Ffynnon Gwenfrewi; St Winefride’s Well, Holywell

   Holy wells, as the name suggests, are sites which are either a well, spring or pool which has been associated with a Christian saint who has been linked during their lifetimes to the site. There are roughly seven thousand of these scared springs and wells around the British Isles and, interestingly enough, most of these sites are centred around the so called ‘Celtic Fringe’ regions of the British Isles; Scotland, Wales, Ireland and Cornwall.1 These sites were places of pilgrimage for those who were sick or in need of some form of divine intervention. Unfortunately, the protestant reformation (which was at its most virulent during the reigns of Henry VIII and his son Edward VI) put an end to not just the practises associated with a pilgrimage, but also the sites themselves. Despite this, some of these sacred places somehow managed to maintain their popular status within the hearts and minds of their faithful, maintaining their popularity to this day. One of these sacred sites is nestled within the beautiful scenery of the coastline of North Wales; Ffynnon Gwenfrewi,2 in Holywell, Flintshire, which is often hailed as being the ‘Lourdes of Wales’.3 Ffynnon Gwenfrewi is just one of three sites (including Shrewsbury and Gwytherin) which are linked to Saint Gwenfrewi, better known by her translated name of Saint Winefride. This ffynnon also has the good fortune to have links with a second very popular early medieval saint who also happens to have been Gwenfrewi’s own uncle and spiritual mentor, Saint Beuno. This entry will endeavour to explore this site in greater depth, giving testament to its lasting popularity. 
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   Ffynnon Gwenfrewi has existed as a holy well since the life of Saint Gwenfrewi in the seventh century. It was on the same spot, in roughly the year 630AD, where Gwenfrewi was martyred due to her refusal of the advances of a man named Caradog. Caradog, in all his vengeful spite, decapitated a fleeing Gwenfrewi, her head falling to the floor where the blood-stained ground “…cracked, and a rapid spring gushed out in that place full of water…”4 thus creating the holy well of Gwenfrewi. These dramatic events were recorded around five hundred years after Gwenfrewi’s life, with two Vitas being written during the twelfth century. One of these two Vita Sancte Wenefrede5 was written by an anonymous author, but the second was authored by Robert Pennant of Shrewsbury, the former monk, prior and lastly abbot of Shrewsbury Abbey.6 It will become clearer as this entry progresses why such an author was vitally important, whilst not forgetting his highly biased nature, to the survival of the cult and pilgrimage sites of Saint Gwenfrewi. Both of Saint Gwenfrewi’s vitas provide a multitude of examples of the healing miracles that are associated with both Gwenfrewi and her well. What is interesting to note here, though, is that these vitas also provide their audience with a fascinating look into the mindset of the people of the medieval world through their keenness to emphasise the sometimes vengeful and even wrathful nature of some of these miracles. The immediate evaporation of Caradog after his murder of Gwenfrewi is a good example of one such vengeful miracle which happened during the lifetime of the saint.7 The anonymous Vita Sancte Wenefrede gives a multitude more of such acts being carried out to wrongdoers and law breakers 
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near the holy sites which are associated with Gwenfrewi.8 Once the vita has finished recounting such acts of saintly terror, it then moves on to the much more abundant examples of the healing qualities of these miracles.9 Time and again, sick or malformed pilgrims are healed of their maladies once they had followed a strict routine of prayers and bathing in the waters. One such example states “…that a certain sick rich man…having washed himself thrice in the water of the spring, and having kept watch for three nights in the church with prayers… [his] feet legs and arms, which previously curved and contracted to the buttocks from birth now extended their bones to the right position of the limbs.”10 One small girl was even brought back from the dead whilst her body was overnighted in Saint Winefrede’s Chapel.11 If the spring failed to work for some of the pilgrims, a lack of faith on the pilgrims’ behalf was blamed.12 Another testament to the healing powers of Gwenfrewi’s well comes to us in the form of something far more tangible than the stories of those who wished to promote the life of the saint, and that is the leaving behind of items such as crutches13 once those who were sick had been healed of their disability. 
   Aside from the two vitas, there are also an abundance of poetry written throughout the ages which have been written either about the saint herself or the holy well and its mystical healing qualities. One anonymous medieval Welsh language poem named Cywydd Gwenfrewi a’i Ffynnon14 gives further testament to the well’s healing properties, with lines 39-49 stating:
“Y deillion o dywyllwg
I oleuni, di a’u dwg;
Os byddar fydd gwâr gwirion,
Fe glyw fry’r galw o’r fron;
Y mudion a gai ymadrodd
Gloyw bur, a’i gael o’I bodd.
Os crupul trachul heb droed,
Fe ddaw adre’ ar ddeudroed
A bwrw’r ffron gron gryno
I ffordd a myned ar ffo!”15

