
 

It’s a mystery that has puzzled researchers for almost 150 years. In 1878, a wooden box was discovered 

in an attic in the Welsh town of Holywell. It contained two skulls and a cluster of other bones, wrapped in 

a linen jacket.  

“The immediate premise that you draw from that is that at least one of these two was dismembered 

after death and that one of the heads was stuck on a spike.” . Recent investigations have lead researchers 

to surmise  that the bones could well have belonged  to two Welsh priests,  Philip Evans and John Lloyd. 

Philip Evans was playing tennis on July 21, 1679, when he heard that he would be executed the following 
day. He reportedly received the news in good spirits and asked permission to finish the game in the 
grounds of the prison where he was being held. 

Evans was born around 34 years earlier in Monmouthshire, southeast Wales. He studied at the English 
Jesuit College at St Omer in Flanders, entering the Jesuits at the age of 20. In 1675, he returned to his 
homeland to serve as a missionary: a perilous enterprise following the Welsh Reformation. 

Priest -hunters tracked Evans down on Dec. 2, 1678. After weeks of solitary confinement at Cardiff Gaol, 
in Cardiff Castle,  he was allowed to share a cell with another condemned man, John Lloyd. 

Lloyd was older than Evans.  Born in Brecon, mid-Wales, he trained for the Catholic priesthood in         
Valladolid, Spain. He came back to Wales in 1654, knowing that he risked his life by doing so. 

Evans and Lloyd were condemned to death at the Spring Assizes in 1679. A jailer allowed them                           
considerable freedom in their final months, with Evans playing the harp as well as engaging in racket 
sports. 

On the evening before his execution, Evans wrote to his younger sister, a nun in Paris. “Dear Sister,” he 

said. “I know that you are so well versed in the principles of Christian courage as not to be at all startled 

when you understand that your loving brother writes this as his last letter unto you, being in a few hours 

hence to suffer as a priest and consequently for God’s sake. What greater happiness can befall a Christian 

man?”  

The execution took place on 22nd July 1679  at Gallows Field which is now the junction of City Road and 

Richmond Road in Roath Cardiff.  Evans was the first to be hanged, drawn, and quartered the next day. 

Witnesses noted that his executioners showed unusual aggression. At executions of groups of Catholic 

priests, the first killing was often especially savage, in an attempt to persuade those waiting to recant. 

But Lloyd held fast to the faith to the end. 

 
 

Visit of the Relics of  

SS Philip Evans and John Lloyd.  

St David’s Cathedral  

July 13th. 

Mass will be celebrated  

11.00am   and 7.00pm 
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