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The Place-Names of Wales was originally published in 1998 and reissued in 2005 in the Pocket
Guide series. This current updated publication adds some thirty entries, which importantly take
into consideration more recent research. The entry for each place-name provides details of
historical forms and dates; analyses each name into its component linguistic elements; tracks
the later linguistic development of the name and the influences upon it particularly within a
bilingual society; compares the name with similar names elsewhere, and interprets that meaning
within the history of Wales and in the local context having regard for the landscape and
changing land-use. In addition to explaining the link between place-names and language, history
and landscape, the introduction includes a section on the significance of place-name study, and
a short section to allow non-Welsh speakers to understand some relevant sound-changes.



THE PLACE-NAMES OF WALES

The Place-Namesof WalesHywel Wyn Owen

© Hywel Wyn Owen, 2015First published by the University of Wales Pressand the Western Mail
1998Reprinted 2000Reprinted by the University of Wales Press 2005Revised and expanded
2015All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any material form (including
photocopying or storing it in any medium by electronic means and whether or not transiently or
incidentally to some other use of this publication) without the written permission of the copyright
owner except in accordance with the provisions of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.
Applications for the copyright owner’s written permission to reproduce any part of this
publication should be addressed to the University of Wales Press, 10 Columbus Walk,
Brigantine Place, Cardiff, CF10 4UP.British Library CiP DataA catalogue record for this book is
available from the British Library.The right of Hywel Wyn Owen to be identified as author of this
work has been asserted by him in accordance with sections 77 and 79 of the Copyright, Designs
and Patents Act 1988.

ContentsAcknowledgementsIntroductionAbbreviations for the pre-1974 counties of WalesMap
of pre-1974 counties of WalesPlace-namesFurther readingIndex

AcknowledgementsThe original publication was prompted by an invitation from Ned Thomas,
Director of the University of Wales Press in 1998, to consider writing a selective reference book
on place-names of Wales within the Pocket Guide series. In 2014 the UWP considered that an
enlarged, updated revision would be appropriate. I am grateful to Catherine Jenkins for her
patience, support and advice, to Leah Jenkins for her painstaking editing and to Steven
Goundrey for leading me through the final stages of publication.Over the years, three scholars
whose advice I have sought and unstintingly received are Gwynedd Pierce, Richard Morgan and
the late Tomos Roberts, who have provided invaluable help from their own unrivalled knowledge
of place-names in Wales.My conscience dictates that I declare my appreciation of my wife’s
remarkable forbearance, to the extent of sharing a summer holiday with this book. My daughter
patiently advised me in what were, to me, the mysterious intricacies of editing text. I am grateful
to both.

i Elsa, Gruffydd a Nonam roi gwên ar wyneb Taid a Nain

IntroductionThe present publicationIn 1998, the University of Wales Press published The Place-
Names of Wales in the Pocket Guide series (reprinted in 2000 and 2005). This 2015 publication
is an enlarged, updated and revised version, incorporating recent developments in scholarship,
with some additional names, grid references, and a change in the order of the entries (with dual
place-names listed under the Welsh name). Another difference is that I have included a greater



abundance of historical forms since I believe the derivation of a name is better understood when
the evidence for that derivation is set out clearly, evidence which also helps to understand the
later development of the name and the linguistic influences upon it.Since 1998, three major
projects have been instrumental in furthering our understanding of the place-names of Wales,
projects which have had a bearing on the updates in this book.The first is the database created
out of the vast corpus of place-name material left to Bangor University by Melville Richards. He
was professor of Welsh at Bangor and devoted his life to place-name research in Wales. On his
untimely death in 1973, his whole research archive, over 300,000 slips, was deposited in
Bangor. The 1998 publication was only able to draw on manual access to the archive. The Board
of Celtic Studies and Bangor University had already started to create a database over several
years. However, with a grant from the Arts and Humanities Research Council and with the
support of Bangor University, I was able to employ four research assistants to input the slips and
complete the database (). This tool allowed the archive to be interrogated in ways that Melville
Richards himself would not have dreamed possible, enlarging immeasurably the potential for
place-name scholars.The second project was the publication of the authoritative Dictionary of
the Place-Names of Wales (Gomer, 2007, with minor revisions, 2008). Over a period of ten
years, Richard Morgan and I co-wrote the Dictionary assisted by a grant from the Arts and
Humanities Research Council and with generous help from the Department of Welsh at Bangor
University which allowed me to employ a research assistant. For some names the Dictionary
was able to draw in the substance of entries in the 1998 The Place-Names of Wales. By the
same token, the 2015 publication has been able to draw extensively on the Dictionary in
substance and occasionally in the wording of the text. I am grateful to Richard Morgan and to
both the University of Wales Press and Gwasg Gomer for facilitating this.The third factor has
been the founding in 2010 of Cymdeithas Enwau Lleoedd Cymru/Welsh Place-Name Society,
the youngest of Britain’s place-name societies. Through its annual conference, its newsletter and
its website, the society has been a catalyst for an understanding of place-names in Wales, a
vehicle for the appreciation of place-name research methodology and a means of motivating the
conservation and celebration of names, especially those that are fast disappearing or scarcely
documented.This book, then, is an accessible reference book for anyone wishing to learn about
some of the place-names of Wales. The media and popular press provide ample evidence of the
current surge of interest in the names that surround us. This reflects a greater awareness of our
environment, an appreciation of the riches of local history, an understanding of how knowing the
meaning of a name helps us to know the place and creates a sense of identity and belonging. It
also brings to the fore the wealth of place-name scholarship which illuminates our history,
landscape and languages.When the 1998 publication appeared, the late Margaret Gelling, then
President of the English Place-Name Society, described it as ‘a splendid combination of the
scholarly with the accessible’. The Reference Reviews called it ‘a mine of fascinating
information’. This enlarged and revised book will hopefully accomplish even more.The study of
place-namesCareful detective work goes into ascribing a meaning and significance to a place-



