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    This book follows a city learning to govern itself while being governed, balancing the solidarities of guild and parish against the prerogatives of crown and lord, and revealing how medieval London forged a durable civic identity by absorbing pressures of commerce, belief, and law without surrendering the restless energy that keeps a great town alive. From walls and wharves to wardmotes and courts, its story frames continuity and change as partners rather than rivals, tracing the ways streets carry memory forward even as institutions, markets, and neighborhoods shift, so that a common life can endure across centuries of conflict and adaptation.

The History of Medieval London is a work of narrative history by the English author Walter Besant, devoted to the city’s Middle Ages and to the institutions that shaped everyday life. Written as part of Besant’s broader effort to present London’s past to general readers, it belongs to a body of volumes he produced around the turn of the twentieth century, when accessible urban histories flourished. Its genre is synthetic and descriptive rather than archival monograph, concerned with place, custom, and civic structure. Readers encounter not a chronicle of kings, but an urban portrait in which the city itself is the central subject.

Without rehearsing every event in strict sequence, the book gathers streets, trades, parishes, and courts into a coherent mosaic, offering a guided walk through wards and waterfront, markets and monasteries. The voice is assured, patient, and oriented to clarity; the style favors lucid exposition, punctuated by vivid sketches of daily practice and civic ritual. The tone is civic-minded rather than romantic, inviting attention to how communities work. As a reading experience it resembles an extended tour with a knowledgeable companion, one who pauses to define terms, situate customs, and connect local arrangements to the larger forces shaping a medieval metropolis.

Besant’s method, characteristic of his London studies, is to synthesize what municipal records, chronicles, and earlier antiquarian investigations make intelligible about law, work, worship, and neighborhood life, then arrange those materials so that institutions and topography illuminate one another. The emphasis falls on how wards, guilds, parishes, and courts organized people’s obligations and protections, and how the river and walls conditioned exchange and defense. Rather than argue a narrow thesis, the narrative builds cumulative understanding, moving from concrete places to general patterns. The result is a readable architecture of memory in which physical routes and civic rules continually inform each other.

Several themes emerge with special force: the contest and cooperation between communal liberty and external authority; the ways craft organization and market regulation both sustained livelihoods and policed boundaries; and the interdependence of sacred institutions and secular governance in the shaping of time, charity, and public order. Equally important is the book’s attention to the routines that made a city work—tolls, oaths, feasts, watch and ward—so that politics appears not only in great edicts but in ordinary arrangements. Across these pages, freedom is practical and procedural, belonging to neighborhoods and halls as much as to formal charters.

For contemporary readers, this portrait matters because it models how to read a complex city as a living system, where infrastructure, law, economy, and belief create feedback loops that either amplify resilience or magnify risk. Questions now urgent—migration and belonging, regulation and innovation, public health and crowding, neighborhood identity and metropolitan scale—are here in earlier form, allowing reflection without anachronism. By showing how civic institutions grew from local needs and negotiated with distant power, the book invites today’s debates about urban citizenship to ground themselves in precedent, complexity, and memory rather than slogans or abstractions.

Approached on its own terms, The History of Medieval London offers more than information: it offers habits of attention useful to anyone who walks, studies, or stewards a modern city. Readers may notice formulations that reflect the assumptions of its time, yet its patient synthesis and spatial imagination remain instructive. It rewards slow reading and frequent cross-reference to maps, encouraging the mind to layer processes atop places. What endures is the conviction that a city’s freedom is made locally—street by street, hall by hall—and that understanding those textures is a precondition for any serious engagement with urban life today.
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    Walter Besant’s The History of Medieval London surveys the city’s formation and maturation from its early medieval remnant to the threshold of the modern metropolis. Working in the late Victorian antiquarian tradition, Besant assembles evidence from chronicles, royal charters, municipal records, and surviving topography to reconstruct institutions, spaces, and habits of life. He proceeds broadly chronologically while pausing for thematic portraits, asking how a walled riverside settlement became a self-governing commercial power. Central to his inquiry are the endurance of civic liberties, the shaping force of religion and trade, and the city’s continual negotiation with crown and nobility.

