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Holy wells, pilgrimage and well worship was common in Wales and there are eleven hundred and fifty-nine wells, including St Non’s well, documented in Frances Jones book The Holy Wells of Wales.[footnoteRef:1]  Of course there will be many more. He describes the history of wells in Wales as a “well-cult”,[footnoteRef:2] now declined, but demonstrating their previous significance to the culture. According to Jones, all wells can be related to religion and many predate Christian times, some changed usage to Christianity, and some are considered purely Christian.[footnoteRef:3]   [1:  Frances Jones, The Holy Wells of Wales, Paperback (Cardiff, Wales: University of Wales Press, 1992). P9]  [2:  Frances Jones. P12]  [3:  Frances Jones. P1] 

Jones’s thorough work documents the multiple use or focus of each well into categories such as healing wells, wells associated with saints’ names, wells associated with megaliths and so on.  As with St Non’s well, associated with both St David and healing, the various designations overlap and are not always just one category or the other.[footnoteRef:4]  Generally wells were improved with steps, a pool created and sometimes covered with a canopy with space for effigies and even to fully immerse oneself.  They often became sites of pilgrimage. [footnoteRef:5]  There is a suggestion that St Non’s well was more substantial that it is today.[footnoteRef:6] [4:  Frances Jones. P1]  [5:  Frances Jones. P63]  [6:  J. Cartwright, Feminine Sanctity and Spirituality in Medieval Wales (Cardiff, Wales: University of Wales Press, 2008). P107] 

Frequently water is associated with pilgrimage, purification, religious rituals such as baptism, ceremonial usage and healing.  In different cultures around the world, water is considered sacred.  In the case of St David, it is said that the water he was baptized with splashed into the eyes of a blind man restoring his sight. [footnoteRef:7] The holy rivers such as the Indian Ganges[footnoteRef:8] where people go to die or bath, the holy Jordan river referred to in the bible, springs, wells and lakes in Greece and Egypt were venerated.[footnoteRef:9]   [7:  ‘Saint David | Biography & Facts’, Encyclopedia Britannica <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Saint-David> [accessed 25 May 2021].]  [8:  Adarsh Aggarwal, Meenal Guglani, and Raj Goel, ‘Spiritual & Yoga Tourism: A Case Study on Experience of Foreign Tourists Visiting Rishikesh, India’, Conference on Tourism in India - Challenges Ahead, 15-17 May 2008, IIMK, 2008.]  [9:  Frances Jones. P12] 

Of the three life essentials that we take in, air, water and food, water is the second most immediately essential ingredient after air.  We will not last long without it.  According to scientists at USGS Water Science School, human beings are made of up to 60% water with the brain and heart being 73% water and the lungs 83% water. [footnoteRef:10]  It might go some way to explaining the huge significance and attraction we have to sanctifying water.  As wells come from springs under the ground, it is especially pure and though it is unlikely that would explain sudden miraculous healing effects from one visit, it might explain some of the effects of regular visits, drinking the water and immersion in it.  [10:  ‘The Water in You: Water and the Human Body’ <https://www.usgs.gov/special-topic/water-science-school/science/water-you-water-and-human-body?qt-science_center_objects=0#qt-science_center_objects> [accessed 27 May 2021].] 

The particular significance of St Non’s well, the focus of this essay, while relatively modest and unremarkable in stature at this point, is its association and history with St David, often referred to as Dewi, the son of St Non.[footnoteRef:11] Though nothing appears in the early writings, according to oral tradition, a holy well appeared as David was born, “near the ruins of the medieval chapel” of St Non in Pembrokeshire. [footnoteRef:12]  This could be St Nons’ well that it refers to.  See the image below. [11:  Frances Jones. P26]  [12:  J. Cartwright. P105] 