name. The current form of a place-name may not necessarily be relied on as an accurate guide
to the meaning of the original name. Take the names of four of the university seats of learning in
Wales. Aberystwyth seems simple enough, since aber is common for a river or mouth of a river
and there is a river Ystwyth there; however, Aberystwyth is on the river Rheidol. Why Cardiff and
not ‘Cardaff’ or ‘Caerdaf’ and how does that square with Caerdydd? Swansea has nothing to do
with the sea (despite its location) or a swan (despite the nickname of the Premier League
football club). Bangor defies divination.In these four instances we cannot begin any explanation
without knowing what the place-names were like when they were first recorded. That could be
fourteen centuries ago. Even the earliest record is not always reliable if the place and the place-
name existed long before that, but it is the best we can do and, if we are to try to explain the
origin of the name, it is the only thing we can do. However, we disregard at our peril the
pronunciation of the name for that may tell us much about later social and linguistic factors.That
is why this book incorporates a considerable number of historic forms and their dates in each
entry. These early forms are to be found in a variety of sources, some contemporary, most later,
encompassing monastic and ecclesiastical records, charters, legal documents, deeds, estate
papers and surveys, chronicles, parish registers, tithe schedules, land tax and census returns
and a whole host of maps which frequently accompany such records. Some source materials
will be in published form, but many will require scrutiny of original documents; some will be in
local archive offices, others will be in private hands or in national collections. All in all, we need
to have access to any document which records the names of places within a community. The
gathering of place-name data is the first stage in the detective work.The second stage is
analysing such data. We must be alert to possible errors in transmission when, say, a thirteenth-
century Norman-French civil servant may have copied a Latin legal document compiled by an
English landlord based on evidence supplied by a Welsh tenant. Analysis, we have already
seen, is primarily a linguistic task for which a knowledge of the history and development of the
Welsh and English languages is essential, together with a working knowledge of elements from
other languages which appear in the place-names of Wales, particularly Old English, Latin, Old
Norse and Norman-French. These elements provide place-name researchers with some of their
most valuable tools. If a place-name’s first recorded form can reliably be broken down into
recognizable constituent elements from the common stock, then, in all probability, the meaning
of those elements will already be known. However, as place-name research in Britain advances,
it is becoming increasingly obvious that we need to revisit some elements and adopt a more
nuanced approach.This brings us to the third stage, that of interpretation. Here, we bring the
study of place-names back to the location or the occasion which first initiated the naming.
Wherever possible we must identify the place referred to and test the linguistic proposition
against known history and the landscape as it probably was. If there appears to be a mismatch,
questions must be asked. Can the earliest forms be trusted? Is the linguistic analysis correct?
Has the landscape changed in any way? Did the name refer to a slightly different area from the
one currently associated with the name? Does the current pronunciation provide an additional



clue? Or do we need to modify the existing meaning of the element? This is the stage at which
the study of place-names depends on geology, geography, industrial archaeology, dialectology
and so on. It is the stage at which the local historian has much to contribute.All scholars studying
place-names will adopt the rigorous methodology described in the preceding paragraphs. Most,
if not all, of the major place-names in Britain will have been dealt with in this way, with the
findings published in various journals and dictionaries of place-names. This is the selective
approach. A more comprehensive and exhaustive approach is described as a place-name
survey, a detailed study of all major and minor names in a specified area. Such a survey allows
for a thorough coverage of all the place-names in the area, which not only adds considerably to
the understanding of the area’s language, history and landscape but also adds incrementally to
our knowledge of place-names in Britain, especially place-name elements.In England, under the
aegis of the English Place-Name Society the place-name survey approach has been
successfully pursued county by county since 1924. In Wales, Scotland and Ireland progress at
the county level has been more leisurely, but the separate national place-name associations
have adopted broadly the same strategy as England as far as methodology is concerned.In
Wales, pioneering selective work has been accomplished over many years by a number of
eminent individual scholars. Detailed surveys have been published for a few counties or parts of
counties. Various local and county societies are supporting research projects and publications.
In the last few years the founding of Cymdeithas Enwau Lleoedd Cymru/Welsh Place-Name
Society has inspired many to gather local material which might otherwise have been lost and to
promote the conservation of names in the face of slightly more cavalier usage unthinkingly
coined by enthusiastic newcomers. Above all, through its annual conference, newsletter and
website it is the vehicle for the informed dissemination of knowledge about the place-names of
Wales.Place-names and languageThe study of place-names is essentially a linguistic study.
Understanding the processes of language allows us to unlock place-names and then to track
their development. Why, for example, is Prestatyn not Preston? Why is Briton Ferry not Bridge-
town? Or Brymbo not Bryn-baw? Or Caergwrle not Corley? Or Llai not Leigh? Or Hawarden not
Harden? Or how does Arberth become Narberth? Or Newborough become Niwbwrch? Or Yr
Orsedd become Rossett? The answer lies largely in colloquial usage, in the daily discourse
within a locality which tends to assume you know where your neighbour is referring to, so that
clear enunciation is not an absolute necessity. The remarkable thing about informal speech is
that although changes may be highly individual or localized those phonological changes
conform to patterns of language behaviour which linguists recognize and can describe with
some accuracy. We may not always be able to predict what a place-name will turn out to be, but
we can see how it got there. Intriguingly, the written word tends to be more conservative, which
explains why spelling is often at variance with pronunciation.Details of the phonological changes
for each place-name will be found within each entry, but this is a summary of changes in some of
the place-names found in this book:Loss of or change to final consonant: Abermaw, Y Barri,
Caerdydd, Cricieth, Denbigh, Sgomer, Trefyclo, Ynys Enlli, YstalyferaChange to vowels of final



