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 ABBREVIATIONS OF COUNTIES AND EPNS COUNTY SURVEYS 

Co  Cornwall 

Ha  Hampshire 

He  Herefordshire 

K  Kent 

La  Lancashire 

Nb  Northumberland 

Sf  Suffolk 

So  Somerset 

Wt   Isle of Wight 

CPNE  Cornish Place-Name Elements. 

EPNE  English Place-Name Elements, Parts 1 and 2. 

PN BdHu  The Place-Names of Bedfordshire and Huntingdonshire. 

PN Brk    The Place-Names of Berkshire, Parts 1, 2 and 3. 

PN Bu  The Place-Names of Buckinghamshire. 

PN Ca  The Place-Names of Cambridgeshire and the Isle of Ely. 

PN Ch  The Place-Names of Cheshire, Parts 1–5. 

PN Cu  The Place-Names of Cumberland, Parts 1, 2 and 3. 

PN D  The Place-Names of Devon, Parts 1 and 2. 

PN Db  The Place-Names of Derbyshire, Parts 1, 2 and 3. 

PN Do  The Place-Names of Dorset, Parts 1–4. 

PN Du  The Place-Names of County Durham, Part 1. 

PN Ess  The Place-Names of Essex. 

PN ERY  The Place-Names of the East Riding of Yorkshire and York. 

PN Gl  The Place-Names of Gloucestershire, Parts 1–4. 

PN Hrt  The Place-Names of Hertfordshire. 

PN Le  The Place-Names of Leicestershire, Parts 1–6. 

PN Li  The Place-Names of Lincolnshire, Parts 1–7. 

PN Mx  The Place-Names of Middlesex (apart from the City of London).  

PN Nf  The Place-Names of Norfolk, Parts 1–3. 

PN Nt  The Place-Names of Nottinghamshire. 

PN NRY  The Place-Names of the North Riding of Yorkshire. 

PN Nth  The Place-Names of Northamptonshire. 

PN O  The Place-Names of Oxfordshire, Parts 1 and 2. 

PN R   The Place-Names of Rutland.  

PN Sa  The Place-Names of Shropshire, Parts 1–6. 

PN Sr   The Place-Names of Surrey. 

PN St  The Place-Names of Staffordshire, Part 1. 

PN Sx  The Place-Names of Sussex, Parts 1 and 2. 

PN W  The Place-Names of Wiltshire. 

PN Wa  The Place-Names of Warwickshire. 

PN We  The Place-Names of Westmorland, Parts 1 and 2. 

PN Wo  The Place-Names of Worcestershire. 

PN WRY  The Place-Names of the West Riding of Yorkshire, Parts 1–8. 
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OE WEARG IN WARNBOROUGH AND WREIGHBURN 15 

crime of witchcraft. Some time between 963 and 975, an unnamed 
widow and her son forfeited an estate at Ailsworth for sticking pins 
into (presumably an effigy of) a man named iElfsige. A charter 
outlining the history of the estate mentions that the woman also 
forfeited her life: 

ka nam man b[xt] wif 7 adrencte hi et Lundene brigce 7 hire 
sane wtberst 7 werO utlah . . 
Then the woman was taken and drowned at London Bridge, 
but her son escaped and became an outlaw . . . (Robertson 
1956, 68-9) 

Even here, it is uncertain whether the woman was executed according 
to law, or if, as Davies argues, she was "illegally drowned" (1989, 51). 
In either case, it is reasonable to assume that places associated with the 
drowning of witches would be designated by the OE term for a witch, 
OE wicce (fern.) or OE wicca (masc.), rather than by the general term 
for a criminal, OE wearg. Reliable records of juridical drowning date 
from no earlier than the thirteenth century (Pollock and Maitland 1898, 
H, 496; Liebermann 1903-16, H, 393; Bateson 1904, 75-76), and 
cannot be accepted as evidence for the Anglo-Saxon period. 

