


 

An examination of the hanging of William Cragh in 1287 at Swansea castle.

[image: ]	Comment by Jan White: 
The W.C. miracle: A life saved from going down the medieval privy


In this exercise we work from the [footnoteRef:1]Swansea ‘City Witness’ website. City Witness provides an account of the prosecution and hanging of William ap Rhys or ‘Cragh’ at Swansea castle. William Cragh lived in medieval Swansea and in 1287 he was one of the invaders of the Anglo-Norman Oystermouth castle when thirteen of men of Lord Briouze were killed. We are told that both Swansea and Oystermouth castles belonged to the de Briouze family, they were Lords of the Gower. To pay for his bad deeds, William Cragh was sentenced to be hanged outside the walls of the city and the after events of the hanging were later reported as being miraculous.  [1:  Top of Form


] 


The supposed miracle was that William Cragh was hung but due to the gallows breaking he was hung a second time and declared dead. Before the dead William Cragh was taken for buriel, he was examined and pronounced to be still alive, although he was said to be in an unpleasant physical condition with a black protruding tongue and with his eyes popped out of his head. The resuscitation was declared to be a miracle and linked to Thomas Cantilupe, a previous Bishop of Hereford.

Twenty years later in 1307, we are told there was canonisation application for Thomas Cantilupe, with envoys from Pope Clement V gathered in London and  Hereford to explore many miracles including that of Thomas Cragh’s survival in 1287. The Pope’s representatives heard nine witnesses give their accounts of the details they remembered on the double hanging of William Cragh and the miracle which followed. The envoys decided, however, that Cragh’s death was insufficiently impressive to include in the Canonisation application for Thomas Cantilupe but their recordings have provided an interesting document with detailed witness statements from the time.

From these statements, it seems the words of Lady Mary de Briouze are well worth examining. Lady Mary was the third wife of Lord William de Briouze and, in 1297 when the hanging of William Cragh occurred, she lived at Swansea castle. Lady Mary is shown to be a woman of independent means before she married Lord de Briouze, which may be why she acted securely in speaking out to support the brigand William Cragh. She seems confident in her position in society and not afraid to disagree with her husband. Although the text does not provide a specific relationship between Lady Mary de Briouze and William Cragh, the [footnoteRef:2]'twice-hanged man', it says that Lady Mary had tried to persuade her husband to pardon William Cragh and the account describes how Lady Mary had 3.'a mysterious interest in William Cragh's fate' though her appeal to her husband, for clemency, failed.  [2:  Top of Form
Bottom of Form
] 


We are left to wonder why Lady Mary was involved in the events surrounding ‘the miracle’ by pleading for the life of William Cragh before his execution and arranging the examination of his body following his hanging and further question why a noble Anglo-Norman woman would stand up to support a Welsh commoner and bandit and  why send one of her staff to 'measure' William's body? The common custom of ‘measuring’ used string to take the dimensions of a dead person's injured part (in this case the whole body), when the measurement was made the string would be covered in wax to form a votive candle which was lit to attract the attention of a saint. It was hoped the saint would intercede on the injured person's account and miraculously cure them. In William Cragh’s case, the measuring was to attract the attention of the late Bishop of Hereford, Thomas de Cantilupe, to whom was attributed with many local miracles at that time. The measuring and accompanying prayers were a reported success as William’s foot started to move, his breathing resumed, and his eyes withdrew back in their sockets 4 'of their own accord'. When fully recovered, he visited the Lord and Lady de Briouze at their Swansea castle where it is reported William Cragh told the lord and lady of the miracle in the hope of pardon. Accepting the miracle, and attributing it to Thomas de Cantilupe, the Lord and Lady de Briouze made a three day journey to Hereford accompanied by William Cragh. William Cragh made the journey on foot but we are not enlightened as to whether that was in penitence for his wrong doings, in homage to Thomas Cantilupe or a necessity of his class. When in Hereford and at the bishop's tomb, the medieval process of thanksgiving for a miracle was followed with offerings of the noose, with which William Cragh was hanged, and a wax effigy of a man on the gallows.

It is difficult to affirm how true, reliable or valuable was the testimony of Lady Mary de Brouize, mainly because we are working from a Medieval report recorded twenty years after the event, but, if viewed from a current day perspective, the story may appear more nonsense than miracle.

The report on Medieval Swansea has some a particularly interesting insights as to where the witnesses physically were at the time of the hanging. In the case of Lady Mary de Briouze, she was safely inside the castle and not even watching the intended death of William Cragh. 
4. The Story / The Twice-hanged Willian Cragh, City Witness, medievalswansea.ac.uk, http://www.medievalswansea.ac.uk/en/the-story/the-twice-hanged-william-cragh/

In medieval times, not being at the scene was unimportant, the rule was of ‘common belief’ as in what was commonly believed at the time. It is evident that Lady Mary, not viewing the hanging of William Cragh in 1287 on Gallows Hill in Swansea, did not prevent her presenting her thoughts as facts when acting as a witness to the Popes representatives. 

Lady Mary was a strong supporter of both William Cragh before and after his death and revival and she was evidently keen to represent his case to the pope envoys: More the pity that the questioners did not take the time to investigate her interest in William Cragh. 

To conclude: It may be that a sceptical viewer of the proceedings in 1287 and 1307 could consider the whole double hanging and resurrection epic to be either a hoax or a confidence trick or maybe just a hopeful, entertaining Medieval tale.
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