syllable: Brymbo, Caersŵs, Cemaes, Clynnog, Ebbw Vale, Owrtyn, Prestatyn, TrefycloChange in
unstressed initial syllable: Y Bermo, Y FenniModification of initial syllable: Gwynedd, Raglan,
Ramsey, Ruthin, Risca, Ruabon, Wrecsam
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place-names listed under the Welsh name). Another difference is that I have included a greater
abundance of historical forms since I believe the derivation of a name is better understood when
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current surge of interest in the names that surround us. This reflects a greater awareness of our
environment, an appreciation of the riches of local history, an understanding of how knowing the
meaning of a name helps us to know the place and creates a sense of identity and belonging. It
also brings to the fore the wealth of place-name scholarship which illuminates our history,
landscape and languages.When the 1998 publication appeared, the late Margaret Gelling, then
President of the English Place-Name Society, described it as ‘a splendid combination of the
scholarly with the accessible’. The Reference Reviews called it ‘a mine of fascinating
information’. This enlarged and revised book will hopefully accomplish even more.The study of
place-namesCareful detective work goes into ascribing a meaning and significance to a place-
name. The current form of a place-name may not necessarily be relied on as an accurate guide
to the meaning of the original name. Take the names of four of the university seats of learning in
Wales. Aberystwyth seems simple enough, since aber is common for a river or mouth of a river
and there is a river Ystwyth there; however, Aberystwyth is on the river Rheidol. Why Cardiff and
not ‘Cardaff’ or ‘Caerdaf’ and how does that square with Caerdydd? Swansea has nothing to do
with the sea (despite its location) or a swan (despite the nickname of the Premier League
football club). Bangor defies divination.In these four instances we cannot begin any explanation
without knowing what the place-names were like when they were first recorded. That could be
fourteen centuries ago. Even the earliest record is not always reliable if the place and the place-
name existed long before that, but it is the best we can do and, if we are to try to explain the
origin of the name, it is the only thing we can do. However, we disregard at our peril the
pronunciation of the name for that may tell us much about later social and linguistic factors.That
is why this book incorporates a considerable number of historic forms and their dates in each
entry. These early forms are to be found in a variety of sources, some contemporary, most later,
encompassing monastic and ecclesiastical records, charters, legal documents, deeds, estate
papers and surveys, chronicles, parish registers, tithe schedules, land tax and census returns
and a whole host of maps which frequently accompany such records. Some source materials
will be in published form, but many will require scrutiny of original documents; some will be in
local archive offices, others will be in private hands or in national collections. All in all, we need
to have access to any document which records the names of places within a community. The
gathering of place-name data is the first stage in the detective work.The second stage is
analysing such data. We must be alert to possible errors in transmission when, say, a thirteenth-
century Norman-French civil servant may have copied a Latin legal document compiled by an
English landlord based on evidence supplied by a Welsh tenant. Analysis, we have already
seen, is primarily a linguistic task for which a knowledge of the history and development of the
Welsh and English languages is essential, together with a working knowledge of elements from
other languages which appear in the place-names of Wales, particularly Old English, Latin, Old
Norse and Norman-French. These elements provide place-name researchers with some of their
most valuable tools. If a place-name’s first recorded form can reliably be broken down into
recognizable constituent elements from the common stock, then, in all probability, the meaning



of those elements will already be known. However, as place-name research in Britain advances,
it is becoming increasingly obvious that we need to revisit some elements and adopt a more
nuanced approach.This brings us to the third stage, that of interpretation. Here, we bring the
study of place-names back to the location or the occasion which first initiated the naming.
Wherever possible we must identify the place referred to and test the linguistic proposition
against known history and the landscape as it probably was. If there appears to be a mismatch,
questions must be asked. Can the earliest forms be trusted? Is the linguistic analysis correct?
Has the landscape changed in any way? Did the name refer to a slightly different area from the
one currently associated with the name? Does the current pronunciation provide an additional
clue? Or do we need to modify the existing meaning of the element? This is the stage at which
the study of place-names depends on geology, geography, industrial archaeology, dialectology
and so on. It is the stage at which the local historian has much to contribute.All scholars studying
place-names will adopt the rigorous methodology described in the preceding paragraphs. Most,
if not all, of the major place-names in Britain will have been dealt with in this way, with the
findings published in various journals and dictionaries of place-names. This is the selective
approach. A more comprehensive and exhaustive approach is described as a place-name
survey, a detailed study of all major and minor names in a specified area. Such a survey allows
for a thorough coverage of all the place-names in the area, which not only adds considerably to
the understanding of the area’s language, history and landscape but also adds incrementally to
our knowledge of place-names in Britain, especially place-name elements.In England, under the
aegis of the English Place-Name Society the place-name survey approach has been
successfully pursued county by county since 1924. In Wales, Scotland and Ireland progress at
the county level has been more leisurely, but the separate national place-name associations
have adopted broadly the same strategy as England as far as methodology is concerned.In
Wales, pioneering selective work has been accomplished over many years by a number of
eminent individual scholars. Detailed surveys have been published for a few counties or parts of
counties. Various local and county societies are supporting research projects and publications.
In the last few years the founding of Cymdeithas Enwau Lleoedd Cymru/Welsh Place-Name
Society has inspired many to gather local material which might otherwise have been lost and to
promote the conservation of names in the face of slightly more cavalier usage unthinkingly
coined by enthusiastic newcomers. Above all, through its annual conference, newsletter and
website it is the vehicle for the informed dissemination of knowledge about the place-names of
Wales.Place-names and languageThe study of place-names is essentially a linguistic study.
Understanding the processes of language allows us to unlock place-names and then to track
their development. Why, for example, is Prestatyn not Preston? Why is Briton Ferry not Bridge-
town? Or Brymbo not Bryn-baw? Or Caergwrle not Corley? Or Llai not Leigh? Or Hawarden not
Harden? Or how does Arberth become Narberth? Or Newborough become Niwbwrch? Or Yr
Orsedd become Rossett? The answer lies largely in colloquial usage, in the daily discourse
within a locality which tends to assume you know where your neighbour is referring to, so that



