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PTOLEMY'SGARIENNUS,BURGHCASTLE
AND THE YARE

by AJYDREW BREEZE

THERIVERYAREin Norfolkappears in Ptolemyas Gariennus;Burgh Castle (TG 4704),formerlyin
Suffolk(butin Norfolksince 1974),appears inNotitiaDignitatumas Gariannum. The fort is calledafter
the river,and commentatorslinkthe formswithWelshgair 'word;phrase', Cornishger'word,address',
and Old Irishgair 'word, command', all going back to Common Celtic *gario-'call, shout'. Because
Gariennusliesbehind modern Yare(and Yarmouth),it is routinelyexplainedby dictionariesof English
toponyrnsas 'babbling(river)'.'

But shouldit? Norfolkisvery flat; and Rivet and Smith observedthat the Yare'swaters are placid
and unclamourous. They hence cited other etymologies, including one by Johannes Hubschmied
concerningherons.'This has been somewhatlostsightof;so that Dr Parsonsof Nottinghamdescribes
Gariennosas a 'very difficult'form, whichhe impliesmay not be Celtic or evenIndo-European at all,
and Dr Isaac of Galway(whotakes the river as the Waveney)thinksthe etymologytotallyobscure.'
Yetevidencefrom Welshseemsto allowa simplederivation.

Welshgaran'crane, heron' is well-attestedin toponyms,as withNantygaranev'stream of the herons',
near CymerAbbey(SH 7219),in a record of about 1371.4Other instances,extendingfromAnglesey
to Glamorgan, includeGarren Brookand Llangarren (SO 3321)near Hereford;Nantygaran 'stream
of the heron' (SN 3642) between NewcastleEmlyn and Lampeter; and Weungarod 'meadow of
herons' near Llanegwad (SN 5121), east of Carmarthen.' There are parallels beyond Wales.
Trenarren (SX 0348)near St Austellis called after Tingaran 'heron's fort', a strongholdon craggy
BlackHead almost surrounded by ocean.' In Scotland a Pictish force wiped out a Northumbrian
army on 20 May 685 by the pool of Nechtansmere(NO 5149),near Forfar.The Welshcalled the
victoryGueithLinn Garan'battle of the pool of the heron', therebypreservingthe Pictishname of the
lake (now drained).' Herons and cranes provide name-elementsin other languagesfrom Norse to
japanese, as with Tranmere (SJ 3287) 'sandbank of herons' in Birkenhead,or the Korean quarter
(withmany Korean restaurants)of Tsuruhashi'crane (tsurubridge (hashi)'in central Osaka.'

Hydronymsreferringto cranes or herons occur, therefore,from WalestoJapan and beyond.It is
true that Watsonexplained Girnock Burn (NO 3192) 'little crier' near Balmoral,Alit Girnaig (NN
9466)near Pitlochry,the River Garnock (NS2959)near Largs,and Dalgarnock,near Thornhill (NX
8795) in Dumfries and Galloway,from cognates of Welshgeir 'word'.° But these are all tumbling
upland streamswhichmightwell 'cry out'. So there is good semanticreason to explainGariennusas
'heron (riveryand Gariannum as 'fort on heron (river)'.The heron (Ardeacinerea)is a fairlycommon
bird (booksspeakof 4,000 pairs in Britain),with many arrivingon the East coast in autumn; but the
common crane (Grusgrus) is uncommon, a 'rare vagrant, mainlyin the south'.'°

Even if the semanticcaseis strong,however,it facesa major objectionfromphonology.The forms
in Ptolemyand Notitia Dignitatumconsistentlyhave which supports a derivation from Common
Celticgario'call, shout', but not one fromgaran 'crane'. That iswhymany linguistsaccept 'babbling
river', even when others regard this as lucusa non hicendosince the Yaredoes not babble. How do we
overcomethis difficulty?A little reflectionindicateswhat is wrong.The internal i of Ptolemyand

Dignitatunzis surelydue to textualcorruption. Both these textsare more corrupt than scholars
allow In the latter,for instance,meaninglessAdurni (Portchester,Hampshire)should, on the basisof
Welsh eiddunaf'1 desire', be read as Adiuni 'much desired one' (a hydronym);meaningless Othona
(Bradwell-on-Sea,Essex)should,on the basisof Middle Welshoeth'somethinghard to get', be read
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as Octona'remote place' (aptlydescribingthis fort, as visitorswillknow)."
If Adurniand Othonarequireemendation,somight GariannwnScribalerror may havecomethrough

interferencefrom Latin.Adurni forAdiuni isperhaps due to confusionwith Latin aduro 'I set on fire':
Othonafor Octonato confusionwith the imperial name Otho;and Gariennus(in Ptolemy'ssource)and
Gariannum to confusionwith Latin garrio 'I chatter', With the last there may have been a Latin
popular etymology,of the 'chattering' river.