He begins with site and fabric, showing how the Thames, quays, and bridge made London a port before it was a court, and how inherited walls constrained and protected growth. Wards, lanes, and parishes organize space and authority, while gates and markets choreograph daily traffic. Besant traces the emergence of distinct districts devoted to crafts or exchange and notes spillovers beyond the walls as prosperity encourages suburban settlement. Changes in bridges, wharves, and defenses mark phases of investment, and occasional catastrophe forces rebuilding, revealing the interplay of commerce, security, and geography in shaping the medieval city’s plan.

Civic government occupies a central section. Besant follows the city’s liberties as they are articulated through charter, oath, and custom, charting the rise of the commune, the mayoralty, aldermanic authority, and the work of sheriffs and courts. Guildhall ceremony and wardmote practice establish consensus, while watch and ward and the hustings court administer order and law. He underscores the delicate balance between autonomy and royal oversight, with moments of favor and of restraint, and shows how the city’s corporate identity is repeatedly affirmed through public ritual, record keeping, and the careful transmission of precedent across generations.

Economic life is treated through the lens of guild regulation, apprenticeship, and market supervision. Besant describes the organization of crafts, the policing of quality and price, and the pathways by which strangers become freemen. The river makes London the kingdom’s great exchange, drawing merchants from the provinces and from overseas, while customs, tolls, and staple rules structure profit and risk. He situates warehouses, fairs, and shops within the street plan, and shows how credit, partnership, and household labor knit commerce to domestic life. Trade’s rhythms, he argues, are audible in civic calendars, litigation, and charitable endowments.

The ecclesiastical landscape receives parallel attention. Cathedral, parish church, monastery, and fraternity link devotion to neighborhood and craft, shaping education, memory, and relief. Besant details how chantries, hospitals, and schools embed piety within civic responsibility, while processions and pageantry integrate sacred time with urban display. He examines clerical jurisdiction alongside lay authority, noting cooperation and occasional tension, and reads endowments as social texts that record aspiration, repentance, and communal care. The result is a picture of a city whose religious institutions are not peripheral ornaments but central frameworks for belonging, discipline, and the transmission of culture.

Daily life appears in the textures of housing, street maintenance, markets, and drinking water, together with the regulation of nuisance, noise, and night. Besant surveys crime and punishment, from petty disorder to serious offenses, and considers how civic officers, juries, and neighbors collaborate in policing. He treats the shocks of plague, fire, dearth, and civic unrest as stress tests of institutions, noting patterns of mortality, charity, and reconstruction without sensationalism. These episodes, alongside steady improvements in building, storage, and provisioning, show a society that absorbs strain and learns, leaving material and administrative traces that define later practice.

In national affairs, the city’s wealth and organized voice matter. Besant traces London’s part in baronial disputes, fiscal bargaining, and moments of dynastic change, emphasizing how corporate deliberation translates into influence at court and in assemblies. The study closes by linking medieval precedents to later civic confidence, suggesting that habits of self-government, commercial prudence, and parish-based solidarity outlast individual crises. Without forcing conclusions beyond the evidence, Besant’s synthesis demonstrates how medieval institutions made London legible and governable, and why that inheritance remains visible in its civic memory, legal customs, and urban form.
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    Walter Besant (1836–1901), novelist and historian, produced a sweeping account of the city’s past in Medieval London (published posthumously in 1906, edited by H. B. Wheatley). Framed by the City of London’s institutions between the Norman Conquest and the early Tudor era, the work surveys the mayoralty, aldermanic wards, guilds, markets, and ecclesiastical houses that structured urban life. Besant draws on charters, civic letter-books, the Liber Albus (compiled c. 1419), and earlier surveys such as John Stow’s 1598 Survey of London. His narrative anchors the medieval metropolis within documented municipal traditions, commercial networks, and parish communities.

After 1066, Norman rule reshaped London’s governance while confirming valuable liberties. The Tower of London asserted royal power, yet royal charters—from Henry I through Richard I—recognized civic privileges. The office of mayor appears by 1189 with Henry FitzAilwin; the commune’s recognition in 1191 marked collective self-government. Magna Carta (1215) guaranteed the city’s “ancient liberties,” a theme central to civic identity. Besant recounts London’s strategic role in baronial struggles, including support for reformist causes in the thirteenth century and tense accommodations with the Crown. Through elections, wardmotes, and the Husting court, the citizenry developed resilient institutions balancing local autonomy with royal oversight.