clear enunciation is not an absolute necessity. The remarkable thing about informal speech is
that although changes may be highly individual or localized those phonological changes
conform to patterns of language behaviour which linguists recognize and can describe with
some accuracy. We may not always be able to predict what a place-name will turn out to be, but
we can see how it got there. Intriguingly, the written word tends to be more conservative, which
explains why spelling is often at variance with pronunciation.Details of the phonological changes
for each place-name will be found within each entry, but this is a summary of changes in some of
the place-names found in this book:Loss of or change to final consonant: Abermaw, Y Barri,
Caerdydd, Cricieth, Denbigh, Sgomer, Trefyclo, Ynys Enlli, YstalyferaChange to vowels of final
syllable: Brymbo, Caersŵs, Cemaes, Clynnog, Ebbw Vale, Owrtyn, Prestatyn, TrefycloChange in
unstressed initial syllable: Y Bermo, Y FenniModification of initial syllable: Gwynedd, Raglan,
Ramsey, Ruthin, Risca, Ruabon, WrecsamModification of medial syllable or consonantal
clusters: Briton Ferry, Cinmel, Deganwy, Dyfed, Glamorgan, Harlech, Lampeter, Laugharne,
Pembroke, Powys, Ramsey, Skokholm, SgomerStress-shift: Prestatyn, TrefycloReinterpretation:
Anglesey, Bargoed, Swansea, Llanfihangel-ararth, Manorbier, Pontllan-fraith,
PontypriddMetathesis: RhonddaMetanalysis: Narberth, Rossett, RhylVowel affection: Cydweli,
LlangefniEspecial attention must be drawn to the process of cymricization, the term used by
linguists to describe the change by which an English name is treated by the Welsh-speaking
local population as if it were a Welsh name, and which then follows the sound changes
characteristic of a Welsh name. It is commonly found in spelling or vowel quality (Bwcle, Y Fali, Y
Fflint, Yr Hôb, Pontypŵl, Wrecsam) and in reinterpretation (Gresffordd, Hwlffordd), but more
drastic sound changes are seen in Caergwrle, Coed-llai, Prestatyn and Owrtyn. One particularly
fascinating feature of cymricization is the preservation of medieval English pronunciation. Some
Old or Middle English consonants or vowels disappeared in English but because they happened
to correspond almost exactly to sounds which already existed in Welsh, they have survived in
the cymricized name. Examples are Niwbwrch and Betws.Anglicization is a regular feature. Non-
Welsh speakers adapted the Welsh name to suit a sound system with which they were more
familiar. Commonly it was a matter of spelling (Aberavon, Ammanford, Barry, Caerphilly,
Crickhowell, Kidwelly, Rhayader, Rhymney, Ruabon) but occasionally sounds were modified
(Barmouth, Builth, Cardiff, Chirk, Denbigh, Laugharne, Lampeter, Llanthony, Llandovery,
Llantwit, Loughor, Manorbier, Meliden, Neath, Pembroke, Raglan, Rossett, Ruthin, Tenby,
Usk).Linked to adaptation is a feature common to the rest of Britain, which is the absorption of
names of alien origin. It has been estimated that well over seventy-five per cent of the settlement
names in Wales are Welsh. If we include minor names (fields, hills, streams and farms) the figure
will be far higher. Some settlements have names coined by speakers of Latin, Old Norse, Irish
and French. Examples in this book include Aber-soch, Amlwch, Beaumaris, Caerleon,
Carmarthen, Fishguard, Milford Haven, Mold and Radur. Others are English only, including Holt,
Prestatyn, Queensferry, Rhyl and Shotton. Interestingly, the vast majority of English names exist
as one half of dual names (Bridgend, Briton Ferry, Broughton, Burry Port, Caldicot, Chepstow,



Cowbridge, Gowerton, Haverfordwest, Hawarden, Hay-on-Wye, Holyhead, Holywell, Hope,
Knighton, Menai Bridge, Monmouth, Montgomery, Mountain Ash, Newborough, Newcastle
Emlyn, Newport, New Radnor, Newtown, Presteigne, Rhos-on-Sea, St Asaph, St Clears, St
David’s, Swansea, Valley, Welshpool and Whitland).Finally, we should not be so concerned with
the sounds of place-names that we forget the semantic significance of names. Place-names can
preserve meanings which have long since disappeared or which are rapidly disappearing from
everyday language. The elements which make up place-names are words in their own right.
They will probably exist independently but perhaps rarely appear in literature or speech, or will
record a meaning which is slightly different. Words in literature (in its broadest sense) and place-
names corroborate and illuminate each other. Place-name elements, as with words, are core
items in a language’s lexicon.Place-names and historyMany place-names can add to our
knowledge of the history of places. Some of these habitative names provide the only trace of
otherwise unrecorded history. Settlements can record the occasion, the event, the location or
the people who coined the names. Over time, a place may undergo a change of name or even
several changes, a linguistic record of adjustment in social, linguistic or personal preference.In
Wales, settlers of various origins and times have left, in place-names, evidence of their
existence, fleeting or permanent. Hafren/Severn may be pre-Indo-European and remind us of
the divine attribution of rivers. The Celts were in Dyfed and the rivers Conwy, Dee and Taf. The
Romans left their mark in Caerleon and in Powys. The Irish were in Gwynedd. The
Scandinavians were in Anglesey, Bardsey, Caldey, Orme, Ramsey, Skokholm, Skomer and
Swansea. The Normans lived on in Montgomery and Beaumaris.Some burial mounds have
survived, but many have not (frequently because of human activity) and the place-name may be
vital evidence for an archaeologist (such as Rossett). There are many place-names which record
some aspect of medieval life, such as castles (Denbigh), incarceration (Cricieth), marketplaces
(Chepstow), ferries (Porthaethwy), dykes and boundaries (Trefyclo), and commerce (Newport).
Modern curative fashion parades in Builth Wells. Persons survive in place-names, some
identifiable (Brecon, Trefaldwyn and the many commemorated in llan names); some are lost to
us (Abertillery, Caerphilly) and others have become the stuff of legend (Caerfyrddin,
Beddgelert).Recent industrial history (such as in Menai Bridge and Connah’s Quay) is better
documented. Quarries, collieries and docks may suffer industrial decline but Tylorstown,
Morriston and Porthmadog record for posterity the names of industrial entrepreneurs and their
dependent communities. Fortunately, place-names do tend to have a resilient longevity.Some
names pertain to religious sites. Betws and Dyserth indicate a solitary cell, perhaps in a distant
location; others, like Merthyr, denote a shrine, while Capel Curig marks a dispersed community
and Carmel reflects Nonconformist fashion. Others, like Holywell, record medieval belief and
practice. Far more common is llan, originally ‘enclosed land’, then ‘enclosed cemetery at a
church’, then used of the church itself. A few identify the location of a church (as in Llanelwy).
Most examples of llan commemorate a dedication (such as Llandudno and Llanelli).It is worth
drawing attention to the difference between the Celtic and Continental traditions of



commemoration. The Celtic tradition records the cells of holy men, hermits or recluses, which
became small settlements or communities inhabited by followers of these holy men. They were
not necessarily churches as such although most did eventually attain that status. This explains
why there are so many llan place-names in Wales, and why so little is known of these holy men
(a gap soon filled by legend and myth). Hence, the Welsh custom of not prefacing the names of
these holy men with the title ‘Saint’. After the eleventh century, however, the Continental practice
of dedication was imposed on Wales, involving biblical and ecclesiastical commemoration (as in
Llanbedr, Llanfair, Llanfihangel and Llandrindod).Place-names and the landscapeThe most
influential factor in determining the name of a place is its location or its relationship to the
landscape. Some advantageous characteristic may have attracted settlers, perhaps the fertile
land in a valley bottom or the craggy outcrop of a defensible position. The view from a settlement
may have inspired its name. Occasionally, if modern development has obliterated the feature
which prompted the name, we have to imagine the original scene; cities and towns are
particularly prone to losing their key naming feature. By the twenty-first century we have lost the
country-dweller’s subtle distinctions in interpreting the landscape. We know what the elements in
the name mean, but we cannot always be quite sure how to interpret those elements in that
location.

