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Medieval Swansea

  Medieval Swansea in the middle ages was a very different place than the city you see today. It was a thriving port, trading goods with many other countries across Europe and consequently developing into a highly multi-cultural community. This small town in South Wales was an important centre during this period comparable with many other European towns of this time (Clarke, 2015, pp.249). Although not much of the medieval town survives today having been heavily bombed during World War 11, but also in recent years re-development of the city centre in particular, having almost completely obscured most of the medieval town and its buildings. However this re-development has revealed much of Swansea’s medieval past, resulting in quite a few rescue archaeological excavations, these projects have rekindled peoples interest in the city’s varied and important historical periods, especially in the medieval centre and its surroundings (Clarke, 2015).
     These new archaeological discoveries have resulted in a Case Study , concentrated on Medieval Swansea and its association with other Welsh and British towns and cities. This case study known as “City Witness” Place and Perspectives in Medieval Swansea, is primarily a digital journey through this period , relating people to places and memory (Clarke, 2015).
     The main focus of this project is the unusual story of ‘the Miracle of William Cragh’. Cragh, along with several other men attacked Oystermouth Castle , killing thirteen of its occupants and then burning it to the ground, probably on the orders of Rhys Ap Meredydd, a descendant of the royal line of the Welsh Kingdom of Deheubarn. William Cragh and his accomplices were sentenced to death by hanging. According to several witnesses , this took place somewhere between September 29th and November 1st in the year 1290, on a hill within view of the castle. However , the unusual part of the hanging was when one of Craghs accomplices was also added to the gallows, they broke in half; “However they had been hanging on the gallows so long that everyone present Judged them to be dead” (Bartlett, 2013 pp.1-3). Cragh had to be hanged for a second time having shown signs of life after the first attempt, but according to witnesses he also survived the second hanging. These witnesses would later be called upon to gather evidence of this “supposed miracle”
   “In the summer of 1307 an inquiry opened in London to investigate whether Thomas de Cantilupe , Bishop of Hereford, who had died 25 years earlier, could rightly be regarded as a Saint”(Bartlett, 2013, pp.1-3). His inquiry would have to hear testimonies about the life , and the reputation that followed him, and the miracles he had performed after his own demise. The witnesses to Cragh’s hanging and his supposed ‘resurrection’ would be the first people to give their accounts at this inquiry. Having heard the witnesses statements and of course many other stories of miracles , Thomas de Cantilupe was granted Sainthood and his tomb lies in Hereford Cathedral to this day. Cragh made a full recovery and apparently lived on for at least another eighteen years (Williams, 2014).
    Projects like “Swansea’s City Witness” can almost enable us to travel back in time, thanks to the unique research resources of the witness statements attesting to the Cragh’s hanging, “the apparent Miracle”. 
  The projects digital themes enable us to view Swansea within a virtual context produced in a Geographical Information System (G.I.S) as well as drawing on other archaeological and documentary evidence. It allows us to relate to the time of Cragh’s hanging in medieval Swansea, showing us the route he took to the gallows from the castle, passing the medieval structure such as the town walls , the streets, the town gates and the ecclesiastical buildings (Williams, 2014).
   By linking the digital version of the medieval witness statements to the virtual tour of Swansea using computer generated images and fly through animations, it allows us to a certain extent imagine the multi-cultural languages and smells on the streets, and the overall interactions of daily life within Swansea. The project also has the ability to reach out to the general public, making the medieval history of Swansea and obviously many other towns and cities across Britain much more accessible to those people that might not have previously thought about their own local history. Prior to the “City Witness” project, and due to the lack of Medieval Swansea’s buildings having survived, there was an obvious gap in our understanding of this period in history, but with “City Witness” and many more similar projects across Britain it has re-engaged peoples interest in the Medieval period. 
“Utilizing digital tools to link textural and visual mapping and bringing inter-disciplinary approaches to questions of place and identity. The concept of witnessing has enabled new research to be undertaken and has revealed ideas about perceptions and recollections , as well as memory and landscape.” 
(Clarke, 2015, p.253)
   However, without the inquiry in London investigating whether Thomas de Cantilupe, Bishop of Hereford, could rightly be regarded as a Saint and the subsequent recording of the nine witness statements, their recollections of where they stood, what they saw, when they saw it and how they perceived the hanging of William Cragh, the “City Witness” project and many other historical research projects would be greatly reduced in content. The witness statements are probably the closest we will ever get to understanding the medieval period in Swansea and the surrounding area, however the combination of many documented events in history and the continued use of the ‘digital tool’ will continue to engage with people to further understand the medieval period.
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