Medieval Swansea: City Witness

	
Chosen witness: Thomas Marshall

What was the occupation and social status of your chosen witness?

Thomas Marshall was a priest, thus a member of the clergy. His social status would have been lower than the nobility but higher than the majority of the medieval population (for example tradesmen and peasants).

What is their relationship to the ‘hanged man’?

Thomas Marshall knew William Cragh ‘from boyhood’, having grown up in Swansea and the surrounding area.

What was their involvement in the events surrounding the miracle?

Thomas Marshall attested that he saw William Cragh being ‘dragged’ from Swansea castle gaol and guarded, before being led to the gallows. He claimed to have been at the West Gate, from which he could see the gallows, and that he there saw William Cragh hanged, and then hanged again following difficulties with the gallows. 

Marshall’s testimony states that he then left the West Gate and later heard it publicly reported that William Cragh was dead. After attending vespers Marshall then relates that he went to the house of Thomas Mathews. He there saw William Cragh’s body, and ‘it seemed to him that he was dead’ (he lists the eyes being out of their sockets and ‘hanging down’, teeth clenched so that the mouth could not be opened). He specifies that he did not himself touch the body, but reiterates that when he left he believed William Cragh to be dead.

Marshall goes on to say that he saw a silver bowl and spoon, but not whether William had swallowed anything. He did not see William’s body being ‘measured to the said St Thomas’ but afterwards heard that it had been. He then states that a month later he saw William alive and going to the castle. He ends his testimony by confirming that in relation to William Cragh having visions or revelations, he has heard nothing except that William told him directly of a vision he had had in which saint Thomas had told him he would free him ‘after around eight days’.

How did they use the space in medieval Swansea?

As a priest Thomas Marshall was able to move relatively freely around the streets of medieval Swansea. His statement gives no indication that he had access to the castle (he was not, for example, a priest in the household of Lord William de Briouze), but he is in sufficient proximity to it to be able to note details of the guarding of William Cragh and his garments. 

Marshall uses the streets of the city to access a vantage point for the hanging itself (the West Gate) and calculates the distance between locations according to how many crossbow shots removed they are (although some of these details have been added in a later hand). He later uses the streets of Swansea to attend church and is of sufficiently high status to be welcome in the house of Thomas Mathews (a burgess of Swansea), where William Cragh’s body has been taken.

How reliable and how valuable do you think their testimony is?

Thomas Marshall knew William Cragh from boyhood but there is no indication that he had a vested interest in the miracle being proved and that his evidence should therefore be considered unreliable on that basis. He is neither linked to the castle, and therefore potentially supporting a view from within it (he is in fact physically demarcated from the ‘castle witnesses’ by his interview being conducted in Hereford Cathedral rather than in St Pauls, London), nor (as far as we can tell) to Hereford Cathedral (in whose interest a confirmation of the miracle and subsequent canonisation of Thomas de Cantilupe would have been). 

In terms of the manuscript itself, whilst it is clear that MS Vat. Lat. 4015 has been substantially amended or altered (the hand of a ‘master editor’ can be traced throughout, in addition to other alterations), Marshall’s testimony does not show significant changes to the substance of his evidence. 

There are, however, limitations to Marshall’s testimony. As with all the witnesses, he is being questioned on events which happened (according to Marshall himself) ’15 or 16 years ago’, and it is hard to know how much his recollections might have naturally altered over that time. His ability to note relatively precisely what William was wearing when he left the gaol is a potentially questionable detail in the testimony. In addition much of what he describes is hearsay, that is not his own direct observations of events but rather what he had heard from others. Whilst he witnesses the hanging, he does not touch the body and does not witness a revival; indeed it is a ‘whole month’ before he sees William again. That said, his having known William for such a length of time suggests that there is no simple case of mistaken identity; Marshall was in a position to recognise the man as prisoner, hanged, apparently dead and later alive once more.

In addition to concerns over Marshall’s ability to recall events distant in time, some of which he did not himself witness, there are more general issues which must be considered in relation to the testimony of all the witnesses. As Harriett Webster points out elsewhere on the Medieval Swansea site, it is clear from the manuscript that the questions put to witnesses were deliberate and focused, designed to direct their testimony rather than simply allowing them to relate their own ‘natural’ recollections. She reminds us that the text had a ‘specific…purpose and audience’; had the questions been different, perhaps different answers would have been recorded. There are also factors relating to medieval beliefs. Marshall is told directly by William of his vision of ‘saint Thomas’, but tellingly we see here how his own beliefs may be subconsciously colouring his testimony. The prefixing of Thomas de Cantilupe with the title ‘saint’ before he has been canonised is illustrative, as Webster points out, of a ‘medieval belief system’ so deeply engrained that even when being questioned in relation to a claim for canonisation those questioned universally already grant the title. This suggests that Marshall’s own belief was that Thomas de Cantilupe was a saint, and his testimony may therefore have been coloured by that belief. 

Regardless of the accuracy of Thomas Marshall’s evidence in relation to the resurrection of William Cragh, however (or that of any other individual witness), together the testimonies provide an invaluable source of information on the medieval city of Swansea, its geography, residents and beliefs.  
