Ffynnon Elian
What Is A Holy Well?
A holy well is a well that is dedicated to a specific Saint and is purported to have healing properties, they are also often associated with Paganism.[footnoteRef:1] There are many holy wells in Wales, with the South West of Wales alone having approximately 200 wells.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Miriam Webster, Holy Well <https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/holy%20well> [Accessed 31 October 2024]]  [2:  Heneb, The Holy Wells Of South-West Wales < https://www.dyfedarchaeology.org.uk/wp/discovery/projects/the-holy-wells-of-south-west-wales/> [Accessed 31 October 2024]] 

What Is A Cursing Well?
A cursing well, by contrast, is a well that is used to place curses on people by calling on the Saint the well is associated with. This practice seems to date back to the Romans and their use of cursing tablets. Although cursing wells could also still be used for healing, sometimes even in the form of cursing the disease itself, such as cancer, to make it go away.[footnoteRef:3] Cursing wells were often associated with witches and witchcraft, and some of the most notorious of which were the Welsh witches. One of, or rather two of, the most infamous cursing wells in Wales are dedicated to Saint Elian.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Janet Bord, Cursing Not Curing: The Darker Side of Holy Wells (1995) <https://insearchofholywellsandhealingsprings.wordpress.com/the-source-new-series-contents/cursing-not-curing-the-darker-side-of-holy-wells/#1> [Accessed 31 October 2024]]  [4:  Thomas Waters, Witch Villages and Cursing Wells (2020) < https://yalebooks.yale.edu/2021/01/06/witch-villages-and-cursing-wells/> [Accessed October 31 2024]] 
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Description automatically generated]Who Was Saint Elian?
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Description automatically generated]His name was Elian Geimiad and he was the son of Alltu Redegog ab Carcludwys ab Cyngu ab Yspwys ab Cadrod Calchfynydd. There is no true account of his early life, but in the sixteenth century a bard, Gwilym Gwyn, told about his legend which shed some light on his family and the founding of his church in Anglesey.
He had two churches, one in Porth yr Ychen (which translates to Oxen Port) in Anglesey, which is where he landed first when he came to Wales from Rome, and the second in Creuddin on the banks of the Conway, also in Anglesey, called the Church of Llanelian.Figure 2 St Elian, Catholic Online <https://www.catholic.org/saints/saint.php?saint_id=626>

The Festival of St Elian is on January 13th, which is the same day as St Ilar and St Hilary of Poictiers and was celebrated in Wales from the fifteenth century onwards.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Sabine Baring-Gould and John Fisher, The lives of the British saints; the saints of Wales and Cornwall and such Irish saints as have dedications in Britain, Vol. 2 (London: Charles J. Clark, 1908) pp. 435-444 [Accessed November 3 2024]] 
Figure 1 St Elian, Orthodox Church in America <https://www.oca.org/saints/lives/2015/01/13/108891-saint-elian-missionary-to-cornwall-england>


[image: ]The Two Wells And Their Origins
[image: ]The well in Anglesey sits near the shore at the foot of an outcrop of rocks, with the water flowing from a cleft at the base, it had a small chapel over the top of it and lies about a half a mile from the church. When people would travel to the well, they would give offerings to the church parish, some of which was used to purchase two farms, Tan y Fynwent in Llaneilian and Gwenithfryn in Llanfechell, the rest was used to maintain the chapel and distribute to the poor. All of the offerings were collected in the Cyff Elian, a chest in the form of a trunk that sits in the church and was opened once a year on St Thomas’s Day.[footnoteRef:6] The oral tradition goes that when St Elian landed in Anglesey, the local lord, Cadwallon Lawhir, allowed him to have in addition to his church as much land as the young doe he owned could walk in a day. However, whilst his doe was walking, a greyhound belonging to a wealthy local man attacked or killed the doe, and enraged, St Elian made a judgement that no people in the parish would ever again be able to keep a greyhound.[footnoteRef:7] In modern times, the well had become so overgrown that it was nearly impossible to find.  The locals wanted to have the well better signposted for tourist visitation, so on top of the signpost of the direction from the church and the information sheet with the route there inside the church, there is now an engraved slate plaque near to the well to indicate its location and the overgrown plant life has been cleared away to make the well visible.[footnoteRef:8] [6:  Sabine Baring-Gould and John Fisher, The lives of the British saints; the saints of Wales and Cornwall and such Irish saints as have dedications in Britain, Vol. 2 (London: Charles J. Clark, 1908) pp. 439 [Accessed November 3 2024]]  [7:  Sabine Baring-Gould and John Fisher, The lives of the British saints; the saints of Wales and Cornwall and such Irish saints as have dedications in Britain, Vol. 2 (London: Charles J. Clark, 1908) pp. 436 [Accessed November 3 2024]]  [8:  Well Hopper, Ffynnon Elian, Llanelian (2012) < https://wellhopper.wales/2012/09/13/ffynnon-elian-llaneilian/> [Accessed November 3 2024]] 
Figure 4 Ffynnon Elian, Llanelian on Anglesey, Well Hopper <https://wellhopper.wales/2012/09/13/ffynnon-elian-llaneilian/>