St Non’s Well [footnoteRef:13] [13:  ‘Southern Way of St David’, The British Pilgrimage Trust <https://britishpilgrimage.org/?post_type=portfolio&p=21276> [accessed 28 May 2021].] 
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St David was a holy man born in Pembrokeshire around c. 520 and died in c. 600 and according to Jonathan M. Wooding was a “monastic founder and is the patron saint of Wales.[footnoteRef:14]  In Rhygyfach’s Life of St David he was said to be “enriched by mystical gifts and endowments”.[footnoteRef:15]  This might give weight to the idea of St Non’s well’s healing properties.  Little is known for certain about David’s life and while his exact birth date is unclear it is thought probable that he died on the 1st March.  This day is known as St David’s day or The Feast of St David’s and is celebrated in Wales. [footnoteRef:16] [14:  ‘St David of Wales: Cult, Church and Nation’ <https://web-b-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/ehost/ebookviewer/ebook/bmxlYmtfXzI3ODEwMV9fQU41?sid=036f5101-29ba-4983-b32a-ef35c78d840f@pdc-v-sessmgr02&vid=0&format=EB&rid=1> [accessed 25 May 2021]. P1]  [15:  ‘St David of Wales: Cult, Church and Nation’. P107]  [16:  ‘Saint David | Biography & Facts’.] 


St David’s mother St Non, is said to have had her vow of chastity forcibly removed by “Sanctus” the King of Ceredigion resulting in the pregnancy with David.[footnoteRef:17] Whereas extreme ill-treatment of female saints “is a common topos in hagiography”, rape of a saint is extremely rare therefore making her significant among ordinary welsh woman.[footnoteRef:18]  A strange irony that such a tragedy could yield such an extraordinary individual as David.[footnoteRef:19]  Folklore and oral tradition suggest that Non bought David up in Llanon, Ceredigion says J. Cartright in her book Feminine Sanctity and Spirituality in Medieval Wales.[footnoteRef:20]   [17:  ‘St David of Wales: Cult, Church and Nation’. P109]  [18:  J. Cartwright. P95]  [19:  ‘Saint David | Biography & Facts’.]  [20:  J. Cartwright. P99] 

There are many places associated with St Non suggesting an important holy figure, “Brittany, Ireland, Cornwall and Devon” as well as South Wales.[footnoteRef:21]  The holy well of St Non, is situated above St Non’s Bay,  in Britain’s smallest city, in Pembrokeshire, now called St David after the patron saint.[footnoteRef:22]  The well is close to St Non’s chapel which was built in 1943 by Morgan-Griffiths for his wife, and is close to the ruins of the previous chapel and within a few hundred metres of what is said to be St David’s birthplace though this is not a proven fact.  It was even suggested that Non’s life is a “fabrication”, “invented with a view to fleshing out the story of Dewi’s birth and youth in Ceredigion.”[footnoteRef:23]  The close proximity and association of such an important figure as St David no doubt features heavily in the significance of this well.[footnoteRef:24]   [21:  J. Cartwright. P95]  [22:  J. Cartwright. P104]  [23:  J. Cartwright. P99]  [24:  Recording Archaeology, The Living Wells Project – Community Heritage and the Interpretation of Holy Wells in  Wales, 2018 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x4aznS1WQjQ> [accessed 24 May 2021]. P103] 

There are also different wells associated with St Non. St Non is said to have drank from the well at Llanon in Carmarthenshire and thereafter it is said to have had healing properties.  There are miracles associated with it and the local church is dedicated to St Non, the holy well named after her and is in Non’s Lane. Something as simple as a saint drinking from a well, seems to potentially lead to a well being considered holy.[footnoteRef:25]  This could be an oversimplification or a lack of reliable evidence. [25:  J. Cartwright. P103] 

Kathryn Hurlock in her book Medieval Welsh Pilgrimage, c.1100-1500 points out that St Non’s well is known for the curing of eye diseases which is not surprising she says as St David is commonly understood to have cured blindness on several occasions.[footnoteRef:26]  The only actual existing medieval account of a pilgrimage and ritual use at St Non’s well is a poem written by Lewys Glyn Cothi which explains the importance of the site and its association with St David’s Cathederal.[footnoteRef:27] [26:  Kathryn Hurlock, Medieval Welsh Pilgrimage, c.1100–1500, 2018 <https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-43099-1>. P56]  [27:  J. Cartwright. P106] 

