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THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 21, 1884. 

M E E T I N G AT BANFF. 
On Thursday, the usual meeting of this Club was held 
a t Banff. There was a good attendance. Mr Ramsay 
was called to the chair. 

WELLS. 
Rev. .AE. CHISHOLM, Banff, read a paper on Wells. 

He observed tha t as the great object of the Club was to 
gather in materials for what may be called the scientific 
history of the county—its archaeology, i ts geology, i ts 
botany, i ts folk lore—the list would be incomplete 
if we were to leave out i ts wells. In his present paper 
he had merely begun the subject, and he meant to 
continue i t . He referred to wells being early objects 
of religious worship. Among the ancient Greeks and 
Romans, wells were held in great esteem. Each well 
was the abode of a goddess or nymph. and sacred to her, 
and she was there hononred with sacrifices and libations. 
These nymphs were often called, among other names. 
Eneriades. The fountains were often built, over, and 
great tas te displayed in their adornment with statues 
and paintings, and the natural grotto was turned into a 
kind of temple. ' I recollect (he said) one of this 
na ture in the neighbourhood of Rome. When I was a 
student there , i t was one of our favourite walks to the 
fountain of Egeria. beyond the Lateran Gate, and we 
used to drink the water and await the inspirations with 
which she used to favour her votaries of old. I need not 
say they never came.' Some of these wells had healing 
properties, and, as water is necessary for life and 
vegetation, and as tbe old Pagans found objects of 
worship in almost every created thing, i t is not to be 
wondered at that they should have at tr ibuted super-
natural powers to these refreshing and lovely fountains, 
and worshipped them as springs of life and blessing. 
The worship of wells and rivers was not confined to the 
Greeks and Romans. * My recollection of one of the 
most beautiful statues in the Vatican gallery is most 
vivid—of tha t of the Nile God." Tbe Hindoos still 
worship the Ganges. After referring to Horatius' prayer 
t o ' Fa ther T iber ' before plunging into the river, Mr 
Chisholm proceeded to say that, ' these heathenish 
customs and superstitions have outlived the ages, and 

Ban
ffs

hir
e 

Fiel
d 

Club



34 

come down to our own days. T h e churches could n o t 
uproot them, and, a t best, succeeded only in modify ing 
and adapting them to usages more in consonance with 
Christianity. Thus in Eome itself , we find t h a t 
magnificent old temple of hea thendom, t h e P a n t h e o n , 
formerly dedicated t o all t h e gods, now dedicated 
to the One God, in honour of all t h e sa in ts . 
•And in the Church of S t P e t e r ' s the re is an old s t a t u e 
said to have been erected to J u p i t e r , and now goes 
under the name of St Pe te r , i t s big toe burnished b r igh t 
by the reverend kisses of t h e pi lgrims of 1500 yea r s . 
So with the wells. Ins t ead of being dedicated t o t h e 
gods of Paganism, they are called a f t e r t h e names of 
the holy men of Chris tendom. Bu t t h e Church found 
i t difficult, nay, impossible to eradicate t h e auc ien t 
customs, and it f requent ly had to ra ise i t s voice agains t 
them, nay, i t sometimes passed decrees fo rb idd ing 
people ever to go to these founta ins . In one of t h e 
Spanish Councils is a decree against those who in any 
parish burn candles, or venerate t rees or founta ins . 
In 567, the Synod of Toms protested against t h e per-
petration of r i tes unknown to t h e Church a t rocks , or 
trees, or wells, t he marked places of the heathen*. 
But, notwithstanding, traces of these old cus toms are to 
found to the present t ime. The wells and s t reams had 
the i r deities and thei r demons as well. Among those 
la t ter may be reckoned t h e water bulls and r iver kelpies. 
I remember an old Highlander in S t ra thg lass Buying 
tha t he used often to hear the bellowing of t h e wate r 
bulls. Our respected Secretary, who. as you are aware, 
is no meau archaeologist, in an in teres t ing lecture which 
he delivered a few years ago on t h e Deveron, told us 
the story of the kelpie or demon horse which f r equen ted 
the pools of our beautiful river, and how on one occasion 
the miller of Miagie, on Carnousie, surpr is ing the poor 
kelpie asleep, th rew a branx over i t s head, and com-
pelled i t to carry s tones for the mill which he was 
building. On t h e work being completed, he released t h e 
kelpie, which, diving into t h e pool, was heard to m u t t e r 
with something very like an oath, ' Sa i r back and sai r 
banes car ' ing the mill o ' Miagie s tanes. ' And d isgus ted 
with the t r ea tmen t i t had received I unders tand—Mr 
Spence will c o r r o b o r a t e - t h e indignant kelpie forsook 
the bonny banks of Deveron. 

