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ART. V.—St Bega and her bracelet.
LAST, M.A.

By Canon C. E.

Read at Carlisle, May 3rd, 1952.
article is concerned chiefly with the Cumbrian
T HIStradition
of St Bega, although an attempt is made
to link the Cumbrian with the Scottish tradition. Two
eminent past members of our Society concerned themselves with St Bega — Canon James Wilson in his
introduction to the Register of St Bees,' and W. G.
Collingwood in these Transactions and elsewhere2—but
it must be admitted that their contributions were not very
helpful; and Scottish writers have tended to ignore the
Cumbrian tradition, no doubt feeling baffled by the
apparent confusions that have surrounded it. It is
hoped that, by gathering the evidence together, something
may be done to clear the air and open the way to a fresh
study of the subject on both sides of the Border.
It is necessary, first, to consider the theory, strongly
advocated by W. G. Collingwood, that St Bega is
mythical, the name being derived from a sacred bracelet.
Any theory supported by the name and authority of
Collingwood requires serious consideration, and it will be
well to take careful note of what he wrote on the subject.
There is no doubt that a sacred bracelet or arm-ring,
"sacra armilla", was kept in the church at St Bees during
the twelfth century; it was reverenced as the most
treasured of St Bega's relics, and used for the swearing
of oaths. More will be said about this bracelet and its
fate later; meanwhile, we may note the words of Canon
Wilson' : 1 This Society's Record Series iii = Surtees Society cxxvi, 1915.
2 CWa xxv 15; Lake District History (1925), 52; The Lake Counties (2nd ed.,
3932), 9o.
3 Reg. St Bees, p. xxxiii.
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"It would be presumption to deny the personal existence of
the saint in Coupland or to cast a slur upon the piety of that
age, but it cannot be held other than remarkable that language
yields a common origin to the saint and her bracelet : sancta
Bega is good ecclesiastical Latin for the Anglo-Saxon halgan
beage or its English equivalent holy bracelet."

Canon Wilson later implies (ibid., p. 96) that he has
found no example of such strange Latin. It , would
indeed be as incongruous to substitute sancta for sacra,
in connection with a bracelet, as to substitute "Sacred"
for "Saint" Peter. However that may be, it seems difficult to believe that a local tradition would arise merely
because some chronicler had written bad Latin in some
manuscript. The suggestion, however, appealed to
Collingwood, as may be seen from the following quotations, made from three different places in which he
developed the theory : —
(a) "Mythic Saints. Middleham and Giggleswick Churches in
Yorkshire are dedicated to St Alkelda; near the former is her
well and near Giggleswick is the remarkable ebbing and flowing
spring. It has been pointed out that Sancta Alkelda really
means the `Holy Well'; more strictly `the holy ale-well' (O.N.
olkelda) or bubbling spring; therefore the legend of St Alkelda
as a virgin martyr is a piece of folklore founded on a misunderstanding. A similar misunderstanding must have given rise to
the 14th century legend of St Bega (Wilson, St Bees, 497-52o)
which is a collection of hagiological commonplaces strung on the
very slender thread of a personal Bega of Hackness, mentioned,
but not in connection with Cumberland, by Bede (Hist. Eccl.
iv eh., 23). There was preserved at the Church of St Mary at
St Bees a bracelet on which oaths were sworn until at least
the middle of the 13th century. The custom of swearing on
a holy Ring (O.E. beag, O.N. baugr) was common among the
Norse (see for examples Landnama iv ch. 7: Viga-Glum ch.
25; Eyrbyggja ch. 4, 16). It seems almost certain that the
Armilla Sancte Bege was the Sancta Bega or Holy Ring itself
(Wilson, St Bees, xxxiii-xxxiv), originally used before their
conversion by Norse settlers of the place, that is to say, in the
first half of the loth century. In the second half of that century
the settlers were Christians and set up the earliest of the preNorman monuments there, but probably retained the custom
of swearing on the Ring when they bore witness at trials by law.
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When the Priory was founded, the custom and name were 200
years old and remained in acceptance. Thence the name
travelled to Bassenthwaite Church which was `Becho-kirk'
(Begu-kirkja) before 13oz."4
(b) "The Church of Bassenthwaite was dedicated to St Bega,
like St Bees—these two alone in the world. Now it is a curious
point that at St Bees, down to the i3th century, they kept an
ancient Holy Ring in the Church, for men to swear oaths upon.
So they used in Norse temples of pagan days : and it follows
that there was a pagan Norse temple at St Bees earlier than
the loth century Church, which in all likelihood was the temple,
converted. The Norse for `ring' is baugr, Anglo-Saxon beag.
The Holy Ring, converted and Latinized, was Sancta Bega,
which the mediæval hagiologist forgot when he wrote the
romance of his patron saint, picking up bits of folklore from all
sources (Canon Wilson, St Bees Register, p. xxxiv). But whoever founded Bassenthwaite, this Norse tradition ruled the
dedication of the Church."5
(c) "This legend (of St Bega) is mediæval but fictitious, being
built up from recognisable sources. The name is from Bede and
the story from common romances about the saints. The reality
is even more curious. In the r3th century they still kept in
St Bees Church an ancient (Norse) arm-ring or fibula-ring, probably of silver, on which litigants had to swear to the truth of
their testimony, just as in the heathen Norse temples; in fact,
it had no doubt come down from a pagan shrine. This Holy
Ring (in Norse Baugr, in English of the day Beag) was in
contemporary Latin Sancta Bega. There is only one other
Church of St Bega, which is at Bassenthwaite; and there can
be no doubt that the name is simply the Holy Ring personified,
like, for example, St Alkelda in Yorkshire, the holy well that
became a mythical person, from the old Norse olkelda, `ale
well' or bubbling spring of effervescent mineral water." 6