Medieval London prospered on the Thames, its quays drawing English wool, cloth, and imported goods. The stone London Bridge, completed in 1209, facilitated trade and tolls, while Cheapside and other markets regulated buying and selling. Merchant and craft fraternities matured into livery companies that governed apprenticeship, quality, and prices, creating a disciplined urban economy. The Hanseatic League’s contor at the Steelyard enjoyed privileges periodically confirmed by English kings, reflecting London’s international reach. Fairs such as Bartholomew Fair, chartered for St Bartholomew’s Priory in the twelfth century, reinforced seasonal commerce. Besant treats commerce as the engine of civic power and continuity.

The city’s daily order rested on parishes and wards. Wardmotes, the Common Council, and the mayor’s court enforced by-laws on building, sanitation, and public conduct. The Great Conduit at Cheapside, completed in 1247, brought piped water from Tyburn, while hospitals such as St Bartholomew’s (founded 1123) and St Thomas’ provided care. Statutes and ordinances governed night watch, curfew, and markets, complementing the realm-wide provisions of the Statute of Winchester (1285). Timber houses crowding narrow lanes prompted fire-prevention measures, and river traffic bound the city’s neighborhoods. Besant’s tableaux of streets, crafts, and civic rituals highlight how regulation underpinned a densely inhabited port.

Religious life centered on St Paul’s Cathedral, its canons administering ecclesiastical courts and hosting sermons at Paul’s Cross that shaped public opinion. London housed influential monastic and mendicant foundations: Blackfriars (Dominicans), Greyfriars (Franciscans), Austin Friars (Augustinian Hermits), and the Carthusian Charterhouse. Westminster Abbey, rebuilt in Gothic from 1245 under Henry III, stood beside royal courts at Westminster, linking sacred ceremony to governance. Processions, guild religious observances, and cycles of worship structured the calendar. Episodes of heresy suppression, including actions against Lollards in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries, illuminate church–city interaction that Besant integrates into a broad civic portrait.

Periodic crisis punctuated growth. The Black Death of 1348–49 sharply reduced London’s population and unsettled labor relations, with recurrent plagues following. In 1381, rebels entered the city during the Peasants’ Revolt; negotiations ended at Smithfield when the lord mayor, William Walworth, killed Wat Tyler in the presence of Richard II, an episode pivotal in civic memory. Fires, notably the 1212 conflagration, devastated districts and bridges, prompting stricter ordinances. During the Wars of the Roses, London’s financial and military support notably aided Edward IV’s cause at critical junctures. Besant uses such shocks to show institutional adaptation within an urban community.

London’s legal culture intertwined civic, royal, and ecclesiastical jurisdictions. The Husting and other city courts managed property and commercial disputes, while royal courts at Westminster developed the common law. From the fourteenth century, lawyers coalesced in the Inns of Court and Chancery near the Temple, nurturing a professional legal community. Alien merchants faced regulation and protection; the Hanseatic privileges exemplify negotiated status. London’s medieval Jewish community, concentrated around Old Jewry, was subject to special taxation and restrictions until expulsion in 1290 under Edward I. Besant relies on record series—Letter-Books, Plea and Memoranda Rolls, and the Liber Albus—to depict such frameworks.