“On Sunday Edudful comes
to pray sincerely to God;
she visits Non’s church,
puts her head in the well
raises her hands merrily;
worships the holy image,
lights the large, yellow candles,
and puts all of them on the alter;
From there she passes to
the good close of the St David’s church;
makes and offering of crimson wax
and money and kisses the saint;” [footnoteRef:28] [28:  J. Cartwright. P106] 

Hurlock speaking of the significance of St Non’s well refers to the same poem, saying that “when a mother wanted to pray for the protection of her two sons, she went on pilgrimage to the church of St Non and the Cathedral of St David.”[footnoteRef:29]  She explains that the woman apparently wanted to go to Chester, but it was dangerous for woman to travel farther afield.  Instead, women would opt for local pilgrimage sites such as St Non’s and St David’s.  [29:  Hurlock. P44] 

Tradition according to Jones held that mass was celebrated at Nine Wells between Solva and St David’s.  Whilst on pilgrimage, priests and sick pilgrims would stop there at the holy well on route to St David’s, before continuing their journey.  Next, they would stop at St Non’s well, where it is said the healings would take place and the priests would dip their rosaries in the holy water before finally embarking on to the Cathedral to receive blessings from the priest. [footnoteRef:30] Richard Fenton recalls being dipped into St Non’s well as a child and describes “The fame this consecrated spring had obtained is incredible.”[footnoteRef:31]  This might well be to do with it being known to cure all kinds of complaints not just eyesight.[footnoteRef:32] [30:  Frances Jones. P26]  [31:  J. Cartwright. P107]  [32:  Frances Jones. 210] 

Pilgrimage is no longer practiced to the same extent in Wales, but it continues to be a worldwide phenomenon.  BBC reports suggest over 100 million people attend India’s Kumbha Mela[footnoteRef:33] and the Muslim Hajj to Mecca attracts up to 2.5 million people every year.[footnoteRef:34]  This demonstrates the universality and importance of pilgrimage though it has somewhat died out in the west in recent times.  [33:  ‘Kumbh Mela: How to Plan a Festival for 100m People’, BBC News, 14 January 2019, section India <https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-46834335> [accessed 28 May 2021].]  [34:  Sarah Almukhtar, ‘To Get All the World’s Muslims to Hajj, It Would Take at Least 581 Years’, The New York Times, 23 August 2018, section World <https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/08/23/world/middleeast/hajj-attendance-expansion.html, https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/08/23/world/middleeast/hajj-attendance-expansion.html> [accessed 28 May 2021].] 

In 16th Century Wales pilgrimage was still very alive according to Hurlock.  So much so that the Bishop of Bangor was critical, suggesting that it was “ignorance continues many in the dregs of superstition,” and wanted it outlawed.[footnoteRef:35]  Hurlock took that as a sign though of “testimony to the vitality of the medieval pilgrimage tradition.”  [35:  Hurlock. P8] 

The Southern Way of St David is a sixty-mile, five-day pilgrimage from Pembroke Dock to St Davids’.  According to the British Pilgrim Trust, in medieval times it was as important as the Camino in Spain.[footnoteRef:36]  So much so that the 11th Century Pope Calixtus II said that to complete it twice was as important as a trip to Rome.[footnoteRef:37]  The route follows the path said to have been taken by early Christian saints in the 4th and 5th centuries.  The last stop on the pilgrimage before St Davids is St Non. [36:  ‘Southern Way of St David’.]  [37:  ‘Southern Way of St David’.] 

To this day St Non’s chapel and well remain an important cultural and historical holy site, welcoming many pilgrims and visitors.  The breath-taking location and spectacular scenery provide a stunning back drop to this important place in Welsh history.  Even the Welsh government website mention the belief in the curative powers of the holy well at St Non’s.  [footnoteRef:38] [38:  ‘St Non’s Chapel | Cadw’ <https://cadw.gov.wales/visit/places-to-visit/st-nons-chapel> [accessed 28 May 2021].
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