It is unfortunate that this theory has received so much
publicity; for it cannot bear a critical examination. It
is strange that Collingwood ignored the documentary evidence provided in the Register of St Bees. If he had
looked at the first document in the Register, he would
have found the gift (as the first step in the founding of the
Priory) of six carucates of land to "God and St Mary and
4 CW2 xxV 15.
5
6

Lake District History, p. 52-3.
Lake Counties, p. go.
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St Bega the virgin" (Deo et sancte Marie et sancte virgini
Bege). Thus people were believing in a personal St Bega
before the foundation of the Priory, soon after 112o ;
how, then, can the "legend" of a personal Bega
be ascribed to the 14th century hagiologist, and the latter
be charged with having forgotten that Bega was really a
holy ring? Granted that belief in St Bega the virgin was
fully established by 1120, Collingwood's chronology becomes most improbable. The Norse settled here in the
first half of the tenth century, built a pagan temple (for
which there is no evidence) and introduced the sacred
ring; between 95o and i000 they became Christian and
the pagan temple was turned into a Christian church,
presumably called the Holy Ring Church (though
churches were never dedicated to sacred objects, and
Collingwood had to surmount this difficulty by introducing the doubtful case of St Alkelda) ; then, in the space
of about loo years (not 200 as he stated) a double
transformation had to take place, the Holy Ring becoming
St Ring, and then the Ring becoming a lady so firmly
believed in that the place where she was said to have
lived was chosen as the site for a Priory, and the Priory
itself dedicated to St Mary and her.' The theory is
surely ridiculous.
In any case, if we may accept the tradition of St Bega's
Irish origin, we should expect her name to have been
derived, not from an Anglian or a Norse word, but from
the old language of her country ; and there is the old
Gaelic word bec or begh, spelt in modern Gaelic beage
(see MacLeod and Dewar's Gaelic Dictionary), meaning
"little", ready to hand. Moreover, it may be noted that
there are a good many Dark Age people having the name
of Bega or something similar, most of them demonstrably
having nothing to do with holy rings : —
7
Collingwood ought not to have referred to the Church at St Bees as the
Church of St Mary: it has always had the double dedication, to St Mary and
St Bega.
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I. St Becga or Begga, said to have been a disciple of St
Patrick himself, and remembered at a single place in Ireland
f,Smnith & Wace, Dict. of Christian Biography).
2. St Begga, a widow, commemorated in the Roman
Martyrology on 17 December, who lived in France and died
there in 698 (Butler, Lives of the Saints).
3. Begu, the nun of Hackness mentioned by Bede as a friend
of St Hilda (Eccles. Hist. iv 23); she must be included in our
list because the author of the "Life and Miracles of St Bega"
identified St Bega with her, no doubt mistakenly.
4. Bega, presumed to have been connected with St Guthlac
(ob. 714), the founder of Crowland Abbey; in Ingulph's Chronicle
the abbey's loth century bells are named after persons connected with the saint, and the second one was Bega.
5. St Bega the patron of St Bees, originally Kirkby Becoc.
6. St Bega the patron of Bassenthwaite, originally Bechokirk.8
7. St Bega the patron of Kilbucho in Peebleshire (Mackinlay,
Ancient Church. Dedications in Scotland ii 261, cites a Deed of
Induction dated 31 October 1550 to "the parish of St Bega of
Kilbucho." Cf. Watson, "History of the Celtic Place-Names
of Scotland", p. 151).
8. St Bega, presumed by Mackinlay (op. cit.) to have been
commemorated in Kilbagie in Clackmannan parish, and Kilbegie
in North Knapdale parish, Argyll.