As a proof how long these snpers t i t ions have endured 
I remember an instance t h a t came under my own 
notice. My first mission was in t h e top pa r t of t h i s 
county, and one day I was very much surpr ised to hea r 
t h a t a member of the congregation had been pract is ing 
wi tchcraf t ou behalf of a neighbour ' s cow. I proceeded 
a t once t o interview the old lady, and found t h e s t o r y 
t rue . I asked her what she did, and she said a neigh-
bour had sent for her to cure her cow, her powers in t h a t 
way being fully recognised. She took as much water 
f rom the burn as could be carr ied in t h e s l ight hollow 
of a flattish stone. This she p u t carefully on the fire 
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and watched the event. If the stone would crack in a 
certain time, t he cow would get better, if not. i t would 
die. The stone did crack within the given time, and 
the cow did get bet ter . She told me she had seen her 
mother do the same before her, and her mother before 
tha t . Asking her if she did not think she was com-
mitting a sin—' H o o t s / was the cautious rejoinder, * if 
i t wad dae nae guid, i t wad dae nae ill '—and I have no 
doubt tha t she regarded my orders to desist from such 
practices for the fu tu re as very tyrannical and narrow 
minded. 

I t has been said tha t these water powers cannot 
endure the scream of the railway whistle, even the very 
fairies fly before i t . And there must be something in 
it, for the stories so common even in the last generation 
are hardly heard now. All men, then, who, like our 
own learned president, collect these stories and folk-
lore, do a most, useful and interesting work; for 
although some of them may seem paltry and insigni-
ficant, still they are all so many linklets in the chain of 
historical and religious evolution. A worthy old man 
in Deeside, now dead, a man, too, of no ordinary intelli-
gence. believed most firmly in the fairies. He never saw 
them, but he once heard them, he told me. most dis-
t inctly on the hillocks beside his father 's homestead, 
and not knowing what the voices which he heard meant, 
he asked his parents, who replied solemnly and a little 
ungrammatically 4 I t ' s t h e m ! ' * I t ' s the good folk.' 
When the late Dr Cooper took the farm of Auchorachan. 
in Glenlivet. a neighbouring well-wisher, who, if he 
were still alive, and practising his—what shall I call 
them—good works ? would be called a medium, walked 
solemnly round the farm march, reciting certain 
words, and placing in certain places upright stones. 
This was to keep off t he evil eye, and generally to bring 
good luck to the farm. I do not remember if he carried 
water in the stones so placed or not. Mr Gregor in a 
le t ter to me writes—There is with us the creaming of 
the wells on the last night of the years, and sometimes 
i t took place on Christmas eve. The maiden who was 
lucky to obtain the first cream was sure to be first 
married. The first cream of the water brought other 
good things also, and i t is evidently a relic of the cus-
toms of the ancient Augurs, who. in certain of their 
divinations, were wont to skim the water. The first 
day of May was a special day, particularly in England, 
on which pilgrims flocked to famous wells, drank of 
the waters or bathed in them, and had always to leave 
a retaining fee for the genius of the place, not neces-
sarily of any value. He or she appeared to be extremely 
modest in these enactions, the smallest coin of the 
realm, a pin. a but ton, a nail, or a bit of rag t o hang on 
a neighbouring bush. 

In Chambers's Book of Days—a work full of the most 
varied and delightful information—are accounts of Well 
Worship. On the first Sunday of May, Old Style, was a 
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famous pilgrimage to a well in Ross-shire—Avoch in 
the Black Isle—which was kept up to a very recent 
•period. I t was not the first come or first served t h a t 
fared the best, ba t all who drank before the sun should 
come in sight. After tha t no one could benefit by i t . 

One of our Banffshire Wells—I hope to learn some-
thing more about it—that of St Michael, I presume, in 
the parish of Kirkmichael, possessed a very remark-
able power, and it; rejoiced in the guardianship of an 
immortal fly, which was ever a t i t s post. If t he sober 
matron wished to know the issue of her husband 's ail-
ment, or the love-sick nymph tha t of he r languishing 
swain, they visited the well of St Michael. Every 
movement of the sympathetic fly was regarded with silent 
awe, and as he appeared cheerful or dejected the anx-
ious votaries drew their presages. You all know of the 
well of St Keyne, and what a nseful well t ha t was,the hus -
band or wife that drank of i t first gained the mastery . 
At some of these well meetings in May, the young folk 
used to indulge in various rural sports, bu t they were 
religiously debarred from drinking anything but water 
from the well. I t is a pity tha t a t one of our great May 
meetings—that of St Brandon's Fair—this la t ter prac-
tice is not more strictly adhered to . I need not detain 
you any longer with an account of t he various practices 
engaged in the well worship of our ancestors. I will 
proceed now to give a brief account—indeed i t will no t 
be much more than an enumeration—of the wells in 
Banff and neighbourhood. Now tha t our great water 
scheme is drawing towards completion, t he very names 
of our wells will speedily die out along with thei r use. 
and it will be, I have no doubt, a mat ter of interest to 
the future disciple of folk-lore to have thei r names and 
localities preserved in the papers of onr Club. F i r s t 
and foremost comes Colme's Well, or the well of S t 
Columba. I t has a special interest to as, and its use for 
one will not die out. Thanks to the energetic zeal of 
our public officials, the inhabitants of Banff, to long 
future generations, will drink of i ts pure and delicious 
water ; and, mixed or unmixed with Rosieburn, or per-
haps something stronger, may it, and i t will prove a 
source of health and refreshment. If our simple fore-
fathers could have been told of it, they wonld regard as 
i t s most miraculous powers tha t i ts votaries could drink 
its waters. Situated as they are three miles d is tant . I 
do not know of any tradition regarding it fu r the r than 
tha t it is the well referred to by Adaubian in his Life of 
St Columba, where he says that t ha t saint, on his way 
to the Pictish country, drank of i t s water and bathed 
in it. 