Composed amid late Victorian and Edwardian interest in urban origins, Besant’s study combines accessible narrative with documentary citation. Drawing on Stow’s lineage and newly accessible civic records, it emphasizes municipal self-government, guild discipline, and the city’s role in national politics—concerns resonant with contemporary debates about metropolitan administration and civic improvement. Published posthumously in 1906 with H. B. Wheatley’s editorial guidance, the work popularized archival findings without heavy theorizing. Its admiration for civic continuity and public ritual reflects prevailing heritage-minded sensibilities, while its extensive use of charters, chronicles, and registers presents a source-based portrait that invites readers to interrogate claims about “medieval chaos.”
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A parade of rulers and civic subjects precedes young Henry II, twenty-three, whose accession brings rare peace. He scours the roads like a bulldog, letting all know he means to reign. First order: foreigners must depart; next morning Londoners search the streets and find them gone, 'as though they had been phantoms'. The king keeps Christmas in marshy Bermondsey[2], decides Flemings, William of Ypres[1] among them, shall quit the land, and thereafter visits the capital only briefly—twenty-seven stops in thirty-five years. Yet he wins esteem, being 'pitiful to the poor, liberal to all men,' levying light tribute, enforcing firm justice.
In 1170 Henry crowns his son the Young King, but fever ends the rebel’s life in 1183. Yet his charter drops the elective sheriff, commanding, 'Know ye, I grant my citizens Middlesex for three hundred pounds, and my sheriff shall rule.' Holding that office himself he tightens royal grip until later mayors replace it. Order breeds prosperity; aldermen rule wards like manors, yet the Folk-Mote[3] guards common voices. 1180 fines hit unlicensed guilds—goldsmiths 45 marks, St Lazarus 25, bakers 1, turners 40 shillings, and others. The privileged weavers stand foremost among those properly enrolled proudly today.
Thirty German Publicans reject marriage, baptism, and the altar; branded, whipped, and cast out without food, they sing 'Blessed are ye when men hate you' and perish in the cold. After Earl Ferrers’s brother is murdered, Henry vows vengeance on nightly marauders. During one raid a householder hacks off Andrew Bucquinte’s hand and cries 'Thieves!'; the prisoner names accomplices, John the Old offers five hundred marks yet hangs, and calm returns. Peter of Colechurch[4] rebuilds the timber bridge in 1164 and begins the stone one in 1176, finished in 1209. Counterfeiting draws no mutilation now; Henry simply fines the moneyers.
Thomas à Becket, London-born martyr, grew up in a house where Mercers’ Chapel[5] now stands. His father, Gilbert of Caen, respected portreeve[6] under Stephen, erected a chapel in Pardon Churchyard beside St. Paul’s, believing burial nearest the altar brought greater blessing. Chroniclers repeat the tale that his wife was a Syrian; Holinshed even calls her “a Saracen by religion”, yet Thomas was lawfully born within Christendom. Gilbert died owning many houses and lands. His daughter Agnes, wife to Thomas Fitz Theobald de Heiley, cried, “Nothing should be kept back: all—all must be given,” and dedicated the entire estate to a hospital for her sainted brother.
On 3 September 1189, Richard I was crowned amid tension. To ward off magic, heralds proclaimed, “No Jew, no woman inside the Abbey.” Hoping to win favor, Jews gathered with gifts, tried the doors, and were thrust back; the crowd shouted that the King had decreed their death. Clubs, stones, and knives flew; houses blazed; slaughter and looting raged from noon until the next afternoon. Guilds barred every trade to Jews, the Church damned usury yet left them no other path, while kings, eyeing forfeitures, profited gladly. Thus religious fury, stoked by the coming Crusade, burst into England’s first massacre of Jews.
Richard soon sailed east, leaving Chancellor William Longchamp in the Tower. He dug a moat, seized mills and gardens, jailed bishops, and defied John’s summons. John courted the angry citizens: “Why not ask for the Commune?” they whispered. Bargaining succeeded; the gates opened, John’s host ringed the Tower, and in St Paul’s chapel he granted the Commune; the people swore fealty, a first Mayor followed, though Richard later ignored the office. Charters of 1194 repeated old liberties, that of 1197 ordered river weirs destroyed. Standards of weight and measure came in 1198. When Richard returned from captivity, London’s pageantry amazed the lords of Almain.