IntroductionThe present publicationIn 1998, the University of Wales Press published The Place-
Names of Wales in the Pocket Guide series (reprinted in 2000 and 2005). This 2015 publication
is an enlarged, updated and revised version, incorporating recent developments in scholarship,
with some additional names, grid references, and a change in the order of the entries (with dual
place-names listed under the Welsh name). Another difference is that I have included a greater
abundance of historical forms since I believe the derivation of a name is better understood when
the evidence for that derivation is set out clearly, evidence which also helps to understand the
later development of the name and the linguistic influences upon it.Since 1998, three major
projects have been instrumental in furthering our understanding of the place-names of Wales,
projects which have had a bearing on the updates in this book.The first is the database created
out of the vast corpus of place-name material left to Bangor University by Melville Richards. He
was professor of Welsh at Bangor and devoted his life to place-name research in Wales. On his
untimely death in 1973, his whole research archive, over 300,000 slips, was deposited in
Bangor. The 1998 publication was only able to draw on manual access to the archive. The Board
of Celtic Studies and Bangor University had already started to create a database over several
years. However, with a grant from the Arts and Humanities Research Council and with the
support of Bangor University, I was able to employ four research assistants to input the slips and
complete the database (). This tool allowed the archive to be interrogated in ways that Melville
Richards himself would not have dreamed possible, enlarging immeasurably the potential for
place-name scholars.The second project was the publication of the authoritative Dictionary of
the Place-Names of Wales (Gomer, 2007, with minor revisions, 2008). Over a period of ten



years, Richard Morgan and I co-wrote the Dictionary assisted by a grant from the Arts and
Humanities Research Council and with generous help from the Department of Welsh at Bangor
University which allowed me to employ a research assistant. For some names the Dictionary
was able to draw in the substance of entries in the 1998 The Place-Names of Wales. By the
same token, the 2015 publication has been able to draw extensively on the Dictionary in
substance and occasionally in the wording of the text. I am grateful to Richard Morgan and to
both the University of Wales Press and Gwasg Gomer for facilitating this.The third factor has
been the founding in 2010 of Cymdeithas Enwau Lleoedd Cymru/Welsh Place-Name Society,
the youngest of Britain’s place-name societies. Through its annual conference, its newsletter and
its website, the society has been a catalyst for an understanding of place-names in Wales, a
vehicle for the appreciation of place-name research methodology and a means of motivating the
conservation and celebration of names, especially those that are fast disappearing or scarcely
documented.This book, then, is an accessible reference book for anyone wishing to learn about
some of the place-names of Wales. The media and popular press provide ample evidence of the
current surge of interest in the names that surround us. This reflects a greater awareness of our
environment, an appreciation of the riches of local history, an understanding of how knowing the
meaning of a name helps us to know the place and creates a sense of identity and belonging. It
also brings to the fore the wealth of place-name scholarship which illuminates our history,
landscape and languages.When the 1998 publication appeared, the late Margaret Gelling, then
President of the English Place-Name Society, described it as ‘a splendid combination of the
scholarly with the accessible’. The Reference Reviews called it ‘a mine of fascinating
information’. This enlarged and revised book will hopefully accomplish even more.The study of
place-namesCareful detective work goes into ascribing a meaning and significance to a place-
name. The current form of a place-name may not necessarily be relied on as an accurate guide
to the meaning of the original name. Take the names of four of the university seats of learning in
Wales. Aberystwyth seems simple enough, since aber is common for a river or mouth of a river
and there is a river Ystwyth there; however, Aberystwyth is on the river Rheidol. Why Cardiff and
not ‘Cardaff’ or ‘Caerdaf’ and how does that square with Caerdydd? Swansea has nothing to do
with the sea (despite its location) or a swan (despite the nickname of the Premier League
football club). Bangor defies divination.In these four instances we cannot begin any explanation
without knowing what the place-names were like when they were first recorded. That could be
fourteen centuries ago. Even the earliest record is not always reliable if the place and the place-
name existed long before that, but it is the best we can do and, if we are to try to explain the
origin of the name, it is the only thing we can do. However, we disregard at our peril the
pronunciation of the name for that may tell us much about later social and linguistic factors.That
is why this book incorporates a considerable number of historic forms and their dates in each
entry. These early forms are to be found in a variety of sources, some contemporary, most later,
encompassing monastic and ecclesiastical records, charters, legal documents, deeds, estate
papers and surveys, chronicles, parish registers, tithe schedules, land tax and census returns