Let us now turn to the anonymous and undated "Life
and Miracles of St Bega". It has been preserved in an
early 13th century MS., beautifully written and in good
preservation, now in the British Museum (Cott. Faust.
B IV) ; together with the Passion of SS. Alban and
Amphibolus, and the Life of St Wulfric by John, abbot
of Ford, this MS. belonged to the abbey of Holme Cultram ; Canon Wilson printed the text of it in the Register
of St Bees, pp. 497-52o.' It seems to have been compiled in the 12th century (not the 14th, as stated by
Collingwood); there is nothing in it about any shipwreck,
8 The dedication of Bassenthwaite has in recent times been ascribed to
St Brigid, but this is wrong; as late as 1 763 (Ecton's Thesaurus) the dedication
to St Bega is still attested.
8 Samuel Jefferson of Carlisle published the text, with a translation by
G. C. Tomlinson, in 1842; the reader who comes across it in a local library should
take note that Tomlinson's version is not to be trusted; he inserts phrases and
indeed whole sentences of his own devising, without any warning.
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or vows then made, or of any nunnery founded at St Bees
— all that comes from later tradition according to
the 12th century story, St Bega lived in solitude at St
Bees. Collingwood dismissed this Life as "a collection
of hagiological commonplaces", "bits of folklore",
` `mediæval but fictitious". But our 12th century author
should have a fair hearing. Modern prejudices are strong,
and the word "miracles" in the title will predispose some
to reject the whole work as rubbish. But when we come
to consider the miracles, it will be found that they usually
have a historical basis. For example a boy, an only
child, is thrown from a horse and killed (this, we
know, actually happened) ; it was then said that the
accident was due to the vengeance of St Bega, because
the father had perjured himself upon the holy bracelet.
In days when there was no organised police force to
deter the would-be criminal, society had to protect itself
by belief in the vengeance of heaven upon the evildoer;
such stories will help us to understand the mentality of
the period. We need not think that the author had
deliberately invented them; he observes in his preface
that he had "collected them with care from the narration
of reliable men who seemed trustworthy", and in several
cases, as we shall see, there is documentary evidence for
the existence of the people mentioned, though the author
may have been responsible for the moral of the episode.
We may pass over his attempt to identify St Bega with
the nun of Hackness, Begu; that, as is generally agreed,
is impossible10 ; the author seems to have been driven to
it in order to complete the record of her life, on which
local traditions had nothing to say. In the earlier part,
he deals with her coming to St Bees, and her sojourn
there, and there is nothing inherently improbable in the
story : —
Bega was the daughter of an Irish king. It is about her pious
childhood and her growing resolve to abjure marriage and wed
1° Cf. AA2 xix 6o.
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herself to Christ that the author is most wearisome and longwinded. She resisted her many suitors and, to confirm her in
her resolve, a mysterious stranger met her one day and gave her
the arm-ring, which was marked with a Cross. Then her time
of testing came; the king, her father, and his council decided to
marry her to the son of a Norwegian king, and in due course the
young man came to claim his bride—but during the night before
the proposed wedding, Bega crept out of the house and fled.
Knowing that she could not find sanctuary in Ireland, she went
to the coast, found a ship and crossed to the coast of Coupland.
There, in the wooded district of St Bees, she chose to make her
lonely dwelling, living a life of Christian devotion and helping
the local people with some simple remedies for their ills; and so
she continued until, in fear of pirates, she left the district.

