; Y Cymmrodor, 1910, p.31). In the early 1800s, belief in these healing properties remained strong, with those suffering from ophthalmia washing their eyes (Laws, 1888, p. 411). Legend says that the fresh well water was frequently visited by sailors who were welcomed by the kind Saint (Davies, 1900).
Antiquarians recorded the following observations. In 1662, John Ray noted the well’s fame for curing illnesses and in 1775, Thomas Cullum met a couple who walked from Carmarthen to relieve the husband's bad hip. Cullum also observed the custom of donating to the priestess of the chapel (Grigg, 2023, p. 35; Jones, 1954, p. 66). Richard Fenton (1811, pp. 88-90) noted in 1807 that the well was not enclosed by the well chamber present today and that the water was ‘in the cavity of a stone’ with a limited supply. Fenton referred to a female custodian of the well as a ‘Sybil’ or prophetess (Oxford Reference, 2024). The current well-house’s construction date is unclear, with possible restoration work in the late 19th century. Ayton (1814, pp. 91-92) visited the well and met a distressed girl and a frail boy seeking a cure from Saint Gowan, with those miraculously cured leaving their crutches hanging on the chapel walls as testimony. Allen (1859, pp. 203-204) describes visitors seeking cures for scrofula and paralysis and a wealthy woman healed after visiting the well daily. In 1860, Murray’s handbook of south Wales notes the well continued to draw visitors from the upper classes, including some from distant locations (Jones, 1954, p. 66). In her 1909 book, Marie Trevelyan describes a custom involving ‘sprinkling earth’ from nearby fissures. This earth, thought to carry the saint's blessing, was sprinkled on sick pilgrims, sometimes mixed with water for application (Bord, 2016). The British Archaeological Association (1884) notes the well was filled with pins when cleared out. These represent a part of a more elaborate ritual. Notably, 51 wells with pins as offerings have been found in Wales (Jones, 1954, p. 93). The site has attracted many eminent visitors, such as King Edward VII and Queen Alexandra in 1902 (St Govan’s chapel, no date) and the Prince of Wales in 2022 (Tenby Observer, 2022).
St Govan’s chapel
St Govan's chapel (Grid Reference SR9670092960) is in a rocky gorge on a limestone cliff (See Figures 8, 9 & 10). A path (Grid Reference SR9672792921) beneath the chapel suggests a potential location for landing from the sea (Coflein, 2012). This limestone chapel is believed
[image: A stone building on a hill

Description automatically generated]to date back to the late medieval period and measures 18 by 12 feet, featuring a doorway on the north side and an empty bellcote above the west end.
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Description automatically generated]The chapel has a modern slate roof, early small windows, plastered walls, benches on either side and a piscina (Coflein, 2017b). Lord Cawdor provided a replacement roof, evident in 1884 (Western Mail, 1884), with further restoration in the 1980s (Bord, 2016). Designated a Grade 1 Scheduled Monument, this chapel remains well-preserved and holds significant archaeological value (CADW, 2024; CADW 2024a). Only a few early Celtic sanctuaries remain, with three notable examples in Pembrokeshire: St Non’s, St Justinian’s, and St Govan (Honourable Society of Cymmrodorion, 1922, p. 19). There are 52 steps to the chapel, but legend says counting them will yield different results (Thornhill Timmins, 1895, p. 68; RCAHMW, 1925). Aspirations whispered while using these steps will be granted (Trevelyan, 1853, p. 332). An archway in the eastern wall leads to a rock cell with a tight recess. Legend has it that St Govan hid there, fleeing from pirates, while another tale claims it was Jesus avoiding pursuers, leaving bodily impressions on the rock.  It is said that anyone who turns nine times in this space while holding a wish will see it granted within one year (Thornhill Timmins, 1895, p. 69; The Cambrian Institute, 1860, p. 365; People’s Collection Wales, 2024; Innes, 1862, p. 185). The legend of the chapel bell tells of pirates who stole it but perished in a storm. The bell was returned and hidden in a rock where its tones lament its imprisonment and which are seen as a harbinger of death or calamity at sea (Allen, 1859, pp. 256-257; Thornhill Timmins, 1895, p. 69; Trevelyan, 1853, p. 332). Beneath the chapel’s stone altar, the saint is believed to be interred (Allen, 1859, pp. 203-204). Before the 18th century, there were no references to [image: A drawing of a cliff

Description automatically generated]the saint’s grave, cell, or bell rock, which have since become integral parts of the St Govan legend. It is difficult to determine when these traditions originated. (Bord, 2016).
[bookmark: _Hlk180876400]Huntsman’s Leap (See Figure 11), near St Govan’s, is where a man, having sold his soul to the devil, was told to jump across a chasm for salvation. The devil doubted his ability, but the rider secured St Gowan's blessing for his horse and succeeded in one remarkable leap (Trevelyan, 1853, p. 332).
Poetry
A section of a folk song mentions St Gowan (date and author unknown), ‘There is nothing to hope and nothing to fear, when the wind sounds low on Bosheston Meer, there is much to fear and little to hope, when unseen hands pull St Gowan's rope, and the magic stones, as the wise know well, promise sorrow and death like St Gowan's bell’ (Trevelyan, 1853).
A poem by A.G. Prys Jones (1920) about St Govan.

‘St Govan, he built him a cell
By the side of the Pembroke Sea,
And there as the crannied sea-gulls dwell
In a tiny, secret citadel
He sighed for eternity.

St Govan, he built him a cell
Between the wild sky and the sea
Where the sunsets redden the rolling swell
And brooding splendour has thrown her spell
On valley and moorland lea.

St Govan still lies in his cell
But his soul, long since, is free
And one may wonder –who can tell-
If good St Govan likes Heaven as well
As his cell by that sounding sea’.
(Reid, 1926).
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Figure 1: Map indicating the location of St Govan's holy well.
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Ref: (Grid Reference Finder, 2024).
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Figure 2: Guide Map to access location.
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Ref: (Pembrokeshire Coast, 2024).
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Figure 3: Christopher Saxton Map, 1578 showing Sct. Gouen.
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Figure 4: OS Map (1888-1915) showing St Gowans Chapel and Well.

Ref: (National Library of Scotland, 2024).
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Figure 6: St Govan's Holy Well

Ref: (Holy and Healing Wells, 2013).
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Figure 7: Sainted Well at St. Govan's, Pembrokeshire, by H. Gastineau, hand-coloured etching, 19th century.

Ref: (People’s Collection Wales, 2009).
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Figure 8: St Govan’s Chapel

Ref: (Holy and Healing Wells, 2013).
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Figure 10: Salted paper print, view of St Govan's chapel, Pembrokeshire, c.1852.
(Liewelyn, John Diltwyn).

Ref: (Amgueddfa Cymru, 2024).
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Figure 5: 5. Govan's Chapel’, by W. H. Davies, watercolour and pen and ink, c.1870.

: (People’s Collection, 2009)
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Figure 11: The Huntsman's' Leap (Nr.S. Govan's),
by W. H. Davies, watercolour and pen and ink, ¢.1870.

Ref: (People’s Collection Wales, 2009).




