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Pilgrimage Motivations at St
Winifred’s Well




What motivated pilgrimage in Wales?

Here are a number of extracts which explain some of the motivations for
pilgrimage in medieval, early modern, and medieval Wales. They all refer to
the Holy Well of St Winifred at Holywell in North Wales.

St Winifred became a saint after she rejected a man who promptly cut off her
head; her uncle, St Beuno, stuck it back on again and she went on to live as a
nun, but on the spot where her head fell a miraculous well sprang up. This
became a major site of pilgrimage in the middle ages, popular with Welsh
people and English kings. Despite efforts to close the well in the sixteenth
century, it remained popular and it still one of the most important pilgrimage
sites in Wales.

Read the sources here, and then discuss the questions at the end.

Source A: Extract from the Life of St Winifred: Miracles which occurred
at St Winifred’s Well, written in the twelfth century

There was a certain rich man who was ill. He was in control of much money,
but not of himself. Hearing of the fame of the virgin [St Winifred], he headed
there as quickly as he could, conveyed in a cart. Arriving at the memorial of
the blessed virgin he dispersed his possession to the church and to the poor
and thus made himself a poor man. He found no more delight in things of the
world, but trusted in the Lord. After he had washed three times in the water of
the font and finished three nights of vigil and praying in the church, you could
hear then and there in a wondrous way a breaking in his arms and feet and
legs. Those bones, which from birth until then had been unseemly bent and
contracted against his buttocks, now stretched out so that their joints were in
the proper place. You can imagine that there and then you could have seen a
happy crowd of bystanders, thanking God and the virgin.

A certain man, led to do penance for his crimes, was wrapped in iron bindings
for many years. His arms were miserably lacerated with the rusty iron by the
time he came to the sanctuary. He spent the night in vigils and prayers and at
dawn went to the well. As he washed his hands and extended his arms into
the spring, it seems to him that two delicate hands loosened the chains from
his arms. ... The man had come from the church to the spring bound, and he
returned from the spring to the church unbound. As a sign, he hung up those
very chains, which for many years have been hanging there on view like an
offering.

Two boys, brothers, were cast into the well when the same iliness [epilepsy]
invaded them and were completely cured.



A woman brought with her to the memorial of the blessed martyr a boy, her
son, who was mute from birth. When she had celebrated the solemn services
of vigils, she washed him in the spring and put water into his mouth. She
heard her son speaking proper words and asking for his clothes. When they
saw this, those present were awe-struck.

Source B
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Crutches left at Holywell - from the Daily
Graphic, 2 October 1894

Source C: Extract from Tudor Aled’s ‘The Story of St Winifred and Her
Well.’ This was written in the early sixteenth century, just before the
Reformation banned pilgrimage to sites like St Winifred’s Well.

Let the sick man go and bathe in it.

He would depart either dead or in health.

He whom sickness condemns to die in it

Will go to Heaven from that same stream.

From its grace and strength life was given to a hundred



The other night in Sychnant:

Ointment from the spray of Nant y Fagl|

Is the medicine for wretched men;

Against a thousand diseases, against short sheep,
Against the thrust of weakness, against many ills.
Salvation will all Christendom obtain,

Lamenting, both the weak the foolish.

Look at a hundred people, light candles,

| saw senses recovered there:

The blind man sees, let him go to her church,
And the cripple, if he came by crawling;

Let them come there with the fool,

From there he comes a wise man;

Let the childless man go in and make an offering,
She will raise up offspring to him.

Source D: Letter of Sir John Bridgeman, Chief Justice of Chester, to the
Council of the Marches 3 February 1636

According to your Lordship’s letters of the 9" December last whereby | am
required to use all means to hinder the pilgrimage to Holywell...and give
account of my proceedings therein...l have written to the Justices of the
Peace requiring them:

1. To suppress all unnecessary alehouses

2. To bind all the innholders, victuallers and others who lodge strangers
to report the names and dwelling places of all who resort to their
houses to the Justices of the Peace.

3. To keep a strict watch on the well.

Which is all I do conceive can be done at present.

Source E: ‘Faith-Cure Claim: Manchester Woman at St Winifred’s Well’,
The Manchester Guardian November 12 (1925)

At St Winifride’s Well this morning | interviewed Mrs Anne Vesey of 112,
Westmoreland Street, Harpurhey, Manchester, who claims to have been
cured by faith.

“I was a crippled for over six years”, Mrs Vesey told me, “and could not walk
without the assistance of crutches. | was treated at the Manchester Royal
Infirmary for five years, but returned home in 1923 having been told that | was
incurable. ...In August this year | came to Holywell and was immersed four
times in St Winifride’s Well. | felt better after the first immersion and when |



went back home | found that | could walk without my crutches. | walked all the
way from the station and carried my own luggage to the astonishment and
delight of my family.”

Questions:

1.

2.
3.

What do the sources claim motivated people to go on pilgrimage to St
Winifred’s Well?

Why did people seek cures through pilgrimage?

Why do sources A and B refer to leaving chains and crutches at the
well? What did this signify? Why do you think the people in charge were
happy to have these items left on display?

. Even after the Reformation, pilgrimage to St Winifred's Well continued

to be popular. How do sources D and E demonstrate the different types
of pilgrims who went there?

Why do some of the sources refer to onlookers or the family members
of those who were cured by miracles?

How do you think pilgrimage might have changed since the middle
ages? Think about why people go on pilgrimage, where they go, and
how they get there.
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