and a whole host of maps which frequently accompany such records. Some source materials
will be in published form, but many will require scrutiny of original documents; some will be in
local archive offices, others will be in private hands or in national collections. All in all, we need
to have access to any document which records the names of places within a community. The
gathering of place-name data is the first stage in the detective work.The second stage is
analysing such data. We must be alert to possible errors in transmission when, say, a thirteenth-
century Norman-French civil servant may have copied a Latin legal document compiled by an
English landlord based on evidence supplied by a Welsh tenant. Analysis, we have already
seen, is primarily a linguistic task for which a knowledge of the history and development of the
Welsh and English languages is essential, together with a working knowledge of elements from
other languages which appear in the place-names of Wales, particularly Old English, Latin, Old
Norse and Norman-French. These elements provide place-name researchers with some of their
most valuable tools. If a place-name’s first recorded form can reliably be broken down into
recognizable constituent elements from the common stock, then, in all probability, the meaning
of those elements will already be known. However, as place-name research in Britain advances,
it is becoming increasingly obvious that we need to revisit some elements and adopt a more
nuanced approach.This brings us to the third stage, that of interpretation. Here, we bring the
study of place-names back to the location or the occasion which first initiated the naming.
Wherever possible we must identify the place referred to and test the linguistic proposition
against known history and the landscape as it probably was. If there appears to be a mismatch,
questions must be asked. Can the earliest forms be trusted? Is the linguistic analysis correct?
Has the landscape changed in any way? Did the name refer to a slightly different area from the
one currently associated with the name? Does the current pronunciation provide an additional
clue? Or do we need to modify the existing meaning of the element? This is the stage at which
the study of place-names depends on geology, geography, industrial archaeology, dialectology
and so on. It is the stage at which the local historian has much to contribute.All scholars studying
place-names will adopt the rigorous methodology described in the preceding paragraphs. Most,
if not all, of the major place-names in Britain will have been dealt with in this way, with the
findings published in various journals and dictionaries of place-names. This is the selective
approach. A more comprehensive and exhaustive approach is described as a place-name
survey, a detailed study of all major and minor names in a specified area. Such a survey allows
for a thorough coverage of all the place-names in the area, which not only adds considerably to
the understanding of the area’s language, history and landscape but also adds incrementally to
our knowledge of place-names in Britain, especially place-name elements.In England, under the
aegis of the English Place-Name Society the place-name survey approach has been
successfully pursued county by county since 1924. In Wales, Scotland and Ireland progress at
the county level has been more leisurely, but the separate national place-name associations
have adopted broadly the same strategy as England as far as methodology is concerned.In
Wales, pioneering selective work has been accomplished over many years by a number of



eminent individual scholars. Detailed surveys have been published for a few counties or parts of
counties. Various local and county societies are supporting research projects and publications.
In the last few years the founding of Cymdeithas Enwau Lleoedd Cymru/Welsh Place-Name
Society has inspired many to gather local material which might otherwise have been lost and to
promote the conservation of names in the face of slightly more cavalier usage unthinkingly
coined by enthusiastic newcomers. Above all, through its annual conference, newsletter and
website it is the vehicle for the informed dissemination of knowledge about the place-names of
Wales.Place-names and languageThe study of place-names is essentially a linguistic study.
Understanding the processes of language allows us to unlock place-names and then to track
their development. Why, for example, is Prestatyn not Preston? Why is Briton Ferry not Bridge-
town? Or Brymbo not Bryn-baw? Or Caergwrle not Corley? Or Llai not Leigh? Or Hawarden not
Harden? Or how does Arberth become Narberth? Or Newborough become Niwbwrch? Or Yr
Orsedd become Rossett? The answer lies largely in colloquial usage, in the daily discourse
within a locality which tends to assume you know where your neighbour is referring to, so that
clear enunciation is not an absolute necessity. The remarkable thing about informal speech is
that although changes may be highly individual or localized those phonological changes
conform to patterns of language behaviour which linguists recognize and can describe with
some accuracy. We may not always be able to predict what a place-name will turn out to be, but
we can see how it got there. Intriguingly, the written word tends to be more conservative, which
explains why spelling is often at variance with pronunciation.Details of the phonological changes
for each place-name will be found within each entry, but this is a summary of changes in some of
the place-names found in this book:Loss of or change to final consonant: Abermaw, Y Barri,
Caerdydd, Cricieth, Denbigh, Sgomer, Trefyclo, Ynys Enlli, YstalyferaChange to vowels of final
syllable: Brymbo, Caersŵs, Cemaes, Clynnog, Ebbw Vale, Owrtyn, Prestatyn, TrefycloChange in
unstressed initial syllable: Y Bermo, Y FenniModification of initial syllable: Gwynedd, Raglan,
Ramsey, Ruthin, Risca, Ruabon, WrecsamModification of medial syllable or consonantal
clusters: Briton Ferry, Cinmel, Deganwy, Dyfed, Glamorgan, Harlech, Lampeter, Laugharne,
Pembroke, Powys, Ramsey, Skokholm, SgomerStress-shift: Prestatyn, TrefycloReinterpretation:
Anglesey, Bargoed, Swansea, Llanfihangel-ararth, Manorbier, Pontllan-fraith,
PontypriddMetathesis: RhonddaMetanalysis: Narberth, Rossett, RhylVowel affection: Cydweli,
LlangefniEspecial attention must be drawn to the process of cymricization, the term used by
linguists to describe the change by which an English name is treated by the Welsh-speaking
local population as if it were a Welsh name, and which then follows the sound changes
characteristic of a Welsh name. It is commonly found in spelling or vowel quality (Bwcle, Y Fali, Y
Fflint, Yr Hôb, Pontypŵl, Wrecsam) and in reinterpretation (Gresffordd, Hwlffordd), but more
drastic sound changes are seen in Caergwrle, Coed-llai, Prestatyn and Owrtyn. One particularly
fascinating feature of cymricization is the preservation of medieval English pronunciation. Some
Old or Middle English consonants or vowels disappeared in English but because they happened
to correspond almost exactly to sounds which already existed in Welsh, they have survived in



