
 
 
 
 
 



Richard James Cheeswright


An Historical Essay on the Livery Companies of London



[image: ]


    Published by Good Press, 2022




goodpress@okpublishing.info



    EAN 4064066067243
  



Introduction.



Table of Contents




SINCE I was first enrolled as a Liveryman of the Ancient Company of Cutlers, I have constantly lamented the want of a history which could make the Members thereof somewhat acquainted with the origin of the Company, and having for some years been favoured with frequent opportunities of acquiring information respecting the concerns of the Company, I have felt it would be interesting to many of my Brother Liverymen also to become acquainted with some particulars of the Ancient Guild to which they have the honour to belong.


I have accordingly collected a few remarks on the Livery Companies of London generally, with an account of the Incorporation of the Cutlers' Company—its Charters, Fundamental Laws, Bye-Laws, Estates, and Charities.


I now present it to my Brethren of the Company, and should it have the good fortune to receive their approbation, I shall consider the time devoted to its composition as having been well employed, and esteem myself amply rewarded for my labour.



R. J. CHEESWRIGHT.





Croydon, 1881. 

​
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"Individuals may form communities; but Institutions must found a Nation."





Their Origin and Objects[image: T]HE LIVERY COMPANIES OF LONDON hold a high rank in the history of the City of London. Their wealth, the important trusts reposed in them, the noble charities and foundation schools they support, and their connection with the civic constitution of the Metropolis, make them not only of primary interest to every Liveryman, but when it is considered that they had the earliest share in laying the foundation of British commerce, that all trade originally concentrated in their fraternities, that their records are for the most part of remote antiquity, and afford pictures of the government, religious customs, habits and expenses of former times, it will be seen that few subjects are more important in a national point of view, or admit of more entertaining illustration. Not only does the history of the Companies offer a mass of most important information as to the trading interests of the community, but the ancient Charters themselves, although usually conceived to be the reverse of entertaining, disclose various curious facts, illustrating the simplicity of early times, and of the infant state of commerce. The City Records, and the valuable Collections in the Corporation and ​other Libraries, will most amply repay a perusal on this subject, as detailing the manner in which the Companies were first formed into Societies, their places of meeting before the erection of Halls, the curious customs which appertained amongst them (not the least of which was the admission of Sisters as Associates in the Fraternities), their feasts, their set mode of dress, or wearing a Livery—from which they derive their name—their religious ceremonies, their pageants, and the glorious part they have played in upholding the rights and privileges of the community against oppression and wrong.


GildsThe Livery Companies of London derive their origin from the early associations termed Gilds, which were either Ecclesiastic or Secular.


The Ecclesiastical Gilds were founded for Devotion and Almsdeeds.


The Secular Gilds were formed for purposes of trade and almsdeed. The whole of these associations were at first composed of persons actually and not nominally professing the trades from which they took denomination. The Charters furnish abundant information as to the kind of authority exercised by the Gilds before such Grants were made, and also of the manner in which they governed themselves.


Their Antiquity.These Gilds are of the most ancient repute. In the reign of Henry H they are spoken of as common Institutions. In the same reign the Exchequer History gives a list of 18, which were amerced as "adulterine," or set up without the King's License.


Their Charters.Various Companies received their Charters from Henry II, John, Henry III, Edward I, Edward II, Edward III, Richard II, Henry IV, Henry V, Queen Elizabeth, James I, Philip and Mary, and others.


The Steel Yard Merchants settled in London in A.D. 967, dealing in grain, flax, cloth, and linen; ​they swore to remain unmarried. Gradually this Gild decayed, and in 1552 was dissolved. The Mercers, in the year 1172, held lands granted by Gilbert a'Beckett (Father of the great Archbishop.) A few years later, in 1226, a quarrel took place between the Goldsmiths and Merchant Taylors (then called the Linen Armourers.) Each party—assisted by other Companies—met on an appointed night to the number of 500 men, completely armed, and proceeded to fight manfully. Many were killed and wounded on each side, nor could they be parted until the Sheriffs came and apprehended the ringleaders, thirteen of whom were condemned and executed.


The purposes and functions of the Gilds were manifold; they supported, protected, and regulated trade; preserved trade secrets, and generally watched over the interest of their particular Craft or Fraternity; searching for spurious goods, testing weights and measures, and imprisoning dishonest traders. 


The Gilds were of the greatest service to trade in ancient times, they settled disputes between Master and Workmen—they upheld the Apprenticeship system as being the best for producing skilled labour, and meeting at their respective Halls, while they enjoyed the festive board, they discussed business matters, thus fostering the social virtues, and increasing the mutual interest of Master and Workmen.


The Master of the Gild (under the name of Alderman), was for the time being omnipotent; members of the Gild could not leave London without his permission; the apprentices were strictly ruled; they were bound at the age of 14, and having served their seven years, and being of age and good name, they were then sworn and admitted as Freemen. If a man wanted to follow any Craft in the City, or to enjoy any of the benefits of Citizenship, he must belong to a Gild.