The women who exercised so remarkable an influence
in the Celtic Church usually sprang from royal houses—
for example, the great St Hilda, St Werburgh of Chester,
St Etheldreda of Ely or St Frideswide of Oxford. Kings
in those days had to be men of character and leadership,
and their daughters might well have inherited the same
gifts, turning them to the service of religion. Bega must
have been a girl of character to leave her home and go
out into the world alone; and she must have been an
exceptional person, to make an impression which was
never lost in the places where she lived. The traditional
date, in the 7th century, for her coming to St Bees disappears, if we reject the identification of her with the
nun of Hackness; but a date some time after 85o would
make sense. The Norse invaders, we are told, began to
settle in Ireland round about 84o ; an Irish king might
well have wished to come to terms with a Norse chieftain,
offering his daughter in marriage to the latter's son. The
pirates who caused her to leave St Bees might well have
been the first Norse raiders on our coast; and it may be
that Bega chose to make her dwelling there because there
was already a Christian church at St Bees. The Anglian
name of Preston ("priest's town") is suggestive : the
name covered the land between St Bees and Whitehaven,
being granted to the Priory at the time of its Foundation.'
11 Reg. St. Bees, p. 29 f.
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In the second part of the work, the author relates nine
miracles which occurred after the foundation of the
Priory; some are concerned with the famous bracelet,
some are told about certain objects which were preserved
in the church : —
(a) A raider from Galloway was being chased by local St
Beghians when one of them shot an arrow which hit the raider
and killed him. The raider had been warned that St Bega
resented any violation of her peace, but had not taken any
notice, hence the nemesis.
(b) A dispute had arisen between Ranulf Meschines and thq
Priory, and on the very day when it was to be taken to arbitration, St Bega intervened by covering Ranulf's land with snow
while none fell upon the Priory's land : thus the boundaries were
clearly defined . 12
(c) Some horses belonging to Godard de Boiville broke through
a fence into some ripe barley belonging to the Priory, and did
much damage; Godard's stable-boys treated the Priory's man
with insolence, so he piously called on St Bega for assistance.
She replied by removing the horses' hooves, which were brought
to the Priory, filled with barley grains, and solemnly laid up in
the church; the writer says that they had been removed by his
time.
(d) Walter de Spec, in a dispute with the Abbey of St Mary
of York, swore falsely upon St Bega's bracelet; shortly afterwards his young son and heir was thrown from his horse and
killed. The father, in remorse, founded the three monasteries
of Kirkham, Rievaulx and Warden; the basis of this story is
historical, but if Kirkham was founded in 1121, the tragedy must
have taken place before the foundation of St Bees Priory, and
it is unlikely that St Mary's of York ever made use of this
bracelet.
(e) A man called Adam son of Ailsi was employed as an agent
in the collection of noutgeld (a tax on cattle, payable in kind);
he cheated, swearing falsely upon the bracelet, so causing loss to
the taxpayers : he became mentally deranged and for nine years
12
Ranulf is wrongly regarded as the founder of the Priory, instead of his
father William; if the author of the Life had been a monk of St Bees, as has
generally been assumed, the mistake could hardly be accounted for; and it is
strange that Ranulf should be represented as hostile to the Priory, for there
is a Deed of his in the Register (p. 36) both confirming and increasing his
father's benefactions. This second miracle is clearly the origin of the legend,
recorded by Edmund Sandford (this Society's Tract Series, no. 4, p. 9), about
the churlish lord of Egremont and the snowstorm on midsummer's day.
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was troubled by an evil spirit, but in the tenth year he was
brought to St Bees Church, where he was healed—and made
public confession.13
(f) A man dared to steal the costly covering in which the
sacred bracelet was kept; he pushed it into his boot, but his
leg at once began to go numb. He confessed his crime, and after
prayer in the church, his leg was restored.
(g) Three men were involved in a drunken brawl in Workington, one of them being killed by the other two. They were
caught and thrown into a dungeon of Egremont castle; there,
in penitence, they prayed to St Bega—the doors were mysteriously opened and they were led out, and when they came in
sight of St Bees church, the fetters fell off them. The fetters
were subsequently preserved in the church.
(h) A youth called John laid in wait for Beatrice, the wife of
a certain William the Hare, and carried her off, at a time when
people from all over the extensive parish had gathered at St
Bees for the Whitsun festival: this was therefore an aggravated
violation of the peace of St Bega. The young man went out
of his mind, and finally died a miserable death at Holme
Cultram.l 4
(i) A Frenchman had two sons, the elder paralysed from birth
and dumb, the other suffering from a fistula; he was encouraged
in a dream to visit the shrines of England with his sons, and
after another dream, at Tynemouth, he finally came to St Bees,
where both boys were cured. The father, before returning home
with his sons, left in the church the carriage in which he had
pushed them before their cure.