Amid the king’s triumphal return, London flaunted gold and silk so dazzling that a by-stander gasped to Richard, “Surely, O King, your people are wise and subtle: they feared no harm in showing such wealth now you are home, though while you lay in captivity they bewailed their poverty. Had the emperor known this treasure, he would never have believed England bare nor have let you go for so slight a ransom.” Richard lingered in London only a few weeks after his coronation and as many after his release; the crown soon passed to John, whose dealings with the city began at once.
In 1199 John confirmed London’s inherited liberties, then on 5 July restored Henry I’s grant of Middlesex at £300 a year and the choice of two sheriffs; the second charter guarded Thames traffic and fisheries; on 20 March 1202 he struck hard, voiding the Weavers’ Guild[8]; finally, 9 May 1215, he formally acknowledged the mayoralty, sealing a Commune of all burghers. Beneath these favours smouldered rivalry: baron-aldermen owning great manors, wealthy merchants, and the ranks of craft. Shattering the weavers—an organisation embracing fullers, tailors, drapers, hosiers, and others—temporarily crippled the artisans and showed the aristocratic party in command.
In 1209 the King’s purveyor tried to haul corn from London; Sheriffs Roger Winchester and Edmund Hardell stopped him, so an enraged John jailed them until councillors at Langley warned the city would riot. In 1210 he convened abbots, Templars, Hospitallers and Cluniac stewards at St Bride’s, exacting £100,000, Cistercians paying £40,000. During the Interdict bells fell mute, services sparse, and royal agents seized church wealth; when guards produced a priest-killer, John sneered, “He has slain an enemy of mine—release him!” The Town Ditch was dug that year. In 1213 Robert FitzWalter fled, Baynard’s Castle[11] burned, yet his banner soon led London toward Magna Carta[9].
The Barons under FitzWalter were storming Northampton when letters came from Londoners promising entry. Hungry for the capital, they sent a strong party that slipped in—some chronicles say by night over ladders, others openly through Aldgate on Sunday while masses sang. Inside they seized the gates, slew royal partisans, declared rebellion, and summoned their chiefs. Government vanished: courts silent, sheriffs idle, dues unpaid. King John, followed by barely six men, was helpless, and on 15 June 1215 he signed Magna Carta. Traders gained freedom from arbitrary tolls, courts were fixed, taxes required consent, and its line rang: “Nullus liber homo… Nulli vendemus… aut differemus rectum vel justitiam.
Keeping London, the Barons feasted a year, certain John would break promises. The king courted Rome and the Cinque Ports, regained strength, marched on the city, yet citizens hurled the gates open and drove him back. Under excommunication and interdict, the rebels turned to Prince Louis. John died; Henry, aged nine, succeeded. Forty barons swore to him, the rest soon after, while Louis, abandoned, lost at Lincoln, was blockaded, saw his fleet destroyed off Dover, won an amnesty, borrowed five thousand marks, and left. London cheered the boy, parliament assembled, the Bishop of Winchester became tutor, and Westminster’s rebuilding began.
In 1221 St Giles’s Fields hosted wrestling between London youths and those of Westminster; the City won. The steward proposed a rematch at Tothill, ambushed them, wounding some. The bell sounded. Mayor Robert Serle urged patience, but Constantine FitzArnulfe cried, “Mount Joy! Mount Joy! God be our aid and our sovereign Lewes!” and led a crowd to burn the abbot’s houses. Chief Justice Hubert de Burgh seized Constantine, his nephew, and Geoffrey; Fouks de Brent hanged them though fifteen thousand marks were offered. Henry maimed suspects, deposed officers, yet in 1227, declaring his majority, issued five charters restoring sheriffwick, mayoral elections, river rights, liberties, and the Staines warren.
In 1229 the papal nuncio Stephen arrived demanding a tenth of every spiritual and temporal holding; bishops and abbots grudgingly agreed to avoid excommunication, but many nobles refused, the Earl of Chester forbidding any levy on his lands. Stephen seized gold and silver chalices when money lacked and installed ‘Caursines[7]’ to sweep up the rest, while foreign priests who knew no English were thrust into parishes. The king added his own burdens—a poll tax, a ward tax, then £20,000 after a city fire—and permitted citizens to seize a newly built synagogue, humorously rededicating it to the Virgin beside his Rolls Chapel.