The tenacity and survival of the cult of Gwenfrewi and her healing well beyond the medieval era also become apparent through these such writings. An example of this comes from Gwilym Pugh in the seventeenth century, who wrote a piece called the Carol Buchedd Gwenfrewi16 which, as the title of his piece suggests, discusses the life, death, burial and eventual moving of Gwenfrewi’s remains to Shrewsbury in 1138. Due to the passage of time, Pugh’s writing, although quiet clearly very 
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passionate about his local saint, is little more than the writing down of the speculations of how events had taken place almost a thousand years later. Although such works as this and the previously mentioned medieval poetry help the modern researcher paint a broader picture of the appeal and survival of Gwenfrewi’s cult, such pieces must be approached with a dose of hesitant caution.
    Poetry aside, another interesting piece of writing when looking at the broader picture of the holy well of Gwenfrewi comes from the writings of Adam of Usk in his self-named chronicle.17 Usk, a contemporary to Henry V, states that the king had “…with great reverence went on foot in pilgrimage from Shrewsbury to St. Winefride’s Well in North Wales”18 before his now infamous military campaign to France and the Battle of Agincourt in 1415AD. Upon Henry’s return from France, he would go once again on a pilgrimage to the holy well to give his thanks to Gwenfrewi for his phenomenal victory.19 
   Henry V was by no means the only royal who has been in someway associated with the holy well of Gwenfrewi. Richard I (King of England from 1189-1199AD) was said to have been attacked whilst travelling to pay homage to Gwenfrewi.20 Richard II was another royal pilgrim to visit in 1398AD where he would then go on to establish a royal chantry at Holywell.21 The fifteenth century king, Edward IV, became another pilgrim to Holywell and was described by poet Tudur Aled as having “…came to his land to her, and the moss upon his crown.”22 Richard III soon followed in the footsteps of his predecessor with his own visit in April 1484AD, where he granted the abbot of Basingwerk an annuity to maintain a priest at the shrine.23 Finally, James II and his wife would visit in 1686AD in the hopes that Saint Gwenfrewi would help them to conceive a male heir.24 All these visits by royalty throughout the medieval period and into the early modern era, show just how important Gwenfrewi was to those who sought divine intervention and healing, and is a real testament to the enduring popularity of this site as well as to how this holy well’s miraculous healing remained firmly within the hearts and minds of the faithful, even despite the reformation.
   The popularity of Saint Gwenfrewi is not linked to just the site of Holywell, as has been alluded to earlier in this text. There are two other sites as well, as some relics, which are also linked to Gwenfrewi which are part of the larger pilgrimage route for those wishing to pay homage to Gwenfrewi. The first of these sites is Gwytherin, which is the site of Gwenfrewi’s own abbey where she “…was chosen to preside over eleven virgins, that they might take from her an example of life and holy conversation.”25 It is here at Gwytherin, just a short journey from the place of her martyrdom at Holywell, that Gwenfrewi would spend the remainder of her life, finally being “…buried with her fellow virgins on the eighth day before the Kalends of July.”26 It is also here that 
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there was kept the Arch Gwenfrewi yn eglwys Gwytheryn.27 One Thomas Pennant wrote in 1776AD that it was in this reliquary where her “reliques were kept”28 before they were transferred to Shrewsbury. Unfortunately, the reliquary no longer exists as it was broken up, piece by piece, by visitors who wished to leave Gwytherin with a souvenir. Gwytherin was, naturally, also the place to have held the chest which is claimed to have been Gwenfrewi’s coffin. Visiting Gwilym Pugh’s Carol Buchedd Gwenfrewi once again, one can discover that,
