Topic 3: Description of the miracle of William Cragh

The description of the miracles of William Cragh is extracted from a book named Miracula S. Thomae Herefordensis, which was originally written in Latin and later translated into English by a poet from New England called H.R. Webster. The medieval history of this book still remains unknown nowadays while it is found that a fragment from a document on the book, which is the raised pastedown on fol. 1r, may reveal the provenance of it. It is suggested that the book comes from Hereford and is possibly from someone in the cathedral clergy or the episcopal families. The book is currently owned by Exeter College of the University of Oxford as a bequest from Joseph San(d)ford, where most of the manuscripts in the book are written by him. The book mainly records the miracles happened between 1287 and 1312 that correlates with St Thomas de Cantilupe, who was canonised by Pope John XXII in 1320. While the selected extract focuses on the execution and the resuscitation of William Cragh, a medieval Welsh warrior.

As stated by C. Kro ̈tzl (1992), there are two common ways to confirm if a person was actually dead at that time. This first way is to simply wait and observe in order to see whether there are any signs of life over some time. Another way is public witness and opinion. It was a usual thing to have many people around when someone was dying in the past, including whose family, friends, relatives and people that were curious. The final exitus would be determined by the opinion of the people who present at the site. 

As mentioned in the extract, there are plenty trustworthy people witnessing the death of William Cragh at the tomb, for instance the nobleman lord, William de Briouze, his wife, as well as their household and subordinates. Besides, the extract has detailly described the execution of William Cragh, such as mentioning specific scenes like William being hanged to a rope by the officers and the rope immediately broke off, causing him to fall on the ground. This description brings out the fact that William had already reached a status of “half dead”. Afterwards, the writer has also emphasized the fact that William had being hanged again and the gallows broke in the middle and separated into two pieces, dropping him on the floor again. Many people had claimed and confirmed his death this time. Nevertheless, those officers still didn’t leave his dead body alone and hanged him up again for the third time in front of the crowd until they have fully certain about his death. Eventually, the friends of William Cragh had come to the nobleman lord in order to ask for the permission to take down and bury the dead body of William. The clear depiction of William’s execution is to put emphasis on the fact that William had certainly lost his life at that time. The motive of the writer is to convince the readers that the resurrection happened later is not due to any false determination of his death. Instead, it is indeed a miracle and also grace and glory from God and the blessed prelate Thomas de Cantilupe. 

Regarding the resuscitation of William Cragh, the writer has particularly recorded how William had restored his life suddenly when people were beginning to bury him. To many people’s surprise, William had the ability to pull in his hands and feet. By mentioning the specific behaviors of William, it would be more credible and convincing to the readers that William had really revived at that time even though it might seem surreal and unbelievable to many people. Apart from describing the behaviors of William, the writer has also quoted the first speech that he had spoken right after he restored his life. William had confessed that the only reason that he could get back his life is because of God and through the merits of Thomas Cantilupe, the blessed prelate.


In the extract, the writer also mentions that William had appealed to the servant of God devoutly for assistance after knowing that he would be sentenced to be hanged on the 26th of November (the six kalends of December). The writer claims that William had been praying to God sincerely in order to pray for a longer period to have penance and improve himself to become a better person. The purpose of including all these details such as how he had devoutly prayed to God and the way he admitted that God and Thomas Cantilupe are his only saviors is to show that his revival is not due to luck, misinterpretation of death or any other person, but God and the blessed prelate Thomas Cantilupe. Some people may doubt the possibility of this miracle. For example, a historian named Robert Bartlett has suggested that one of the biggest uncertainties in the entire story of the execution and resurrection of William Cragh is that Lady Mary, who was the wife of the nobleman lord had interceded for William Cragh and asked her husband to spare the condemned man even though her husband rejected. There is also other saying like Lady Mary had been searching for the dead body of William, making the whole story more suspicious. 

To sum up, the purpose of recording the revival of William in vellum is to pass this story to the people who didn’t get the chance to witness this miracle and even to the future generations, so that people can understand how great and powerful of God and reminds people the importance of worshipping God. The target audience is all of the people, especially those who still haven’t believed in God. By recording the miracles of William, it can strengthen people’s faith and trust in God. Besides, it also tends to remind people that Thomas Cantilupe is the Bishop of Hereford and he had done a great work of connecting the people with God, resulting in miracles like the resurrection of William Cragh, so people should also have respect for him.
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