Description of William Cragh’s dead body

William ap Rhys, known as William Cragh, was a Welshman involved in the burning of Oystermouth Castle and the killing of thirteen men on 5th of July 1287.[footnoteRef:1] Cragh was arrested and sentenced to death for his actions alongside a local Welsh lord Trahaearn ap Hywel.[footnoteRef:2] What makes William Cragh remarkable is the fact that he was not only hanged twice, but also miraculously returned to life apparently through the Grace of God and the intervention of one Thomas Cantilupe.[footnoteRef:3]  [1:  Harriet Webster, ‘The Twice Hanged William Cragh’, from: https://www.medievalswansea.ac.uk/en/the-story/the-twice-hanged-william-cragh/index.html; [accessed 28/4/2023]]  [2:  Webster, ‘The Twice Hanged William Cragh’]  [3:  Webster, ‘The Twice Hanged William Cragh’] 

Thomas Cantilupe was the son of a Baron born in Buckinghamshire in either 1218 or 1222 based upon Richard Swinefield’s assertion that Thomas was 63 when he died in 1282.[footnoteRef:4] Thomas entered and rose through the ranks of the Church until on 8th September 1275 he was consecrated as Bishop of Hereford at Canterbury Cathedral.[footnoteRef:5] Bishop Thomas would hold this office until his death.[footnoteRef:6]  [4:  Nona D. S. Martin, ‘THE LIFE OF SAINT THOMAS OF HEREFORD’, in St. Thomas Cantilupe Bishop of Hereford: Essays in His Honour, ed. Meryl Jancey (Hereford: The Friends of Hereford Cathedral Publications Committee for the Dean and Chapter, 1982), pp. 15-19, (p. 15)]  [5:  Martin, ‘THE LIFE OF SAINT THOMAS OF HEREFORD’, (p. 18)]  [6:  Ibid. (p.18)] 

The connection between these two men: William Cragh and Thomas Cantilupe, was brought to light in 1307 when commissioners from Pope Clement V interviewed nine witnesses to William Cragh’s death.[footnoteRef:7] This was a part of the canonization process of Thomas Cantilupe wherein evidence needed to be gathered of the potential saint’s life and miracles in order to inform the Papal decision.[footnoteRef:8] Reportedly, Lady Mary de Briouze, wife of the Lord of Oystermouth Castle (William de Briouze Senior),[footnoteRef:9] appealed directly to Thomas Cantilupe for the life of William Cragh.[footnoteRef:10] She, Lady Mary, her ladies in waiting and some men who were present were said to have gone and asked “on bended knee”[footnoteRef:11] for Thomas Cantilupe to appeal to God for William Cragh’s life.[footnoteRef:12] It was also noted by the Commissioners interviewing the Lady Mary and her son (William de Briouze Junior) that the Lady had a special devotion to Thomas Cantilupe prior to the hanging of William Cragh - having heard of miracles performed by God through the late bishop.[footnoteRef:13]  [7:  Webster, ‘The Twice Hanged William Cragh’]  [8:  Patrick H. Daly, ‘THE PROCESS OF CANONIZATION IN THE THIRTEENTH AND EARLY FOURTEENTH CENTURIES’ in St. Thomas Cantilupe Bishop of Hereford: Essays in His Honour, ed. Meryl Jancey (Hereford: The Friends of Hereford Cathedral Publications Committee for the Dean and Chapter, 1982), pp. 125-135, (p. 129)]  [9:  Webster, ‘The Twice Hanged William Cragh’]  [10:  Robert Bartlett, The Hanged Man: A Story of Miracle, Memory and Colonialism in the Middle Ages, (Princeton: Princeton university Press, 2004), pp. 6-7]  [11:  Robert Bartlett, The Hanged Man, p. 7]  [12:  Ibid. p. 7]  [13:  Ibid, p. 7] 