We may now consider the probable date of the Life.
According to Canon Wilson, "The date of this compilation has been ascribed by Sir Thos. Duffus Hardy to the
latter part of the 12th century (Descriptive Catalogue of
Materials, R.S. i 224), but it is quite certain from the
internal evidence that it is much later." Sir Duffus
13 Some land is described in a Deed in the Register (p. 105) as adjoining the
land of Adam son of Helsi; the Deed may be dated c. 123o. From this Canon
Wilson supposed that (i) the date of the Life was early i3th rather than 12th
century, (ii) noutgeld, which elsewhere gave place to cornage (tax on cattle
payable in money) c. 1200, continued in this part of the country much later
The evidence is surely too slender to support either of these conclusions;
Adam may have lived to a good age, or the land might still have been
described as his after his death.
14 Note that a William the Hare occurs as witness to a Deed of William le
Gros (Reg. St Bees, p. 383), who died in 1179.
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Hardy's opinion is to be preferred, however. The fact
that the cattle tax was being collected in the form of
Noutgeld, and that the narrator shows sympathy for those
who had to pay that tax, suggests a date before the introduction of cornage (c. 1200); further, the bracelet was
still in existence and there is evidence, of which Canon
Wilson was unaware, that it was lost in 1216 (see below) .
Moreover, with the single exception of Adam son of
Helsi, all the people mentioned in the document lived in
the 12th century, and most of them in the first half of
that century—and we must not make too much of that
exception: with the growing use of patronymics, the Adam
of the 123o document may well have been the grandson
of the original Adam son of Helsi.
As to the authorship, it has already been pointed out
that the writer can hardly have been a monk of St Bees,
since he makes a mistake over the name of the founder
of the Priory. Since the surviving MS. of the work
belonged to Holme Cultram, one wonders if Everard, its
abbot 115o-92, who wrote the Life of Adamnan and other
works, could have been the author; but as those other
works have been lost, this can only be conjecture.
In 1933 the Surtees Society published the Chronicle of
St Mary's, York; it covers the period 1258-1326, the first
part being a compilation and only the years from 1312
onwards showing contemporary treatment. It is of
interest for St Bees because the chronicler and two others
left York, because they could not get on with a newlyappointed abbot, and joined the Priory at St Bees in
1298; thereafter there are many references to local events.
The bracelet was no longer in existence at this time, but
the church of St Bees still had a reputation for miracles
of healing. In an incomplete list of the Priors of St Bees,
added to the Chronicle, we find the following entry (p.
76) "Robert, Prior of the Cell of St Bega, in whose time men of
Galloway and Scotland came into Coupland and took the bracelet
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from there at Eaglesfield and killed its guardian (armigerum)
named Wymb. Afterwards all were slain through a certain
`conversum de Holmo.' "