Coming to the wells in the town, we have St Catherine's 
Well, near the Jail. There was at one t ime a religious 
house near—a convent most likely of the sisterhood of 

St Catherine—hence the name of the street and the 
well. I have failed to find any account of this religious 
house, and yet surely there must be some evidence of 

Ban
ffs

hir
e 

Fiel
d 

Club



37 

i ts existence besides its name. There was a well near 
the house occupied by Captain Ewart , or rather, I 
understand, the house is built over i t . There is Jappie's 
Well, a t Jappie 's Brae, near the Custom House; and 
some say there was a well a t the foot of George 
Street , which went by the name of the Rood Well, 
t ha t being the site of the old church of the Holy 
Rood in Banff. The memory of this old establishment 
has almost died out. I t is said tha t the only part 
belonging even to the ruins are par t of an old staircase 
which you can see from the road by the shore. I know 
tha t our last sheriff, Mr Gordon, got me to take a 
photograph of the stairs for a friend who was publishing 
a work of some kind on Scottish ecclesiastical ruins. 

At the Brewery premises there is or was a well, 
where Mr Watson has his steelyard, called the Red 
Well. And below Mr Wat t ' s inn, a well which came 
out from the Brewery Close supplied ships with water. 
Perhaps it is not known to all tha t on the site of the 
Brewery there was, not very long ago, a loch about half 
an acre in extent, called Buckie's Loch. 

Along the sea braes, on the south-west side of a house 
called the Lime House, where the station now stands, 
or ra ther a l i t t le behind, was a well called Johnnie 
Dearen's Well, the surplus water of which supplied the 
Gas-house. Below Coldhome Park were Ellen's Haugh's 
Well and Jeannie Jumper ' s Well. Who these Banff 
celebrities were I do not know—at least they must have 
enjoyed a certain celebrity in their day. to have these 
wells called af ter them, and so be handed down to 
undying fame. The pipe at the roadside on the way to 
Scotstown I think comes from the lat ter well. 

Fur ther on by the Links, jus t a t the small bridge 
t h a t spans the foot-way leading from the Boyndie Road, 
is a well, or ra ther the ruins of a well, of some preten-
sion, called Bailie Philip's Well. There is a semi-
circular wall built round i t and a stone seat, erected 
by the worthy citizen whose name it bears. He lived 
where the present Custom-House is. This well is 
almost in ruins and quite uncared for. I t commands a 
pre t ty view of the sea coast, and, if nicely repaired, 
might be made a refreshing hal t place on a summer's 
day. I merely give the hint. Our present Bailies are 
not a whit behind their predecessors in public spirit, 
and here is an opportunity of earning the fame and 
grati tude of the present and of water-loving generations 
to come. The Red Well towards Whitehills is a mineral 
known to all. This was a famous well in its day. I t was 
the custom of the good citizens of Banff to make a pilgrim-
age to i t in the spring. Two tumblers full from the well, 
then two good draughts of salt water, a walk to the Red 
Well, a drink there, and a finishing bumper at Bailie 
Philip's on the return, was the programme of the 
morning's proceediug. And tha t set them up until the 
returning spring brought round a repetition of the 
doses. And my informant assured me that it was as 
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good as a doctor 's prescription. But whether the 
virtue lay in the Bailie's Well, or salt water, or t h e 

Red Well, or the happy conjunction of the three, I will 
not decide. 

Leaving Banff by the Boyndie Boad, in the corner 
of King's Well Park, is a well which snpplies t h e 
present park. How th is well got the name of the 
King's Well, I do not know. I t may be because the 
well was adjoining the high road, or King's Way, as i t 
was frequently called. I daresay Mr Spence can throw 
some light upon it. There is King's Well Lane. I 
believe there was another well there , taken by one of 
the Robinsons to supply the house uow belonging to 
our respected citizen, Mr J o h n Forbes. 