The well in Rhos sits in the corner of a field in a grove, near the roadside and a half a mile from the church. It’s circular, with a diameter of two foot surrounded by a seven foot square wall. The tradition of its origin varies, with some accounts describing St Elian thrusting his sword into the ground where it would appear. The more common origin story tells of a priestly man, sometimes St Elian himself, who became incredibly thirsty and ill and sat on the roadside to pray for water, where upon a spring appeared and drinking its water cured him. He then prayed that anyone with faith would be able to have their wishes granted through the well.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Sabine Baring-Gould and John Fisher, The lives of the British saints; the saints of Wales and Cornwall and such Irish saints as have dedications in Britain, Vol. 2 (London: Charles J. Clark, 1908) pp. 440 [Accessed November 3 2024]] 
Figure 3 Ffynnon Elian, Llanelian yn Rhos, Well Hopper <https://wellhopper.wales/2015/04/11/ffynnon-elian-llanelian-yn-rhos/>

What The Wells Were Originally Used For
The wells were not always cursing wells, they were originally used as healing wells. The well in Anglesey was often used to heal ague (malaria), fits and scrofula (infection of the lymph nodes on the neck), as well as give blessings to the health of the cattle and oxen after those who came to the well drank from the water, sat at the altar, and gave offerings to the church.[footnoteRef:10] The well in Rhos was known to heal children if all the water in the well was thrown out three times.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Sabine Baring-Gould and John Fisher, The lives of the British saints; the saints of Wales and Cornwall and such Irish saints as have dedications in Britain, Vol. 2 (London: Charles J. Clark, 1908) pp. 439 [Accessed November 3 2024]]  [11:  Sabine Baring-Gould and John Fisher, The lives of the British saints; the saints of Wales and Cornwall and such Irish saints as have dedications in Britain, Vol. 2 (London: Charles J. Clark, 1908) pp. 440 [Accessed November 3 2024]] 

How They Became Cursing Wells
In the late eighteenth to early nineteenth century the wells, particularly the one in Rhos, gained their reputation as cursing wells. There would be a minister stationed at the well, who would take payment from anyone who wanted to lay a curse on their enemies. These curses could be illness, pain, or loss of property. If someone’s name was put into the well they would become aware of it quickly with gradual pains and sickness, which was referred to as being in Ffynnon Elian. The ministers of the well, or guardian or owner, would earn a great deal, sometimes £300 a year (approximately £20,000 in modern money[footnoteRef:12]), by asking for a fee to place a curse and another fee to undo a curse. The most famous well guardian was the tailor John Evans, better known as Jack Ffynnon Elian, who was the last of the magical tribe and his victims were spread through England and Ireland as well as Wales. Before his death, he became troubled in mind and retired from his guardianship, asking his friend to publish his book which shows the whole thing was a fraud.[footnoteRef:13]  [12:  Bank of England, Inflation Calculator (2024) < https://www.bankofengland.co.uk/monetary-policy/inflation/inflation-calculator.> [Accessed November 5 2024]]  [13:  Sabine Baring-Gould and John Fisher, The lives of the British saints; the saints of Wales and Cornwall and such Irish saints as have dedications in Britain, Vol. 2 (London: Charles J. Clark, 1908) pp. 441 [Accessed November 3 2024]] 