This Robert must be Prior Robert II, who ruled about
1202. He was succeeded by John (c. 1207), Daniel (c.
1211), Ralf (c. 1220) and Guy (c. 1230);1the compiler
of the list in the York Chronicle, however, mentions no
priors between Robert and Guy. We mention this
because the most likely occasion for the theft of the
bracelet was the invasion of Cumberland by Alexander
II, king of Scotland, in February 1216. According to
the Chronicle of Melrose, while Alexander was laying
siege to Carlisle, his followers got out of hand and ravaged
the countryside, especially the abbey of Holme Cultram
—where they even stripped of his clothes a monk who lay
dying in the Infirmary; but as they were crossing the
Eden, on their way back to Scotland, disaster overtook
them and a great number were drowned.'6 Though 1216
does not fall within Robert's time as prior, it is near
enough — having regard to the incompleteness of the
list; one day, perhaps, a bracelet marked with a cross
will be found in the Solway.
St Bega's Bracelet was so famous that we even find
Robert de Veteripont, the first lord of Westmorland
(1203-1228), making gifts to the church in which it was
kept.17 There are also three other Deeds in which an
oath on the bracelet is mentioned, one of them dated
4 August 1279 and the other two somewhat earlier though
also, to judge by the names of the witnesses, of the second
half of the 13th century.15 It had been assumed that
the bracelet was still at St Bees when these deeds were
drawn up, i.e. as late as 1279; but the absence of any
reference to it in the Chronicle of St Mary, York, as well
15

Reg. St Bees, p. 603.
It has been suggested that the tide may have come in faster than usual, as
happens sometimes with strong westerly winds.
17 Reg. St Bees, pp. 95-6.
18 Reg. St Bees, pp. 314, 469 and 480.
16

F
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as the notice of its loss in the time of Prior Robert, leads
us to suppose that swearing upon the bracelet was a
popular form of confirming an oath and continued, as
a form of speech, long after the loss of the bracelet.
The Scottish tradition of St Bega rests largely on placenames. It will be remembered that the measures taken
to bring the Celtic Church into conformity with the Church
of Rome led to the early introduction and general adoption of the Sarum Missal in the churches of Scotland.
Scottish saints had little place in the Sarum calendar ; in
c. 1500 a belated attempt was made to revive interest in
the saints of Scotland, by the compilation of the Aberdeen
Breviary under the personal direction of William Elphinstone, bishop of Aberdeen. The book is of interest as
one of the first to be printed in Scotland, its first volume
in 1509 and the second in 1510; and its careful accounts
of the saints were later used by the Bollandists and by
Scottish martyrologists. It commemorates St Bega on
31 October, the day which always seems to have been
observed at St Bees, and accepts the erroneous identification of her with the nun Begu, as given in the 12th century
Life. But on 3 November it commemorates a St Beya,
along with St Maura. The account of St Beya tells little
more than that she lived a life of devotion on the island
of Little Cumbrae, where she was visited by her friend
St Maura, and that when she died a chapel was raised
over her remains. Was the compiler of the Aberdeen
Breviary misled by the 12th century Life into treating
St Bega and St Beya as two separate saints? If they
were one and the same person, then we should be able
to say where St Bega took refuge after her departure from
St Bees, retiring to the island of Little Cumbrae. This,
possibility at least seems worthy of further investigation.
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