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Abstract

The place-name Combe Martin in Devon serves as a "linguistic sandwich," preserving 
three distinct layers of British history: Brittonic Celtic, Old English, and Norman French. 

This file explores the transition of the term cumb from an Insular Celtic topographical 
descriptor to an Old English loanword, acting as a "linguistic fossil" of the Anglo-Saxon 
expansion into the South West.

I. The Manorial Layer: The Norman Suffix

The Martin suffix in Combe Martin is a manorial affix, introduced following the Norman 
Conquest of 1066. It denotes the ownership of the manor by the Anglo-Norman FitzMartin 
family, specifically Martin de Tours (or his descendants), who were granted the lands in the 
late 11th century. 

Martin is a personal name of a Norman landholder, not itself a French topographical 
element. 

This administrative layer was added to distinguish the settlement from other regional 
"combes" and represents the feudal reorganisation of the English landscape under 
Norman rule.

II. The Topographic Layer: The Old English "Cumb"

The word cumb (modern English combe or coomb) is a significant departure from standard 
Old English geographic nomenclature. While most Old English words for geographic 
features are purely Germanic in origin (e.g., hill, field, or stream), cumb is a distinct 
exception.

As noted by Jackson (1953), cumb serves as a linguistic fossil marking the specific 
interaction between migrating Anglo-Saxons and native Brittonic-speaking Celts. Unlike 
the Germanic denu (a long, narrow valley), cumb was adopted to describe a specific 
landform: a short, broad, bowl-shaped valley.
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III. The Brittonic Origin and Jackson’s Chronology

The linguistic authority for this borrowing is rooted in the work of Kenneth H. Jackson in 
Language and History in Early Britain. Jackson demonstrated that:

1. Phonetic Matching: The Old English cumb matches the form in Brittonic—the 
branch of Insular Celtic spoken in the British Isles and Brittany—at the exact 
moment of the Anglo-Saxon expansion.

2. The Window of Expansion: In the West Country (specifically Dumnonia/Devon), the 
expansion occurred primarily between the 7th and 9th centuries.

3. Bilingualism and Overlap: The survival of cumb indicates that this expansion 
involved a significant period of bilingualism or cultural overlap. The Saxon settlers 
did not merely replace the native population; they lived alongside them long enough 
to adopt specialized topographical vocabulary that was more suited to the local 
terrain than their own Germanic lexicon.

IV. Conclusion

Combe Martin stands as a testament to the persistence of native British identity within the 
English language. The name preserves the ancient physical description of the land 
(cumb), the language of the subsequent settlers (Old English), and the legal authority of 
the post-Conquest era (Martin).
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Verify the Linguistic Elements

To confirm the meanings and origins of cumb and combe:

• Watts, The Cambridge Dictionary of English Place-Names. Look up Combe Martin 
and the element cumb for earliest spellings, meanings, and etymology.

• Gelling, Place-Names in the Landscape. Confirms the topographical sense of cumb 
as a short, broad, bowl-shaped valley.

• Jackson, Language and History in Early Britain. Provides the linguistic argument for 
cumb as a Brittonic loanword and outlines the chronology of Anglo-Saxon 
expansion into the West Country.

These works allow readers to verify the linguistic “layers” described in the main text.

Verify the Manorial “Martin” Element

To confirm the Norman origin of the suffix Martin:

• Domesday Book (1086). Shows the post-Conquest landholding structure in North 
Devon.

• Victoria County History (VCH) – Devon. Provides detailed manorial history, including 
the FitzMartin family.

• Historic England / North Devon AONB summaries. Offer accessible explanations of 
the name’s components and historical context.

These sources confirm that Martin refers to the Norman landholders who controlled the 
manor after 1066.

Verify the Landscape Interpretation

To confirm that Combe Martin matches the landform implied by cumb:

• Ordnance Survey maps show the characteristic bowl-shaped valley associated with 
cumb place-names.

• Distribution of “combe” names concentrated in Devon, Somerset, Dorset, and 
Wiltshire, supporting the Brittonic-loan interpretation.

Verify the Historical Chronology

To check the timeline of Anglo-Saxon movement into Devon:

• Jackson’s chronology places the main period of West Saxon expansion into 
Dumnonia between the 7th and 9th centuries.

• Histories of Dumnonia and the West Saxons. Provide archaeological and historical 
context for this period of cultural overlap.



Verify Interpretive Nuance

For readers who want to explore scholarly debate:

• Ekwall, Concise Oxford Dictionary of English Place-Names

• English Place-Name Society (EPNS) volumes

• Key to English Place-Names (KEPN) online database

These sources show both the mainstream view (Brittonic loanword) and alternative 
interpretations (semantic extension within Old English).

Please note: We’ve attempted to present an accurate and well-sourced summary of the 
"linguistic sandwich" that defines the name Combe Martin.

We welcome feedback by Email. Replies can take up to seven days.

Public Access: Produced by the Combe Martin Village History Project (CMVHP), the 
document is intended for non-commercial sharing and educational use, ensuring that the 
local community and researchers can access the history of the Combe Martin area. 
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