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Medieval Swansea: City witness activity

Witness 148, William Cragh or Scabby, also known as William ap Rhys, was the man hanged in Swansea in 1290 on the orders of William de Briouze, Lord Baron of Swansea following a charge of killing thirteen men. In his testimony, Cragh described himself as being a free man, deprived of his land by the Baron William de Briouze.
Cragh appeared centre stage in the proceedings. Under cross examination, Cragh recalled the events of 15 years before, describing how his relatives led him to the gallows as instructed by de Briouze, and were then obliged to carry out the hanging themselves. He also detailed how Trahraean ap Hywel, a fellow convict, was hanged alongside him on the same gibbet but that he died immediately. Shortly afterwards, he claimed that the beam broke with both men falling to the ground. As Cragh admitted, he had limited recollection of what happened at his hanging and that it was eye witnesses present at the time, who later reported the sequence of events to him. 
Given the circumstances surrounding his hanging, Cragh’s account could not considered to be reliable. His testimony was made many years after the event and was based solely on the accounts of others attending the hanging. It is unlikely that any of his contemporaries present at the hanging kept a written record of what happened that day and that verbal accounts of the event would have been recounted, compared and elaborated by eye witnesses over the succeeding fifteen years. As Tosh observes ‘memories however precise and vivid, are filtered through subsequent experiences.’[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  John Tosh, The Pursuit of History, Routledge, 2015.] 

In addition, Cragh spoke Welsh but no English and it was only with the assistance of two friars, John Young and Maurice of Pencoed Priory who spoke the Welsh idiom, that investigators were able to record his testimony.  This further compromised the reliability of Cragh’s account. Not only was it likely that errors were introduced during the translation and recording of events but the information was subsequently translated into Latin and recorded by scribes, adding a further opportunity for erroneous recording.
Despite the unreliability of the account, Cragh’s testimony gives an insight into medieval life especially the social, political and geographical divide within Swansea, along with the judicial system and the pervading influence of the Catholic church. 

