The Role of Henry Skinner and His Testimony in Medieval Swansea

The testimony of Henry Skinner as part of the 1307 church inquiry into the purported “miracle of the resuscitation of the twice-hanged William Cragh” gives unique insight into social status, justice, and the perception of miracles in medieval Swansea. As a witness in this 13th-century legal inquiry, Skinner provided a detailed account of a local hanging and the events surrounding it, which later led to rumours of a miraculous resurrection. Through his testimony, we gain insight into his occupation, his relationship to the “hanged man,” and his key role in observing the events while offering valuable historical insight into the culture and legal practices of the time.

Henry Skinner identified himself as a “free man” of 34 years, a status significant in medieval English society. In contrast to serfs or villeins, bound to the land and their lords, free men had personal liberties, allowing them to own property and live without feudal obligations to a lord, although Skinner’s reference to living as a tenant under “the temporal lordship of Lord William de Briouze”[footnoteRef:1] implies that while he retained some independence, his property was under de Briouze’s jurisdiction. This autonomy and ownership of property probably positioned Skinner as part of the tradesman or craftsman class, who enjoyed more freedom than other classes in these towns, as discussed by Rodney Hilton: [1:  The Swansea ‘City Witness’ website, (2014) <https://medievalswansea.ac.uk/en/statement/8.html> [accessed 25 October 2024]] 


They were peopled by a majority of men and women who did not produce, totally, their own subsistence, but were engaged primarily in manufacture, food processing and…trade. Certain institutional features were normally…linked with such an economy - freedom of tenure and status, privileged access to the market, some administrative and even jurisdictional autonomy, as implied by borough status.[footnoteRef:2]

Skinner’s economic standing is inferred from his self-identification as a property holder, with many traders investing “trading profits in landed property, both for status and security[footnoteRef:3]”, which may have also afforded him respect within Swansea – his freedom to testify in an official inquiry certainly supports the idea that he was not only a property owner but one who had gained recognition, enough to be considered a reliable witness by the court. His social position certainly allowed him to move about freely and to witness such public events. [2:  R. H. Hilton, “Small Town Society in England before the Black Death.” Past & Present, no. 105, 1984, pp. 53–78. JSTOR, <http://www.jstor.org/stable/650545>. [Accessed 8 Nov. 2024].]  [3:  R. H. Hilton, The English Peasantry In the Later Middle Ages: the Ford Lectures for 1973 and Related Studies. E-book, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975), <https://hdl-handle-net.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/2027/heb01202.0001.001> [Accessed 8 Nov. 2024].
] 


In his testimony, Skinner made it clear he had no personal connection to William Cragh, the man who was hanged, stating explicitly that he was neither related to Cragh nor knew him prior to the day of his execution.

This distance serves to underscore the objectivity in Skinner’s account. He observes Cragh without personal bias, merely as a townsman witnessing the event, and his impartiality in the account suggests that his observations could be taken at face value, free from personal involvement or ulterior motives, strengthening the credibility of his testimony.

The circumstances surrounding Cragh’s hanging, however, must have left an impression on Skinner, especially given the subsequent rumours of Cragh’s survival and miraculous revival being recalled 20 years after the incident. Skinner reports hearing accounts that the lady of the castle had intervened with a religious act involving the revered St. Thomas of Cantilupe, which was credited with Cragh’s “miraculous resurrection.” This level of detachment yet personal witness provides a unique lens through which he records both the actual hanging and the supposed divine intercession.

Skinner’s role in the events was limited to that of a passive observer – on the day of the execution, he stood near the gallows, witnessing the sequence of events, and these observations provide specific details about the hanging. For instance, he noted that Cragh emitted bodily waste – a detail often seen as a confirmation of death in medieval executions. Skinner’s attention to detail extended to the second condemned man, Trahaearn ap Hywel, whose hanging attempt caused the gallows to break due to his size. When the beam snapped, Cragh’s body fell to the ground, fuelling rumours of his miraculous revival.

Though Skinner did not directly intervene, he was one of the primary witnesses to the events that ultimately led people to believe a miracle had occurred. He recounted leaving the scene only after observing that both men appeared dead and were left hanging on the broken gallows, and his accurate, consistent retelling of the details adds weight to his testimony.

Skinner’s movements near the gallows reveal insights into the use of public spaces in medieval towns, especially for public punishment. In many medieval towns, executions took place in open common spaces, like castles or market squares, to act as both a deterrent and, to some degree, entertainment. Professor James Davis argues that while public executions were violent, they also served complex social, religious, and political purposes beyond simple retribution,[footnoteRef:4] reinforcing ideas of divinity in this example of a miraculous event.  [4:  James Davis. ‘Spectacular death: capital punishment in medieval English towns’ in Death in Medieval Europe: Death Scripted and Death Choreographed. Ed. by Joëlle Rollo-Koster. (Abingdon : Routledge, 2017). pp. 130-148.] 


Skinner also recounts the gallows were situated close to the castle, within "two good direct shots of a crossbow," which is notable as being in close proximity of the scene of the crime for which he was being punished for. Skinner’s presence near the gallows suggests that he, along with others, participated in witnessing justice willingly, reinforcing the prevailing legal and social order.

In Skinner’s account, public spaces in Swansea served various purposes: they were not only gathering places but also locations for enforcing laws, allowing townsfolk to observe, discuss, and engage in communal events (including public executions), creating shared experiences and, in this case, sparking the notion of a miraculous event. 

Interestingly, Skinner’s testimony being given in English – since he could not speak Latin or French – indicates that he represented a segment of the population with limited education in these official languages. His testimony provides a more local, lay perspective rather than an elite or ecclesiastical one, making it an important cultural document. 

Overall, Henry Skinner’s testimony provides a valuable historical record as part of the wider City Witness manuscript. His observations reveal medieval practices around punishment, public beliefs in miracles, and the ways people interacted with communal spaces of justice. By acting as an objective and careful witness, Skinner captured a rare view into how justice, religion, and public spectacle were intertwined in medieval society and his account serves as both a record of an extraordinary event and a reflection of the values and beliefs held by people in medieval Swansea.
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