 ​The reign of Edward III, the great dawn of the fine arts and of commerce, gave birth to an entire reconstruction of the trading fraternities, and of the change of name from Gilds to Crafts and Mysteries, and the substitution for the old title of Alderman that of Master or Warden. Special Charters were granted by Edward III, but the Chartering of the Gilds was not the only favor granted by that Monarch. Having found them to be the mainspring of the trade and industry of his Kingdom, he determined to raise them in public estimation. Their Members.He became a member of the Linen Armourers (now the Merchant Tailors), which was the first Company to boast a Sovereign amongst its members. Richard II afterwards became a member of the same Company, and the great, both Clergy and Laity, as well as the principal Citizens, hastened to become enrolled as members of the various fraternities. The Skinners, the Merchant Tailors, and the Mercers, are said to exhibit most princes and nobility in their lists near this time; other Companies had a greater proportion of City dignitaries. The Grocers, towards the close of Edward the Ill's reign, enumerated no less than 16 Aldermen amongst its members, the Cutlers Company doubtless receives no inconsiderable share of such members.


Very many distinguished personages have in our own time taken up the Freedom of the Companies and become enrolled as members thereof.


In the reign of Richard II the Inrolment of the Companies' Charters was, first insisted upon. The following list will shew the date of the Incorporation of a considerable number of the Companies, viz.:—




	The Bakers
	1155
	Henry II.




	The Goldsmiths
	1180
	Henry II.




	The Butchers
	1180
	Henry II.




	The Sadlers
	1272
	Edward I. ​




	The Skinners
	1327
	Edward III.




	The Carpenters
	1344
	Edward III.




	The Grocers
	1345
	Edward III.




	The Vintners
	1365
	Edward III.




	The Fishmongers
	1384
	Richard II.




	The Mercers
	1393
	Richard II.




	The Salters
	1394
	Richard II.




	The Haberdashers
	1407
	Henry IV.




	The Cordwainers
	1410
	Henry IV.




	The Cutlers
	1413
	Henry V.




	The Armourers
	1423
	Henry VI.




	The Brewers
	1438
	Henry VI.




	The Drapers
	1439
	Henry VI.




	The Leathersellers
	1442
	Henry VI.




	The Barber Surgeons
	1461
	Edward IV.




	The Ironmongers
	1463
	Edward IV.




	The Tallow Chandlers
	1463
	Edward IV.




	The Merchant Tailors
	1466
	Edward IV.




	The Dyers
	1472
	Edward IV.




	The Pewterers
	1474
	Edward IV.




	The Cooks
	1480
	Edward IV.




	The Clothworkers
	1482
	Edward IV.




	The Joiners
	1569
	Elizabeth.





Their Halls.The greater part of the Halls which existed before or near the Reformation appear to have been formed from the deserted mansions of the great, and from buildings devoted to religious purposes. Drapers Hall was a mansion belonging to Lord Cromwell; Salters Hall belonged to the Earl of Oxford; The Grocers built their Hall on the site of Lord Fitzwalter's town mansion; the minor companies, in several instances, bought and converted the Halls of the dissolved religious houses into Trade Halls, as, for instance, the Leathersellers, who fitted up the fine hall of the Nuns of St. Helens; the Pinners, who occupied the Austin Friars Hall, afterwards called "Pinners Hall Meeting House"; the Barber Surgeons, who built on part of the site ​of the Hermitage of St. James-in-the-Wall, and others.


Some of the larger Halls were used for other than trade purposes. By the Parliamentary commanders they were converted into barracks; by the Puritanical clergy into meeting houses; and by succeeding Lord Mayors they were occasionally used as temporary Mansion Houses.


 Religious Observances.The records of the various Companies shew that it was usual with the fraternity to pay very particular attention to religious observances on the occasions of elections, funerals, and obits of deceased members. The obit was the anniversary of the death of an individual, and to observe such a day with prayer, almsgiving, or other commemoration, was "keeping an obit." After the Reformation the Liturgy and sermons took the place of Mass, but these occasions of divine service were not so numerous as under the old system. On public days the Chaplain's duty was to pray for the prosperity of the fraternity. In some Companies a very solemn custom prevailed of calling over the names of the members one by one, and praying for each individually and by name. The Merchant Tailors' books in 1645 record that "The names of the Livery being called over according to ancient custom, after which, in reverent manner, prayer was made by the Chaplain, then some of the ordinances of the Hall being openly read, preparation was made for dinner."


Besides these occasions of public worship prayers were said in the Common Hall. Herbert gives an extract of the prayer used as follows:—"Good Lord, keep this noble City of London, and defend it from greivous plagues and contagious sickness, that we may often in brotherly and true love assemble and meet together to Thy glory and our mutual comfort; bless this society and brotherhood, and be present ​with us in all our assemblies and councils that we may use them to Thy Glory and the discharge of our duties."


The plate belonging to the Companies was frequently chased in accordance with their ecclesiastical character, being ornamented with the figure of a saint or some other religious device.


Pageants.All royal processions into or through the City afforded an opportunity for the Citizens of London and the Liverymen of the various Companies to display their loyalty.


