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Image 1: The front of the Well.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Undiscovered Scotland, The Clootie Well [online], Available: https://www.undiscoveredscotland.co.uk/munlochy/clootiewell/index.html] 

The history and origins of the Clootie Well 
The Munlochy Clootie Well in Scotland, also known as St Boniface’s Well, is a fascinating structure of history due to the well being placed under the ground and still being used today. This structure can pass on information on how holy wells had been used both in the past, over many centuries since they were first given the title of ‘holy well’ and are likely to be used for even more years to come. The well dates back to when St Curetan and St Boniface were around during AD620, and it is possible that it had existed prior this.[footnoteRef:2] It is located up high in the Scottish Highlands, based north of Inverness which is a large Scottish town. When it was originally created, the town had been ruled by the Celtic Church, however, the Roman Church had taken over control of it later. The use of symbols of the pagan religion were frowned upon by the Romans, meaning that a lot of wells which were said to have ‘magic’ properties during that period were destroyed and not used again, however as this site is so far north that is probably why it survived.  [2:  Undiscovered Scotland, The Clootie Well [online], Available: https://www.undiscoveredscotland.co.uk/munlochy/clootiewell/index.html] 

Interactions with the Clootie Well 
The word ‘Clootie’ means ‘cloth’ and this name is given to the Munlochy Well because it is one of a number of holy wells across Britain where rags or fabric items have historically been left as physical embodiment of the prayers the visitor gave at the site.[footnoteRef:3] The Munlochy Clootie Well has been incorporated into the public’s lives for centuries, this is because the well had been used for many religious and medical reasons varying from person to person as cultural influences evolved over the centuries. When this Clootie Well had first been identified as a significant landmark, people who were on pilgrimages would visit and they participated in a ceremony which ended by splashing the well’s water onto the ground, after which they would exchange a prayer. At the end of the ceremony, the pilgrims would then find a nearby tree and wrap a bit of cloth around it. This cloth would have been brought with them especially, being related to, or worn by a sick person who they were praying for so that they could recover from their illness. The reasons why they wrapped cloth around the tree is because when the piece of cloth began to rot away and disappear, the sickness that the ill person had was believed to also hold less substance and therefore start to disappear too.[footnoteRef:4] In the medieval period, many people would pilgrimage towards the holy wells and relics in an attempt to become closer with God, fulfil a vow they have made or seek a cure.[footnoteRef:5] This means that the Munlochy Well in Scotland, would have had people pilgrimage often for many personal reasons. [3:  H. Holmes, ‘Healing at the clooty well: an autoethnological view of personal experiences’, Journal of Ethnological Studies, vol. 58 (2020), 128-149, available at https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/04308778.2020.1814370 (Accessed: 25th May 2021)]  [4:  Undiscovered Scotland, The Clootie Well [online], Available: https://www.undiscoveredscotland.co.uk/munlochy/clootiewell/index.html ]  [5:  The Met, Pilgrimage in Medieval Europe [online], Available: https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/pilg/hd_pilg.htm] 

There is another belief that people had with regard to the Munlochy Well, which was that people could leave their sick children at the well overnight so that they could become healed. This is because they believed that if the child had managed to survive the night alone near the well, their physical and mental wellbeing would give them the strength to recover from the illness they had inhabited.[footnoteRef:6] The Munlochy Well is still a place that people visit today, generally as a tourist destination, although it still has a local ceremony performed there at Beltane on the first of May. Tourists may still often visit and leave pieces of cloth behind to continue to engage in the practices related to the past beliefs about the well, possibly also in the hope that the myth related to its healing powers will help heal someone they love. It is said that when visiting the well it is apparent that it remains an unsettled place, as can be seen in how the trees rarely have leaves growing upon them, meaning that it is particularly strange as the well is not feeding the trees as much water as would be expected.[footnoteRef:7] Due to the influx of people going to the Clootie Well in the modern age to participate in the ritual of leaving cloth, potentially for a person to get better, there is now an issue with people using items which are not fabrics that can decompose. Because of this, it is now becoming a significant problem for the site as a sustainable landmark, in addition, when items are not able to dissolve this means that the ritual is not working. Another issue that has occurred with people visiting the well, who might possibly have little knowledge on them, have been tainting the healing water by throwing copper coins into it, like a wishing well. The water can become contaminated due to the objects being placed into the ‘holy well’, as it can fill the water with rust and toxins, meaning that people who may be wanting to drink the ‘holy water’ cannot do this safely and it could be argued that it no longer has the healing properties it once had. [6:  G. R. Varner, Sacred Wells: A Study in the History, Meaning, and Mythology of Holy Wells & Waters, (Algora Publishing: New York, 2009)]  [7:  Undiscovered Scotland, The Clootie Well [online], Available: https://www.undiscoveredscotland.co.uk/munlochy/clootiewell/index.html] 
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Image 2: Looking at the Well Outflow from Below.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Undiscovered Scotland, The Clootie Well [online], Available: https://www.undiscoveredscotland.co.uk/munlochy/clootiewell/index.html] 