the cymricized name. Examples are Niwbwrch and Betws.Anglicization is a regular feature. Non-
Welsh speakers adapted the Welsh name to suit a sound system with which they were more
familiar. Commonly it was a matter of spelling (Aberavon, Ammanford, Barry, Caerphilly,
Crickhowell, Kidwelly, Rhayader, Rhymney, Ruabon) but occasionally sounds were modified
(Barmouth, Builth, Cardiff, Chirk, Denbigh, Laugharne, Lampeter, Llanthony, Llandovery,
Llantwit, Loughor, Manorbier, Meliden, Neath, Pembroke, Raglan, Rossett, Ruthin, Tenby,
Usk).Linked to adaptation is a feature common to the rest of Britain, which is the absorption of
names of alien origin. It has been estimated that well over seventy-five per cent of the settlement
names in Wales are Welsh. If we include minor names (fields, hills, streams and farms) the figure
will be far higher. Some settlements have names coined by speakers of Latin, Old Norse, Irish
and French. Examples in this book include Aber-soch, Amlwch, Beaumaris, Caerleon,
Carmarthen, Fishguard, Milford Haven, Mold and Radur. Others are English only, including Holt,
Prestatyn, Queensferry, Rhyl and Shotton. Interestingly, the vast majority of English names exist
as one half of dual names (Bridgend, Briton Ferry, Broughton, Burry Port, Caldicot, Chepstow,
Cowbridge, Gowerton, Haverfordwest, Hawarden, Hay-on-Wye, Holyhead, Holywell, Hope,
Knighton, Menai Bridge, Monmouth, Montgomery, Mountain Ash, Newborough, Newcastle
Emlyn, Newport, New Radnor, Newtown, Presteigne, Rhos-on-Sea, St Asaph, St Clears, St
David’s, Swansea, Valley, Welshpool and Whitland).Finally, we should not be so concerned with
the sounds of place-names that we forget the semantic significance of names. Place-names can
preserve meanings which have long since disappeared or which are rapidly disappearing from
everyday language. The elements which make up place-names are words in their own right.
They will probably exist independently but perhaps rarely appear in literature or speech, or will
record a meaning which is slightly different. Words in literature (in its broadest sense) and place-
names corroborate and illuminate each other. Place-name elements, as with words, are core
items in a language’s lexicon.Place-names and historyMany place-names can add to our
knowledge of the history of places. Some of these habitative names provide the only trace of
otherwise unrecorded history. Settlements can record the occasion, the event, the location or
the people who coined the names. Over time, a place may undergo a change of name or even
several changes, a linguistic record of adjustment in social, linguistic or personal preference.In
Wales, settlers of various origins and times have left, in place-names, evidence of their
existence, fleeting or permanent. Hafren/Severn may be pre-Indo-European and remind us of
the divine attribution of rivers. The Celts were in Dyfed and the rivers Conwy, Dee and Taf. The
Romans left their mark in Caerleon and in Powys. The Irish were in Gwynedd. The
Scandinavians were in Anglesey, Bardsey, Caldey, Orme, Ramsey, Skokholm, Skomer and
Swansea. The Normans lived on in Montgomery and Beaumaris.Some burial mounds have
survived, but many have not (frequently because of human activity) and the place-name may be
vital evidence for an archaeologist (such as Rossett). There are many place-names which record
some aspect of medieval life, such as castles (Denbigh), incarceration (Cricieth), marketplaces
(Chepstow), ferries (Porthaethwy), dykes and boundaries (Trefyclo), and commerce (Newport).



Modern curative fashion parades in Builth Wells. Persons survive in place-names, some
identifiable (Brecon, Trefaldwyn and the many commemorated in llan names); some are lost to
us (Abertillery, Caerphilly) and others have become the stuff of legend (Caerfyrddin,
Beddgelert).Recent industrial history (such as in Menai Bridge and Connah’s Quay) is better
documented. Quarries, collieries and docks may suffer industrial decline but Tylorstown,
Morriston and Porthmadog record for posterity the names of industrial entrepreneurs and their
dependent communities. Fortunately, place-names do tend to have a resilient longevity.Some
names pertain to religious sites. Betws and Dyserth indicate a solitary cell, perhaps in a distant
location; others, like Merthyr, denote a shrine, while Capel Curig marks a dispersed community
and Carmel reflects Nonconformist fashion. Others, like Holywell, record medieval belief and
practice. Far more common is llan, originally ‘enclosed land’, then ‘enclosed cemetery at a
church’, then used of the church itself. A few identify the location of a church (as in Llanelwy).
Most examples of llan commemorate a dedication (such as Llandudno and Llanelli).It is worth
drawing attention to the difference between the Celtic and Continental traditions of
commemoration. The Celtic tradition records the cells of holy men, hermits or recluses, which
became small settlements or communities inhabited by followers of these holy men. They were
not necessarily churches as such although most did eventually attain that status. This explains
why there are so many llan place-names in Wales, and why so little is known of these holy men
(a gap soon filled by legend and myth). Hence, the Welsh custom of not prefacing the names of
these holy men with the title ‘Saint’. After the eleventh century, however, the Continental practice
of dedication was imposed on Wales, involving biblical and ecclesiastical commemoration (as in
Llanbedr, Llanfair, Llanfihangel and Llandrindod).Place-names and the landscapeThe most
influential factor in determining the name of a place is its location or its relationship to the
landscape. Some advantageous characteristic may have attracted settlers, perhaps the fertile
land in a valley bottom or the craggy outcrop of a defensible position. The view from a settlement
may have inspired its name. Occasionally, if modern development has obliterated the feature
which prompted the name, we have to imagine the original scene; cities and towns are
particularly prone to losing their key naming feature. By the twenty-first century we have lost the
country-dweller’s subtle distinctions in interpreting the landscape. We know what the elements in
the name mean, but we cannot always be quite sure how to interpret those elements in that
location.The prominent position of a place, whether viewed from afar or from the actual location
(Pembroke, Penarth), is an obvious incentive. The hill may have on it a distinctive mound,
perhaps associated with fortification (Crickhowell) or burial (Yr Orsedd). Perhaps, the inhabitants
were conscious of the distinctive colour of the soil (Rhuddlan, Radnor), or a feature of the
topography (Rhaeadr, Y Rhyl, Welshpool) or an aspect in the course of a river (Abergele,
Rhydaman). In Wales, the sea and the coastline frequently contributed to the naming process
(Pwllheli, Tywyn), especially when human activity was also involved (Fishguard, Newport,
Porthcawl, Milford Haven). Inland, the reference may be to agricultural practice (Builth) or
specific buildings (Bridgend, Pontypridd). Occasionally, we may find the place-name expressing