It is recorded that on the occasion of the marriage of Henry III in 1236, and again on the marriage. of his daughter in 1252, the return of Edward I from his victory over the Scots, 1298; the coronation procession of Henry IV in 1399 (when Froissart states "Cheapside to have had seven fountains with red and white wine"); the entry of Queen Margaret into England in 1466; the entry of Joan, Queen of Henry IV in 1401; on the arrival of Henry V; the coming of the same King from France to London; after the victory of Bosworth, Henry VII; 1485, the Coronation of his Queen, 1487; on the arrival of Princess Katharine from Spain, to marry Prince Arthur 5th of Henry VII; in 1509, when Henry VIII married Katharine (his Brother's Widow); the Coronation of Lady Anne Boleyn in 1533; and many other interesting occasions, it is stated "That the whole Commonalty of the City who seem to have been Liverymen, brought up the rear, clothed in white gowns and scarlet hoods, with divers conuzances embroidered on their 'sleeves.'"


At the Royal Funerals the attendance of the various Companies was also required.


The Warden of one of the Chief Livery Companies was allowed to attend the Lord Mayor as Chief Butler at a Coronation.


In the year 1559 the twelve principal Corporations ​of London sent all the same number of Companies, consisting together of 1,500 men, to be mustered in Greenwich Park before the Queen, 800 whereof were pikemen in high armour, 400 harquebusers in coats of mail and helmets, and 200 halberdiers in German rivets. These troops were attended by twenty-eight whifflers, richly dressed, and led by the twelve principal Wardens of the aforesaid Corporations, well mounted, and dressed in black velvet, with six ensigns in white satin, faced with black sarsnet and rich scarves.


Their Feasts.The Companies, from their wealth and abundant entertainments, became sources of attraction to those who loved the good things of life.


The Election Feasts in the Halls were especially grand, and were partaken of by Royalty and by the first nobility. These Feasts took place after the ceremonies, when the newly-elected Master and Wardens were "crowned with garlands on their heads." Then followed the "Loving Cup," as is still the custom; next the Minstrels and Players.


Various were the delicacies stored above the Salt at the Feasts, including the "Mighty Baron," "Frumentie with Venison," "Brawn Fat," Swan, "Boar," Conger, and Sea Hog.


The Salt or Salt Cellar was a large piece of plate forming a division between the upper and lower parts of the Table. To be seated above the Salt was a mark of honor, and our ancestors seem often to have placed persons below it in order to mortify them.


During the Feasts the Halls were "aromatized" with a precious Indian wood.


Mention has been made of the introduction of females to the Membership of the Companies. They appear also to have enjoyed the festivities at which they were allowed to be present. The Grocer's ordinances in 1348 show that the "brethren" could introduce their fair acquaintance on paying for their admission.


 ​The Clothworkers gave a grand dinner to James I on his inauguration as a Member of that Company, and it is recorded that in the old Hall of the Company the glorious anthem, "God save the King," was first heard; Dr. John Bull having composed it expressly for the ceremony.


The "Loving Cup" is a great feature in the Feasts of the Companies. It is of Silver or Silver Gilt, and is filled with spiced wine immemorially called " Sack." Immediately after the Dinner and the Grace, the Master and Wardens drink to their visitors "A hearty welcome." The cup is then passed round the table, and each guest, after he has drank, applies his napkin to the mouth of the Cup before he passes it to his neighbour. The more formal practice is for the person who pledges with the loving Cup to stand up and bow to his neighbour, who, also standing, removes the Cover with his right hand and holds it while the other drinks; a custom said to have originated in the precaution to keep the right or "dagger hand" employed that the person who drinks may be assured of no treachery like that practised by Elfrida on the unsuspecting King Edward the Martyr at Corfe Castle, who was slain while drinking. This is also given as the reason for a Cover being placed on the Loving Cup.


It was when the "Loving Cup" (as is still the custom) had gone round that the Minstrels and Players commenced their part of the Entertainments. The Minstrels, who were of various kinds, included in their entries harpers who played and sang in the intervals of the others sounding their cornets, shalms, flutes, horns, and pipes. The Players were generally ecclesiastics, who were the first actors of the middle ages, and an original license from the Master of the Revels in 1662 authorizes "George Bailey and eight servants to play for one year a play called 'Noah's Flood.'" The sort of dramas then in fashion often ​consisted of single subjects, and made but for one performance.


Their Government and Officers.The government of the various Companies was by bye-laws or ordinances—the preserving of their trade secrets being a primary one, and continued their leading law so long as they remained actual "Working Companies," whence arose the names of "Mysteries and Crafts," by which they have been so many years designated. The officers generally consisted of the Alderman (subsequently named Master or Warden), Assistants, a Priest or Chaplain, a Clerk, a Beadle, and a Cook—the latter considered a most important officer in those days.


The Civic authorities exercised an undoubted control over the Companies. The Mayor could fine and imprison the Wardens of Companies at pleasure, and it was common to make presents, or, what in modern times would be called 'give a bribe' to the Mayor, in order to obtain favour during his year of Mayoralty.
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