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The Place-Name Annesley
Carole Hough

Annesley in Nottinghamshire is a place-name of uncertain origin,
generally taken to represent a compound of an unattested Old English
personal-name *4n with OE léah ‘a wood, a clearing, a glade’. This
derivation was tentatively suggested by Ekwall' and repeated equally
cautiously by the editors of the Nottinghamshire volume of the
English Place-Name Survey.? In more recent years, however, caution
has been thrown to the winds, and the interpretation ‘Woodland
clearing of a man called *An’ is presented as a certainty in the latest
place-name dictionary.” The purpose of this note is to point out that
the etymology is by no means secure, and to draw attention to
alternative possibilities.

Early spellings of Annesley, as assembled by the editors of The
Place-Names of Nottinghamshire, are as follows:

Aneslei 1086, -le(ila 1166, 1176, 1181, ~lega 1175, 1186, 1221-30,
1232, 1240, -lee, -ley(e) ¢.1180, c.1250, 1287

Anisleia ¢. 1190, Anyslegh ¢.1250

Anseleia ¢.1190, Anseleye 1318-25

Annesieia 1194, ¢.1200, -leg’ 1218, 1275, -lay, -ley(e) 1280-97,
1300, 1302, 1318-25, 1353, t.Hy 8

Anelegh 1220

Ansley 1590, Annesley al. Ansley 1722°

The second element is undoubtedly OE léah, while the first would
appear to be a noun or personal-name in the genitive singular,
comprising or beginning with the letters an. It is far from certain that
this is an Old English personal-name. Ekwall’s suggestion was
supported by comparison with the place-name Onesacre in the West
Riding of Yorkshire, recorded in Domesday Book as Anesacre and
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believed to contain the same unattested personal-name.’ The county
survey now available for the West Riding of Yorkshire attributes both
Onesacre and the neighbouring place-name Onesmoor to an attested
Old Norse personal-name An,5 and this means that there is no external
evidence for the existence of a cognate Old English name. ON An
might well occur also in the Danelaw county of Nottinghamshire, but
a Scandinavian personal-name would be rare in combination with OE
léah.

There are further possibilities, A personal-name *4n would, as
Ekwall proposed, derive from OE dn ‘one’,” which itself occurs in
place-names.? It may be no more than a coincidence that OE an also
combines with OE Iléah, as in Olney, Northamptonshire (Anelegh,
boscus de Aneleg’ ¢.1220),° and Anley, West Riding of Yorkshire
(Anele, Anlei(e) 1086) ‘lonely clearing’.!® Since OE léah is, as
Gelling comments, ‘certainly the commonest topographical term in
English place-names’,' its occurrence in some names with OE an is
not statistically significant; and it would be difficult to make sense of
a genitive singular formation in such a context. It is, however,
possible that a medial syllable has been lost from the place-name
before the date of the earliest extant spellings.'* In this connection it
may be relevant that OE dr- forms a number of compounds which
themselves occur in place-names.'® Of these, OF dnsetl ‘hermitage’
appears to combine exclusively with OF léah, and may be another
candidate for the first element of Annesley. The word is recorded
only once in the extant corpus of Old English literature, within a
manuscript of the Benedictine Rule," but it also occurs (as ansetleh)
in a tenth-century charter relating to the see of York," and appears
to form the first element of the place-names Ansley in Warwickshire'
and Anslow in Staffordshire.!” In both instances, the second element
is OE léah, and it may be that the same formation is represented in
the Nottinghamshire place-name Annesley. Recorded spellings of
Annesley contain no examples of medial -#- or -d- to support such a
derivation, but the consonant is also missing from many early
spellings of Ansley. Alongside forms such as Anesteleye 1235 and
Anestlege 1247 assembled by the editors of the Warwickshire volume
of the English Place-Name Survey are the following:
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