admiration (Maesteg, Harlech, Beaumaris).Place-names and the Welsh languageYou need no
knowledge of Welsh to follow the explanations of the origin, development and meaning of the
place-names in this book. However, it would be as well to illustrate very briefly some of the ways
in which place-names are formed in Welsh and to highlight occasional sound changes peculiar
to Welsh.Very many Welsh place-names can be described as name-phrases, a structure also
common to English place-names. For example, the emergence of the new town will eventually
become Newtown in English, and in Welsh Y Drenewydd. Notice that the adjective (in this case
newydd) regularly follows the noun in Welsh (with a few exceptions). Notice also that the
proximity of certain sounds will cause what is called lenition, so that when the noun tref is
preceded by y ‘the’ y + t- will become y + d-. For non-Welsh speakers this single mutation or
lenition causes changes that can be at best perplexing. This is not the place to teach the
phonology of lenition. Each entry will make it apparent what the element is even if it appears in a
slightly different form in the place-name. The entry for Y Drenewydd makes it clear that the
element is tref; Caergybi is Cybi; Penrhyndeudraeth is traeth.Notice also that in English and
Welsh the name-phrase has come to be written as one word. If the single word has the regular
Welsh stress (the penultimate stress) on the appropriate syllable all is well, as in Llandrindod
and Aberystwyth. If, however, the single word appears to invite a stress on the final defining
syllable then the convention is to hyphenate the name-phrase, as in Bryn-mawr, Aber-porth and
Betws-y-coed. However, it must be admitted that such custom and practice are not always
observed, and there are exceptions which have stood the test of time and resisted attempts to
impose orthographic standardization (such has Maesteg, Caerdydd, Llanrwst and Llanrug). To
confound us all, a very few place-names (such as Trefyclo) actually stress the insignificant
penultimate definite article.Selection and presentation of place-namesInevitably, selecting the
place-names for inclusion has largely been a personal matter. Clearly, the names of major towns
and cities have been included and those of the more prominent or well-known villages, counties,
mountains and rivers. However, I am all too conscious of inconsistencies and I must bear
responsibility for that.Each entry includes the place-name as a head-word in bold. Where there
are two names for one place, called dual names, both well established, the Welsh form
precedes. There is extensive cross-reference. The definite article Y or Yr, a feature of a number
of Welsh place-names, is disregarded for sequencing. Each head-word is followed by the
pre-1974 historical county and the grid reference. This is followed by the meaning expressed as
a phrase, followed by the elements (in bold italic) which make up the place-name. Elements are
assumed to be Welsh unless otherwise indicated. The ensuing paragraph then adds some
historical forms (in italics) with dates, and linguistic, toponymic or other commentary. Whenever
possible, the first recorded form of the place-name is included and also any subsequent forms
which may illuminate the development of the name. The Index provides a list of names which are
referred to under another head-word.In the interests of consistency, I have endeavoured to
follow the two authoritative works on the spelling of place-names in Wales, namely the Gazetteer
of Welsh Place-names (Elwyn Davies, University of Wales Press, 1957, 1967) and Welsh



Administrative and Territorial Units (Melville Richards, University of Wales Press, 1969).
However, some names in these two key reference texts have been revised since publication. The
responsibility for standardizing names (and of documenting those decisions) has been entrusted
to a panel of experts working, over the years, at the behest of the Welsh Office, then the Welsh
Language Board and latterly the Welsh Language Commissioner who now has responsibility for
advising on the standard forms of Welsh place-names.

Abbreviations for the pre-1974 counties of WalesAngleseyAnglBreconshireBrecCardiganshireCa
rdCarmarthenshireCarmCaernarfonshireCaernDenbighshireDenbFlintshireFlintsGlamorganGla
mMerionethshireMerMonmouthshireMonmMontgomeryshireMontPembrokeshirePembRadnorsh
ireRadn

Map of pre-1974 counties of Wales

Aberaeron Card SN4562‘mouth of (the river) Aeron’aber ‘river mouth, estuary’Aeron means
‘goddess of battle’, from aer ‘battle’ and a suffix -on which denotes the divine or mythological
association frequently found in river names. The Latin ad ostium Ayron (1184) refers to the
estuary itself as does aber aeron (fifteenth cent.). The town of Aberaeron derives its importance
from the harbour which was created in 1807 when the breakwaters were built.Aberafan
Aberavon Glam SS7590‘mouth of (the river)Afan’aber ‘river mouth, estuary’The river (whose
route is described in the entry for Cwmafan) probably takes its name from the personal name
Afan or Afen (Auan, Auen c.1150, Avennae fluvius c.1200). The river name soon gave its name
to the medieval borough of Aven (1208) and to the Ecclesia de Avene (c.1291) which eventually
became Aberafan (Abber[a]uyn c.1400, Aberavan 1548, Aber Afan 1606). The influence of the
Welsh afon ‘river’ and the English river Avon can be discerned from early on (ecclesia de
Abbona 1348, Aber Avon 1536–9). The nineteenth-century docks built at Aberafan Harbour and
the adjoining town were called Port Talbot.Aber-craf Abercrave Brec SN8112‘(the) stream
Craf’aber ‘stream, confluence’The stream currently called Nant-llech Bellaf passes over the
Henrhyd Falls and enters the river Tawe near Ynys-wen just east of Aber-craf (Abercraven 1680).
Craf is craf ‘garlic’, a plant with medicinal properties and reputed to ward off the devil. Several
streams are called Crafnant.Aberdâr Aberdare Glam SO0002‘mouth of (the river) Dâr’aber ‘river
mouth’The probable origin of the river name is dâr ‘oak’ or perhaps the element found in
cynddaredd ‘rage’. The town itself is on the confluence of the rivers Dâr and Cynon. The
pronunciation and spelling Aberdare represent a dialectal form (seen in older recorded forms
such as Aberdar 1203, Aberdaer 1348, 1578, Aberdaer 1528).Aberdaron Caern SH1726‘mouth
of (the river) Daron’aber ‘river mouth, estuary’The river Daron rises north of Rhoshirwaun to
enter the sea at Aberdaron. Daron was believed to be the goddess of the oak tree (dâr ‘oak’ as
in Aberdâr).Aberdaugleddau Milford Haven Pemb SM9005‘estuary of the two (rivers called)
Cleddau’, ‘harbour of the sandy fjord’aber ‘estuary’, dau ‘two’, Old Norse melr ‘sand hill, sand



bank’, fj rðr ‘fjord, inlet’Milford is a place-name which shows evidence of Scandinavian
presence. The early references are to the harbour or haven as in de Milverdico portu in a Latin
document of 1191, Mellferth 1207 and Milford 1219. Somewhat later, when the significance of
fj rðr in the name had been lost, Haven was added as in Milford Haven 1394. The new town was
established in 1790. In the Welsh name, the estuary of Aberdaugleddau (Aber Dav Gleddyf,
Aber Dau Gleddau fifteenth cent.) has two rivers, the Eastern Cleddau (Cleddau Wen) and the
Western Cleddau (Cleddau Ddu). Cleddau (Cledeu 1191) or Cleddyf ‘sword’ is one of several
Welsh river names associated with weapons or tools because they cut through the earth or
because their waters shine.
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