
Axe 

Two English rivers are now called Axe.  The Somerset Axe rises at Wookey Hole (near the 

cathedral city of Wells), skirts the southern edge of the Mendip Hills to Cheddar, then turns 

towards Axbridge and the Bristol Channel, which it reaches between Brean Down and the 

Uphill suburb of Weston-super-Mare.  The Devon/Dorset Axe rises in chalk hills around 

Cheddington, flows past Chard and Axminster to reach the English Channel by Axmouth. 

The standard explanation of these names, endorsed by most writers, was spelled out by 

Ekwall (1928: 151-7): both started out as Isca, like the Roman legionary bases at Exeter and 

Caerleon, and then suffered SK/KS metathesis, the same process as one can hear to this day 

when some English speakers say axe for ask.  That argument may be valid for the river Exe, 

leading to Exeter, but it is unattractive for the two Axes.  For a start, metathesis could just as 

well work in the opposite direction.  The evidence for an early Isca-like spelling consists of 

fluvium Aesce for the Somerset Axe (in a charter probably originally from AD 718) and a 

mention of Ascanmynster (Axminster) in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle; this looks flimsy 

compared with the overwhelming majority of early spellings in Ax-. 

The earliest evidence about Axe comes from two place names that have survived from 

Roman times.  First is Axium in the Ravenna Cosmography.  Its position in a sequence of 

harbour estuaries around the coast could fit either the Exe or the southern Axe, but the Axe 

wins, partly because of the vowel A, but also because the Exe so firmly claims Isca.  This 

Dorset Axe passes near the Woodbury Farm fort.  It also lies at the south-west end of the 

Fosse Way, an early road whose remarkably long straight course implies that the Romans had 

a good grasp of the essential geography of Britain from early in their conquest. 

This southern Axe has two high places near its mouth: near modern Axmouth is Hawksdown 

Camp “in a commanding position at the western end of a long spur which overlooks the 

upper estuary of the River Axe” and on the other side is Seaton Down Camp, near the site of 

a major coin hoard find.  Major ancient power centres are not common right next to a river 

mouth, so to have two “jaws” like that might indeed have prompted the name Axium. 

Latin axis ‘axle’ (and its many cognates in other languages, which go back to the early spread 

of Indo-European peoples) had a wheel at each end, and to focus on the shaft would be a 

mistake.  There are plenty of similar words: Latin axio/asio ‘horned owl’(Pliny), and asinus 

‘ass’ both have a noteworthy pair of ears; αξινη ‘battle axe’ (Homer) was double-headed (not 

a plain axe); αξιος meant ‘counterbalancing’ (from the idea of a measuring scale with two 

pans).  These all have no certain etymologies so it is a reasonable guess that they are all 

inherently double-ended. 

The river Αξιος (modern Vardar) in Macedonia is the closest ancient parallel to Axium and its 

water also passes through two jaws after reaching the sea near Thessaloniki.  Place names 

have always been reinterpreted by “folk etymology” and modern enthusiasts are probably no 

worse than mediaeval churchmen or classical writers.  Since at least 462 BC Αξιος has been 

interpreted as Greek for ‘not shining’ (negative of PIE *skai- ‘to gleam’).  Many bodies of 

water, such as the Black Sea, have names thought to mean ‘dark coloured’, descended from 

an ancient PIE root typified by Iranian axšaēna-.  Peust (2015) noted that two neighbouring 

rivers are often described as black and white, perhaps metaphorical, perhaps referring to the 

relative muddiness of their waters. 

The Somerset Axe has changed since Roman times, as coasts around the Severn Estuary have 

“retreated by up to 800m” (Rippon, 2008).  It led to an overland trek up Cheddar Gorge 

towards the Charterhouse lead/silver mines and small Roman fort.  It is one of two 

candidates, with the Parrett, to be Ptolemy’s Ουξελλα εισχυσις, judging by its position in 
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Ptolemy’s sequence of names, its coordinates (uncertain by maybe a few tens of km), and the 

word εισχυσις (‘estuary’ not ‘river mouth’).  Ουξελλα might be plural (since Ptolemy also 

mentions an Ουξελλον) so maybe the reference was to the way that Weston-super-Mare sits 

between two promontories, Brean Down and Worlebury Hill.  *Uxela meant something like 

‘high point’, but Greek ακρον ‘height’might have prompted a change to vowel A. 

Previous authors trying (and failing) to explain axis have suggested derivation from PIE *ag- 

‘to drive, to move’, which led to Latin ago ‘to put in motion’, one of whose forms was axim.  

Ekwall (1928: 151-7) suggested that Axe might have come from Isca by SK/KS metathesis, 

but that argument works both ways: Isca (Exeter on the river Exe) might be derived from an 

earlier form like Axe.  There is no need (yet) to abandon the idea that Is- rivers were so 

named because they were travelling routes. 

You may copy this text freely, so long as you attribute it correctly to www.romaneranames.uk and promise to feed back any suggestions for 

improvement.  Last edited 21 August 2019 by Anthony Durham. 
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