If i shouldbe removed,it suggestsreadings Garannusfor the Yareand Garannumfor Burgh Castle.
The internal e of medievalforms (Gernemwa;Yarmouth;in DomesdayBook, Gerne'Yare' in about
1150)would thereforebe due, not to Celtic i-affection,but Old Englishumlaut. That would be no
surprise.The Yarevalleywassettledby the Anglo-Saxonsearly,in the late fifthcentury:and English
pirates may haveknownBurgh Castle'sname stillearlier,as they apparentlyknewthat of Reculver.

This can be shown as follows.Jackson dated i-affectionin British to about AD 500.2 Since the
English had by then settled on the Yare, our form in Garan-would be borrowed as such, at first
keepingitsoriginalvoweljust as Old EnglishCantware'men of Kent' retainsa and Racuulfeor Reculver
retainsu (bothalsohavingbeen borrowedbeforei-affectionin British).The eof Gernemwa'Yarmouth'
and the like would thus, as noted, be due to changes in Old English, not Celtic. As for its initial
consonant, it seemsGaranwasborrowed by primitiveOld English(lackinga velar stop)with a velar
spirant (throughsound substitution),whichultimatelygavethey of Modern EnglishYare."

The above explanationapparentlyprovidesa consistentand satisfactoryexplanationfor Garannus
or the Yareand Garannumor Burgh Castle (aswe may now write them). 'Heron river' is a satisfying
descriptionof the Yare,where herons abound. 'Babblingriver' is not. It does not describethe Yare
and does violenceto the semanticsof Common Celtic *gario-'call, shout'. It may be convenientto
trust the textual accuracyof Ptolemyand .NotatiaDignitatum.But it is not wise,especiallywith Celtic
forms meaninglessto Greek and Roman scribes,who might well repeat superfluousi, as Rivet and
Smith's list of copying errors suggests."The evidence of Welsh, Cornish, and Pictish toponyms,
togetherwithsomecomparativephilologyand textualemendation,hencevindicatesin modifiedform
Hubschmied'sargument of 1955for a meaning 'heron (river)'.

If the above is correct in explaining Garannusor Yare as 'heron (river)',place-name dictionaries
shouldnow explain Yarmouthas `(townat the) mouth of heron (river)'.It is a pity this comes too late
to affectYarmouth's heraldry.(A heron would have made a good supporter for the town's coat of
arms, with its lionsand herrings.)An etymologyfrom babblingwaters may be dropped. So may Dr
Parsons'sviewthat the formsare 'verydifficult'.They can be shownas Celtic,and hence no evidence
for a pre-Celticor BronzeAgestratum in East Anglianprehistory.

A lastpoint. Restored Garannus may signify more than one might think. The crane and heron were
sacredbirds for the Celts.An inscriptionfoundin 1711under Notre-Dame cathedral,Paris,refersto
TARUOSTRIGAPANUS'bull with the three cranes', the medievalIrish wouldnot eat the meat of
cranesexceptunder constraint;and thesebirdshavea sinisterrolein medievalIrishstoryand modern
Gaelicfolklore.' The Britonsof the Yareperhaps alsoregardedheronswith superstitiousveneration.
If so, the Yare's ancient name will have more than philologicalinterest. It may shed light on the
religiousmentalityof Celtsin pre-RomanNorfolkand Suffolk.Heron bonesare effectivelyunknown
in Welsh and Irish middens." Ancient taboo may thus be a special reason why we should not,
therefore,expectto find them in Celticmiddensby Garannusthe Yareor 'heron river'.



A SHORTER CONTRIBUTION 229

NOTES

1 Gelling, 1970, 197;Mills, 1991, 375.
2 Rivet and Smith, 1979, 366.
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9 Watson, 1926, 449.
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