On 25 January 1230, as High Mass rose in St Paul’s, thunder crashed, a foul stench rolled through, and worshippers fled, save the steadfast bishop and one deacon; when calm returned the rite continued. The drenched summer of 1233 brought floods, four suns in a crystal ring, aerial dragons, phantom armies, and a comet’s tail. In 1236 London decked itself with silks and lamps for Queen Eleanor; three hundred sixty mounted citizens carried golden or silver cups. That year lead pipes drew Tyburn water to stone-crowned conduits, and the mayor’s yearly ride ended with a hare before dinner and a fox after.
1238: scholars walked barefoot from St Paul’s to Durham House to beg the Legate’s pardon. Trouble began when his cook splashed broth on an Irish student; a Welsh companion slew the cook and the university sacked the house. The Legate fled, interdicted Oxford, then absolved them. 1250: the king promised relief yet seized liberties, fined the city, and built a wall round the Tower; twice it crashed. In a dream an archbishop smote it, asking, “Why do ye rebuild them?” A clerk replied, “It is St. Thomas the martyr… If poor artificers… but these walls oppress harmless citizens.” Dawn showed the masonry fallen.
King Henry wrung sums from Aaron of York—14,000 marks for himself, 10,000 for the Queen, after already taking 3,000 marks and 200 marks of gold, a total near 60,000 marks, half a million today. In 1252 he seized half the possessions of every Jew, yet plunder was not their worst torment. In 1225 Norwich Jews were jailed for circumcising a boy to crucify at Easter; convicted, they were hanged or burned. In 1239 another unfounded murder charge cost them a third of their wealth. In 1255 one hundred forty-three Jews faced Westminster for killing Hugh de Lincoln; eighteen swung, the rest languished long in cells.
After Nuncio Stephen came Martin, whose levies angered all ranks. An inquiry uncovered foreign clerics drawing 60,000 marks yearly. When a detained papal courier exposed demands, lords meeting at Dunstable ordered Martin to leave England. He hurried to court asking, “Sire, did you command this, or do your people act without warrant?” Henry replied that he had not, yet added, “My barons can scarce keep from tearing you apart for your pillage.” Terrified, Martin begged safe passage. The king snapped, “The devil that brought you in carry you out to hell!” Calmed, he assigned Marshal Robert North to escort the envoy to the coast.
Parliament refused tribute; Henry swore Rome would never get another penny. In 1241, under papal and royal pressure, Canterbury monks chose Boniface of Savoy, Queen Eleanor’s uncle, though ignorant of his fitness; the King sent a laudatory parchment and forced bishops to seal it, yet a few resisted and some monks fled. In 1250 the armed archbishop burst into St Bartholomew’s, barked, “Indeed, you English traitors!” smashed the subprior’s face, tore the cope, and nearly killed him before canons dragged him down, were beaten by guards, and limped off. London almost rang the great bell; Boniface slipped to Lambeth amid swelling complaints.
Most holy Father in Christ, ‘chariot of Israel and its charioteer,’ the earls of Cornwall, Leicester, Hereford, Norfolk, Gloucester, Winchester, Albemarle, Oxford, with barons, clergy, and seaports throughout England send “Health and due reverence.” Like children at their mother’s breast, they cry that the Roman Church must not become stepmother. They beg the Pope to lift the burdens, injuries, and oppressions repeatedly imposed on England and on their king; otherwise scandal will rise and they must “oppose ourselves as a wall for the house of the Lord and the liberty of the kingdom.” Delay is ending; unreformed wrongs will endanger Pope and king alike.
The reign of Henry III shows that a charter is mere recognition unless power defends it. London, weakened by quarrels between citizens, alternated fury and apathy while liberties vanished. An arbitrary, extravagant king, swarms of foreigners, papal usurers, piracy, and lost trade weighed on city and realm. The Queen, blamed for the strangers, met raw hatred: rowing from the Tower toward Windsor she neared the Bridge; a crowd yelled “Drown the witch!” and pelted her with stones, sticks, and filth until she fled to Lambeth. The Mayor, after hard effort, quieted the mob and guided her, shaken, back to the Tower.
Later a great parliament begged Henry to uphold the charters and free elections; he agreed, gained a tenth of church revenue and scutage, then in Westminster Palace listened while candles hit the floor and every voice cried, “So may all who break this sentence be extinguished and stink in hell,” to which he replied, “Amen, Amen.” War followed: London sent twelve thousand, was routed at Lewes, and after Evesham suffered. The King jailed Thomas FitzThomas, seized sixty estates, fined the City twenty thousand marks, gave the Bridge to the Queen, then issued gold pennies worth twenty sterlings that none was required to accept.