On the Boyndie Eoad, a t the gable end of a smithy, 
near Mr Lawrence's house, was a well called Snappie 's 
Well. In the Gallowhill, there used to be two draw-
wells much frequented. 

Then there is the well-known well a t Painted Effie. 
Who can tell us whence this name is derived ? I asked 
a worthy dame in the neighbourhood if she could tel l 

me who Effie was, and why she was called painted, and 
she replied—-1 daur say, she was a beauty. ' But I was 
more surprised to hear her say t ha t t he well was called 
also the Danes' Well, from a tradition t ha t the horses 
of the Danish army stopped there to water. 

On the Sandyhill Boad, near the old Toll-bar, is a 
well-known well, mentioned in some old charters , and 
called then, as i t is called now, Spittalmyre Well. There 
was an hospital near this of the Knights Templars, 
whence the name. You all know tha t p re t ty bit of 
water in the Duff House grounds called the Hospital . 
I have heard it said tha t i t was called the Hospifal be-
cause it was a favourite resort of sickly or diseased 
salmon, and in the winter and spring months a number 
of blotched and dissipated looking fish are always t o be 
seen in its still and shaded water. But the name is 
evidently derived from the same source as the Spit tal 

. There was a chapel on the site of the Mausoleum 
dedicated to the Blessed Virgin, and endowed by King 
Robert the Bruce, and no doubt i t was under the charge 
of the religious house in the neighbourhood. Between 
the Hospital Water and the Mausoleum is a delicious 
well, called St Mary's, from the chapel there below. 
The writer of the well is conducted by a pipe in to a 
small stone basin on the pathway beneath. This was 
most likely the holy water font belonging to the chapel, 
for it is said to have been dug out of i ts ruins . I t was 
first Placed in a small fog-house t ha t a t one t ime stood 
near the Dry Bridge across the old roadway no t far f rom 
Kirkside. The little well there is now almost dry. 

On the road between Banff and Macduff is a well, a t 
one time much frequented, about 150 yards beyond t h e 
bridge. I t s name must be a modern one—the Bridge 
Well. Far ther on is Bell M'Queen's Well, and f a r t he r 
on still was a well destroyed by the railway works, 
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called Palmer 's Cove "Well. Somewhere in Low Street 
was Dawse Well. I only know of it as referred to in an 
old distich— 

Gaucy Will and Dublin Moll 
Lived down a t Dawse Wall . 

The gentleman referred t o was one of t he well-known 
Banff old families of t he Robinsons. He was killed in 
Low Stree t by some soldiers coming ou t of the Hotel, 
which was on the site now occupied by Mr Alexander's 
shop. 

These are some of the principal wells in Banff and 
neighbourhood. I have not touched upon the wells 
th roughout the county. Their name is legion, and to 
many are at tached interesting tradit ions. These may 
form the subject of a fu ture paper, if I will succeed in 
collecting such material as will satisfy me may be 
worthy of presenting to you. 

Some of t he Banff wells do good service still, and will 
for many a day. Some may be superseded or built over, 
or fall into disuse. In endeavouring to keep at least 
the i r names green, let us not be ungrateful for their 
beneficial outpourings in the past They have done 
their good and useful work in thei r day. I do not know 
of any special t radit ion or miraculous agency at tr ibuted 

" to them, but they have served the principal end for 
which wells are created—the supply of wholesome 
dr ink to man and beast. And now our Water Com-
missioners have succeeded to other pat rons; and if you 
will allow me, I will conclude with an apposite aphorism 
contained in the t i t le of a well known play, * All 's well 
t h a t ends well.* 

On the motion of the Rev. James Davidson, a cordial 
vote of thanks was passed to M r Chisholm for his 
most interest ing paper. 

PI ETA. 
The Chairman, referr ing to a paper on Sculptured 

Stone in Banff Churchyard, read a t a former 
meeting, showed two photographs — one of Pieta 
in S t Peter 's , Rome, of a Pie ta by Michael Angelo, 
and t he o ther of a Pie ta by Antonio Montauti , 
in S t John in Lateran, Rome. The inspection of these 
photographs le f t no doubt tha t the stone in t he Banff 
Churchyard wns a Pieta. An opinion was expressed by 
t he meeting t h a t i t would be advisable to have tbe stone 
placed iu the Banff Museum. The photographs were 
sent by Dr Grigor, Nairn, who first pointed out the real 

character of the stone found iu the Churchyard here. 

OLD SUPERSTITIONS IN C A I R N I E . 
Mr Spence read t he following notes, contributed by 

a lady in Cairnie, on some supersti t ions formerly pre-
valent in tha t d is t r ic t :— 
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