The Importance of water
Water is significant to human beings generally, especially past cultures who did not have the ability to purify water, so people could rely on it to not contain things which would make them ill. Spring water (which is generally the origin of well water) is known to be much cleaner than other water available, until we contemporarily had access to our modern treated water. In the past the only other option would be lakes, ponds, rivers and streams, where creatures excrete and die, and stagnant slow-moving pools can become poisonous or filled with disease (such as Weil's disease that comes from rat urine). Some springs would occur in places where a lot of metals and other minerals are naturally present in the soil and rocks which then filter the water found in springs and wells, so it carries these elements in it and not all are good for people. Therefore, it is likely that firstly the holy wells had been identified as having water in them that did not make people sick, and then they became known to be ‘Holy’ because they actually made people feel a bit better. Meaning that, in the past, many people believed that holy wells contained healing powers due to the purity of the water that is provided by them. This is because of the fresh water coming from the local landscape and the pure minerals that it contains, which means that the water is the purist and healthiest around due to the levels of sulphate or other minerals they capture.[footnoteRef:9] Due to the wellbeing properties of such wells, it is important to understand how each particular holy well works, and what minerals it contains, because the differences are many and each could potentially have actually offered some significant healing to past cultures, however this appears to not have been tested at the Munlochy Well.   [9:  G. R., Varner, ‘A Study in the History, Meaning, and Mythology of Holy Wells & Waters’, (Algora Publishing, New York: 2009), p. 107.] 

The meaning behind holy wells 
Holy wells have been used for centuries in different locations around the world because of the strong religious factors they have attributed to them. Ancient Celtic cosmological beliefs saw water as being related to women and birth and therefore also to rebirth, as well as to being cleansing both physically and spiritually.[footnoteRef:10] Water is known to be classed as a strong factor of rebirth in Christianity because when people are christened, they have water placed upon their head in a symbol of rebirth by accepting their new religion and being forgiven for the past they had. This is done with the water by cleansing and purifying them, hence becoming practically a new person.[footnoteRef:11] Therefore, by having the wells around for centuries, they would have been a central factor related to the rebirth and cleansing ceremonies for people who wished to engage in them.  [10:  MacLeod, Sharon Paice. Celtic Cosmology and the Otherworld: Mythic Origins, Sovereignty and Liminality, (McFarland, 2018).]  [11:  From Holy Water to Holy Waters, Gary Chamberlain] 

People had, and still do, use holy wells that have been around for centuries to receive blessings and express their gratitude for the faith they believe in. The reason that people may do this, is because by presenting items at a holy well, or using the water that it produces creates a sense of connectedness to the place and the mythologies or beliefs it represents. It is also said that when washing in the water from within the Clootie Well, it signifies that the person is being reborn from their current life because they are cleansing themselves with the holy water from the ancient well.[footnoteRef:12] Clootie Wells are specifically known for the healing power that they create for people in their time of need, this is activated by leaving a piece of cloth placed on or near the holy well as an offering. The cloths left at these wells are often used to hold a prayer which has been spoken into it before it is abandoned at the site.  [12:  Llewellyn Worldwide, Llewellyn’s Sabbats Almanac: Samhain 2010 to Mabon 201’, (Llewellyn Worldwide Ltd, 2010)] 

Saints that the Well is dedicated to.
It is believed that the Clootie Well in Munlochy had been dedicated to a Saint called St Boniface, otherwise known as St Curetan, because of the work he did in the Scottish Highlands. Due to the well originally being of pagan use, it appears that the name had been changed to the Saints name Boniface/Curetan to keep the well in use and safe from destruction when Christianity became widely believed in. St Boniface had been an Abbot of the monastery of Rosemarkie and had been the Bishop of the Scoto-Pictish people, meaning that he was around when a lot of the Scottish and other Celtic nations spoke fluent Gaelic. This would have been an important factor into why the well had been named after him because of the work that he had done for Scotland and being a local of the area.
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