The ceremony for placing a curse would normally be carried out by an elderly woman called the dynes y ffynnon (the woman of the well), who would receive the fee, write the name of the victim into a register and a piece of parchment, which would be attached a thin piece of lead with the victim’s initials carved in it, which she would drop into the water and speak imprecations, whilst taking water from the well and throwing it back in. The victim would be informed of the curse and would usually choose to give her a fee to have the curse removed, which she almost always accepted. She would remove the curse by having the victim walk around the well three times whilst reading verses from the Psalms, then all of the water from the well would be emptied and the victim would be given their lead with their name, and at home they would read from the Book of Job and the Psalms on consecutive Fridays. In the 1820s, local magistrates tried to stop visitation of the well, and in 1829 the well was filled in with stones and river going to it was drained. [footnoteRef:14] [14:  Sabine Baring-Gould and John Fisher, The lives of the British saints; the saints of Wales and Cornwall and such Irish saints as have dedications in Britain, Vol. 2 (London: Charles J. Clark, 1908) pp. 442-443 [Accessed November 3 2024]] 

Poetry About The Wells
Charlotte Wardle wrote five cantos on St Elians well in 1814.
The First Canto
The first canto introduces two horses: a grey steed belonging to Gryffydd and a roan belonging to Modred. Then it introduces Modred’s fair daughter and Gryffydd’s son Cadwallon. Gryffydd proclaims that his steed is better than Modred’s roan and recalls a time when he won a race against them. Cadwallon tells of how yesterday Modred accused him of harming his daughter.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Charlotte Wardle, St. Aelian's; or, The cursing well. A poem (London, 1814) pp. 3-13] 

The Second Canto
The second canto has Gryffydd explain that he has become old, but his son is in his prime, so the grey steed now belongs to him. Cadwallon rides off on the grey steed and spots Modred on his roan, and despite his haughty attitude, he joins in a race against Cadwallon. They travelled for a long while as no horse could best the grey stead except for the roan. The ground beneath them opens and they fall, Modred is able to grab a branch and prevent his fall, but the branch is too thin and starts to break from his weight. The branch breaks but before he falls, Cadwallon, who had heard the ground opening and moved out of the way, catches him and pulls him to safety.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Charlotte Wardle, St. Aelian's; or, The cursing well. A poem (London, 1814) pp. 17-27] 

The Third Canto
The third canto has Cadwallon riding past Modred’s tower, where his daughter, Elen, is. Elen sees Cadwallon and expresses concern over him being so near to the tower because the hostility between their fathers. She hopes that the enmity is over because of Cadwallon saving Modred the day before and expresses a want to show her gratitude for the feat. She asks Cadwallon to convince her father to drop all hostility, to which he agrees and rides off. He meets Gryffydd who says that he is going to Modred, which Cadwallon protests due to what had happened yesterday. Gryffydd calls his son a coward and continues to Modred’s Halls, where he has a song is performed about the incident to humiliate Modred.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Charlotte Wardle, St. Aelian's; or, The cursing well. A poem (London, 1814) pp. 31-50] 

The Forth Canto
The fourth canto has the first mention of St Elian and his cursing well. Modred goes to the well and stands beside a hag who helps him place a curse on Gryffydd.[footnoteRef:18]	 [18:  Charlotte Wardle, St. Aelian's; or, The cursing well. A poem (London, 1814) pp. 53-63] 

The Fifth Canto
Gryffydd becomes ill and great misfortune befalls him and Cadwallon. Cadwallon encounters Modred and his men and stabs him. As Modred’s men retreat they shoot an arrow that hits the grey steed which would kill him. Modred asks Cadwallon to bring his daughter before he dies, which Cadwallon does. Modred confesses his regrets and dies next to the grey steed.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Charlotte Wardle, St. Aelian's; or, The cursing well. A poem (London, 1814) pp. 67-96] 
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