“Mewn ysgrin o arian rhoed creiriau y lleian
I’r ‘Mwythig pan symudan’ Gwenfrewi;
Gadawan’ yr hen ysgrin yn eglwys Gwytherin
Fal y gallo’r pererin ei pharchu.”28
This coffin remained in Gwytherin for the veneration of pilgrims who were en-route to Holywell, and it is claimed to exist still to this day, with the remains of a hinged chest having been moved and now displayed in the museum at the holy well itself. 
   The third and final site related to Gwenfrewi and her cult is in Shrewsbury. Robert Pennant, the author of one of Gwenfrewi’s two vistas, is the man who was responsible for the moving of Gwenfrewi’s remains to Shrewsbury in 1138AD. It is little wonder, then, that he was so keen to sing Gwenfrewi’s praises in his own version of her life and it was, without a doubt, his attempt to magnify and expand Gwenfrewi’s legacy beyond the borders of Wales. Her remains being housed in this abbey would have been a drawing point for those who were keen to pray next to her physical remains. Although Shrewsbury is a much later addition to the cult of Gwenfrewi and, like Gwytherin, there is no holy well related to this site, it is a very important part of why her legacy as a saint for healing has been so long lasting, with the sites still being visited today with many still choosing to bathe in the waters of the well.
   As can be seen throughout this entry, the usage of this site has remained very much the same throughout the centuries, even remaining uninterrupted by the reformation.29 More recently, in 1914, one woman was even said to have visited the well and had her knee healed. There is even a doctor’s report to back this claim.30 Even how the site itself is used has remained the same, with a stone named Maen Beuno, after Gwenfrewi’s saintly uncle, still being used to kneel and pray once the pilgrim has entered the water.31
   All in all, Ffynnon Gwenfrewi can most certainly be described as the most incredible site. Not only have many miracles been associated with its waters and adjoining church, but it has also managed to survive huge religious upheavals, something that many other such sites didn’t have such good fortune to survive. This must be due to the well documented nature of all the sites related to Saint Gwenfrewi, as well as the expansion of her cult and pilgrimage route into Shrewsbury as well as the fact that this site was also very popular amongst the royals of the previous thousand years. Thanks to this fusion of factors, Ffynnon Gwenfrewi still exists today and Gwenfrewi’s healing waters can still be experienced by the faithful.
27. ‘Reliquary of Saint Winefride, from Gwytherin’
28. “In a coffin of silver were the relics of the nun placed/ when they move Gwenfrewi to Shrewsbury;/ they leave the old coffin in the church of Gwytherin/ so that the pilgrim may respect it.”
29. Pepin, R; Feiss, H (Trans.) and Hamaker, C, Two Mediaeval Lives Of Saint Winefride; With An Essay On Winefride’s Well-Cult (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2011) p.123
30. Ibid, p.124
31. Pritchard, T.W, St Winefride, Her Holy Well And The Jesuit Mission, c.650-1930 (Wrexham: Bridge Books, 2009) p.33

Bibliography

Adam Of Usk; Given-Wilson, C (Trans.), The Chronicle Of Adam Of Usk 1377-1430 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997)

Pepin, R; Feiss, H (Trans.) and Hamaker, C, Two Mediaeval Lives Of Saint Winefride; With An Essay On Winefride’s Well-Cult (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2011)

Pritchard, T.W, St Winefride, Her Holy Well And The Jesuit Mission, c.650-1930 (Wrexham: Bridge Books, 2009)

Wade-Evans, A.W, Vitae Sanctorum Britanniae Et Genealogiae; Vita Sancte Wenefrede (Cardiff: University Press of Wales, 2013)


