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Medieval Swansea: City Witness Activity

Introduction

In 1287, William Cragh was one of a band implicated in an attack on Oystermouth Castle in which property was put to the torch and thirteen men died. Cragh was sentenced to hang. In 1307 nine witnesses recalled that he was hung twice but was miraculously restored to life.[footnoteRef:1]  The following presentation considers one of these witnesses, Lady Mary de Briouze. [1:  Harriet Webster, (ed.& trans.) The Twice Hanged William Cragh,, City Witness Project [online at http://www.medievalswansea.ac.uk/en/the-story/the-twice-hanged-william-cragh/ , accessed 20th October 2021]. Webster retells this story which is the first of a series miracles attested to in Vatican MS Lat. 4015 occurring in the Hereford diocese from 1282-1307 and attributed to the late bishop Thomas de Cantilupe. The manuscript is available in digitized form [online at https://digi.vatlib.it/view/MSS_Vat.lat.4015 , accessed 20th October 2021].] 


1. Occupation and Social Status

Lady Mary de Briouze was the third wife of William de Briouze who had passed sentence on Cragh. She was a person of high social standing even before her marriage, owning a Manor in Yorkshire outright[footnoteRef:2]. She was a woman of influence, gaining an estate for her sons and arranging a good marriage for her daughter[footnoteRef:3].  [2:  ibid.]  [3:  ibid.] 


2. Relationship to William Cragh

Although her relationship with William Cragh is not detailed, it is interesting that Lady Mary had pleaded that her husband spare Cragh’s life[footnoteRef:4] and interceded to ‘Saint’ Thomas de Cantilupe for his recovery or resurrection[footnoteRef:5]. [4:  ibid.]  [5:  ibid. ] 


3. Involvement in Events[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Events witnessed by Mary de Briouze, City Witness Project [online at https://www.medievalswansea.ac.uk/en/witness-timeline/mary-de-briouze/witness.html#event-13 , accessed 20thOctober 2021].] 


Lady Mary largely confined herself to the castle and its grounds and did not witness the hanging. She had pleaded with her husband to show mercy to William Cragh. Following the second hanging, Lady Mary instructed her handmaid to ‘measure’ his corpse [footnoteRef:7], the resulting votive taper then being dedicated to ‘Saint’ Thomas de Cantilupe for his intercession. It was believed that the intercession of the late bishop led to the resuscitation of William Cragh. She had his body returned to his family and when he proved still to be alive she provided almond broth to aid his recovery.  [7:  The string used to measure the body was then wax-dipped to form a taper. This was then dedicated to a saint and burnt whilst prayers were offered. The intention was to gain the saint’s intercession for the deceased. ] 



4. Use of Space in Swansea

Lady Mary appears to have largely confined herself to the Castle and its grounds.

5. Reliability and Value of Testimony

According to the doctrine of the communion of saints, widely believed at the time and persisting in Catholicism today, the souls of the dead persist after the death of their bodies and can continue to pray on our behalf to God. It seems that Lady Mary is a woman of piety, having faith in the intercession of the saints, perhaps especially the late bishop who would no doubt had particular interest in praying for members of his former flock. She also seems to have been a virtuous woman, pleading for mercy for William Cragh and administering almond milk to him as he recovered. Her evidence is likely to be an honest representation of the truth as she saw it. She certainly could provide eyewitness testimony that she pleaded to her husband on his behalf, prayed with faith for a miracle and then tended Cragh as he recovered.  However, she rarely left the castle and did not witness the hanging personally, so if it were not for the testimony of others, we have no proof that Cragh was actually killed by the hanging. Indeed, since the official canonisation of Bishop Thomas could have been a potential boost to the local economy, by spreading the popularity of his cult, with resulting pilgrimage to Swansea, then it is arguable that there was a vested interest to the de Briouze family in persuading witnesses to testify to the veracity of the miracle.
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