As a part of these interviews, the Papal representatives also recorded William de Briouze Junior’s recollection of the state of William Cragh’s body after his second hanging.[footnoteRef:14] According to his own account William de Briouze junior had seen the hanging from a distance but had later gone out with some companions to see Cragh’s corpse which was laid out at the house of the Burgess of Swansea.[footnoteRef:15] Another detail which the Papal commissioners made a note of was the opinions the local justices held of William Cragh. This was done to make sure none of these officials could have had a hand in the fabrication of a miracle.[footnoteRef:16] Particularly, William de Briouze junior asserted that he, his father and all their officials and servants hated William Cragh as he was known locally for all manner of “wicked deeds”.[footnoteRef:17] These people holding such opinions of Cragh was corroborated by William of Codineston, Lord de Briouze’s chaplain, who expressed that William de Briouze and his Justices had “rejoiced”[footnoteRef:18] at William Cragh being hanged.[footnoteRef:19] From these opinions, Robert Bartlett in his book: The Hanged Man: A Story of Miracle, Memory and Colonialism in the Middle Ages, concluded that William de Briouze Junior would have found the sight of William Cragh’s dead body “gratifying”.[footnoteRef:20] Personally, I am inclined to agree with this assessment and would go so far as to say it was this hatred of William Cragh which prompted William de Briouze Junior to find and inspect the cadaver of the hanged man.  [14:  Ibid. p. 6]  [15:  Robert Bartlett, The Hanged Man, p. 6]  [16:  Robert Bartlett, The Hanged Man, p. 5]  [17:  Robert Bartlett, The Hanged Man, p. 5]  [18:  Ibid. p. 5]  [19:  Ibid. p. 5]  [20:  Ibid. p. 6] 

The extract itself is a record of the account given by William de Briouze Junior of William Cragh’s lifeless body.[footnoteRef:21] The extract recalls some rather gruesome details of William Cragh’s corpse, such as that his face was encrusted in blood and that his eyes had popped out of his eye sockets - which too were full of blood.[footnoteRef:22] Throughout the extract, especial emphasis is placed on the fact that William Cragh would have been totally unable to breathe[footnoteRef:23] to a point that this is mentioned three times in the extract.[footnoteRef:24] The first reference to this is quoted directly from the witness, who asserted that William cragh could not have been able to breathe through his mouth or nose because of the way his neck was swollen and misshapen because of the hanging.[footnoteRef:25] The second time Cragh’s inability to breath is brought up it in relation to the state of his tongue, or rather the fact that it was so swollen it was as large “as if an ordinary man was holding two fists together at the same time”[footnoteRef:26] such that “if he had been alive”[footnoteRef:27] he would not have been able to withdraw his tongue or breathe – in or out.[footnoteRef:28] The specific phrase “if he had been alive”[footnoteRef:29] is interesting as it implies that the witness totally believed William Cragh was completely dead, lending credence to the account. What’s more the latter half of the extract is a long quote from the witness, a first-hand source therefore probably reliable.[footnoteRef:30] However, the witness is recalling events from eighteen years prior[footnoteRef:31]and although a sight such as a hanged body may have been so imprinted on a viewer’s mind that it does not dim but human memory is very fallible. In this I am inclined to disagree with Robert Bartlett who asserts that the image was fresh in William de Briouze Junior’s mind even after 18 years,[footnoteRef:32] while I believe the length of time cast doubt on oral witness. [21:  Vatican City, Vatican MS Latin. 4015, fol. 11r, trans. H. Webster]  [22:  Vatican City, Vatican MS Latin. 4015, fol. 11r, trans. H. Webster]  [23:  Vatican City, Vatican MS Latin. 4015, fol. 11r, trans. H. Webster]  [24:  Ibid.]  [25:  Ibid.]  [26:  Ibid.]  [27:  Ibid.]  [28:  Ibid.]  [29:  Ibid.]  [30:  Ibid.]  [31:  Robert Bartlett, The Hanged Man, p. 6]  [32:  Robert Bartlett, The Hanged Man, p. 6] 

The other detail the extract makes a point of noting is that William Cragh could not have been able to breathe “according to the way of nature”.[footnoteRef:33] This is significant as in order for his resurrection to be considered a miracle it could not be due to natural causes. [33:  Vatican City, Vatican MS Latin. 4015, fol. 11r, trans. H. Webster] 

A point that should be considered however is the nature of this source. It is an account of the interview with the witness, not a witness statement.[footnoteRef:34] There are at least eight different hands which wrote in this manuscript[footnoteRef:35] and the witness account has been edited and amended quite a bit prior to its inclusion in the manuscript.[footnoteRef:36]  [34:  Vatican City, Vatican MS Latin. 4015, fol. 11r, trans. H. Webster]  [35: Webster, ‘The Twice Hanged William Cragh’]  [36: Webster, ‘The Twice Hanged William Cragh’] 

The extract also forms part of a manuscript intended to be used as evidence for the canonization of Thomas Cantilupe[footnoteRef:37] and as such was written with a very particular purpose in mind, leaving it with an inherent bias.[footnoteRef:38] [37:  Webster, ‘The Twice Hanged William Cragh’]  [38:  Webster, ‘The Twice Hanged William Cragh’] 

Therefore, despite the amendments made later and the potential bias, this extract is very significant as it presents a first-hand account of the dead body of William Cragh which confirms he was dead, recorded a relatively short time after the event. The account is made more compelling by its corroboration by other testimonies.
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