The second reason for doubting this explanation of Wamborough 
and Wreighburn is because of the nature of the second element. OE 
burna generally refers to a stream or a brook, not to a river; and the 
most recent study of the element characterises it as a clear stream with 
a gravelly bed, often subject to seasonal variations in flow (Cole, 
1990-91). It would of course have been perfectly possible to drown 
someone in a burna, but surely a much deeper and more reliable 
supply of water would have been preferred for a public execution. 
Ekwall's statement, "In the case of a small stream such as Wreigh Bum 
or the Waring, a pool would be used or the water held up temporarily 
by a dam" (1928, 473), is purely speculative, for the late medieval 
sources from which he appears to derive his information refer to 
drownings in tidal rivers or the sea (Bateson 1904, 75-76). The widow 
of Ailsworth was apparently drowned in the River Thames, although 
Davies (1989, 49-51) argues that the charter reading quoted above may 
mean 'the bridge on the London road', referring to the bridge across 
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OE WEARG IN WARNBOROUGH AND WREIGHBURN 17 

stream', Hartburn Du, Nb 'hart stream', and Roeburn La 'roe stream'. 
It seems to me that Warnborough and Wreighburn may well fit into the 
same category. Although OE wearg is recorded only with the meaning 
`a felon, a criminal', cognates in Old High German, Old Saxon, and 
Old Norse were also used of 'a wolf'. OHG warg and OS warag 
occur in both senses (Holthausen 1974, 386), and so does ON vargr, 
cited as "'a wolf', also 'an outlaw who has violated a holy place" on 
another page of Smith's Elements (1956, II, 229). The etymology of 
this group of words is disputed (Pokorny 1930-32, I, 273; De Vries 
1977, 646; Lehmann 1986, 229), but it seems likely that the primary 
meaning was 'wolf', since a development from 'wolf' to 'criminal' is 
more logical than a development from 'criminal' to 'wolf'. Cleasby 
and Vigfusson relate both ON vargr aiid OE wearg to a root-word 
preserved in German er-wargen 'to worry' (an animal of its prey), and 
define ON vargr as 'a wolf', with the secondary, legal sense deriving 
from a metaphorical usage: "an outlaw, who is to be hunted down as 
a wolf" (1957, 680). 

If this is correct, OE wearg must originally have had a similar 
semantic range, whether or not the meaning 'wolf' had fallen out of 
use by the later Anglo-Saxon period from which most written records 
survive. It may be significant that although neither Warnborough Wa 
nor Wreighburn Nb is recorded in early sources, the second element, 
OE burna, has been identified as one of the earliest 
place-name-forming elements used by the Anglo-Saxon settlers in 
England (Cox 1975-76). It is therefore fully possible that these names 
preserve an early sense of OE wearg, and thus represent additional 
instances of burna-names referring to wild animals. 

The plausibility of this suggestion may be tested by comparison 
with place-names formed from the more common word for a wolf. OE 
wulf, sometimes interchanging with its ON cognate zilfr, gives rise to 
a number of place-names such as Wooldale YW 'wolves' valley', 
Wolford Wa 'place protected against wolves', and Woolley Brk, Hu, 
YW 'wolves' wood' (Smith 1956, II, 281). Woolmer Ha 'wolves' 
pond' (ibid.) is particularly interesting, as the second element is again 
a word for water: OE mere. This may present a direct parallel to the 
twelfth-century name Wargemere Mx, which Ekwall cites as "probably 
`lake in which felons were drowned'" (1960, 502). Further instances 
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OE WEARG IN WARNBOROUGH AND WREIGHBURN 19 

While this article was in press, I came across a paper by James E. 
Anderson which discusses word-play in the Old English poems Deor, 
Wulf and Eadwacer, and The Soul's Address, and asserts that in the 
latter poem "OE wearg, werg, the soul's bad name for the body in 1.16, 
means both 'outlaw' and 'wolf" (1983, 221). I was not previously 
aware of this suggestion, which would appear to support my 
interpretation of OE wearg in place-names. The reading is not, 
however, firmly established. The authorities cited by Anderson are 
Taller (1898) and Grein (1912). The former does not include the 
definition 'wolf', but the latter, which I had overlooked, gives "1) Wolf. 
2) geachteter friedloser Verbrecher." Anderson's reading is repeated 
by Aertsen (1994, 129), but has otherwise largely been ignored by 
literary scholars. The latest edition of the poem translates as 'accursed 
one' (Moffat 1990, 50); and indeed Griffith states categorically that 
"OE wearg, 'criminal', 'outlaw', never acquired the meaning 'wolf' in 
Old English (cf. ON vargr)" (1993, 188). Whether or not such a 
meaning is represented in the extant literature, I suggest that this 
statement is effectively refuted by the place-name evidence. 
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