Summoned by the Legate, Earl Gilbert de Clare rode into London, the clergy assuring the citizens he came as the King’s friend. The people pleaded that his great host lodge outside, so the troop crossed to Southwark, yet next morning the Earl returned, seized the gate keys, admitted the roaming “disherisoned” from Ely, and ruled the city. Craftsmen styling themselves the “Commons of the City” joined him, ousted mayor and sheriffs, jailed aldermen, looted wealthy houses, freed prisoners, and wrecked Westminster Palace. Jews, Caursini, and royal partisans held a Tower ward and defended it stoutly. Peace cost London 1000 marks.
In 1267 Henry gave London to Prince Edward, who named Hugh FitzOthon custos; by 1271 he restored mayor and sheriffs, renewed the charter, and sailed on crusade. Bailiffs fixed 1268 revenue at £3,641 from tolls, markets, forfeits, and foreign dues. The same year brawls of goldsmiths, tailors, tawyers, and parmenters ended with ringleaders hanged. In 1270 the Countess of Flanders seized English wool; Henry answered with embargo, seizure of Flemish goods, and expulsion. The ban lasted until Edward, still abroad, summoned four citizens, met the Countess, and made peace in 1274. In August he was crowned with Eleanor and loosed 500 horses to the crowd.
City strife persisted: patricians backed Philip le Taillour, craftsmen Walter Hervey; the King appointed ten arbiters who chose Hervey, whose food-weight ordinances lacked enforcement. In the third year, wards protested that aldermen’s charters spared the rich from tallage. The crown outlawed usury; each offender wore a badge the “breadth of a paveline”. Italians shrugged, but a sweep of Jewry left 280 hanged. London Bridge, neglected after Henry’s widow spent its rents, lost five piers to ice in 1282; Edward set a three-year penny toll for repairs. Bishopsgate, ignored by Hanse merchants obliged to keep it, was rebuilt only after an Exchequer verdict and again later.
After defeat at Builth, Llewelyn, last Prince of Wales, is betrayed to Roger le Strange, beheaded, and his head, silver-crowned, is paraded with trumpets to London and nailed atop the Tower to jeering cheers, echoing the earlier outrages on Simon de Montfort’s corpse. In 1284 goldsmith Lawrence Ducket wounds Ralph Crepin in Westchepe, flees to Bow church for sanctuary, yet Crepin’s allies break in, hang him from a window to feign suicide, and a coroner accepts the lie. A hidden boy later speaks; murderers are seized; a plotting woman is burned alive, sixteen accomplices hanged, and influential friends heavily fined—old guild hatred revived.
In 1285 Cheapside receives a turreted conduit: water long brought from Paddington now pools in a lead cistern, carried by hollow tree-trunks, the City’s only clean public source besides wells. That year the Archbishop commands every synagogue razed, hostility toward Jews peaking. Thomas Piwilesdon, past agitator for the barons, is arrested with fifty allies and banished. Foreign dealers, exposed using private beams and false weights, watch their measures smashed in Westchepe, languish in the Tower, then pay a thousand-pound fine. Nights swarm with robbers, guild rivalries bleed into the streets, and the mayoralty shuttles solely between goldsmith Gregory Rockesley and vintner Henry Waleys.
On St Peter and St Paul’s day 1285 the Treasurer summons Mayor Rockesley to the Tower. He walks to Barking Church with the aldermen, removes his gown and badges, dismisses his staff, enters the fortress as a private man, saying, “As mayor I answer only within our liberty.” Next day he and others are seized; Edward, “finding London without a mayor,” assumes command and appoints Sir Ralph Sandwich Custos. The Custos forbids foreigners to carry arms, sets curfew, shuts taverns and sword-schools, banishes fifty-eight felons, orders every citizen armed, and places six guards at each gate. Twelve corrupt judges are punished: the chief stripped and exiled, the rest fined.
Sir Ralph Sandwich, the King’s custos, re-established obedience in London. Foreign merchants caught using short measures were thrown into the Tower and fined a thousand pounds; terrified shopkeepers scraped pitch from their quart pots to restore honest depth. When three citizens attacked the Sheriff and freed a prisoner, they were seized, tried, and their right hands struck off, the bleeding stumps warning every passer-by. Soon after, leading burgesses smashed open the Tun prison and released its inmates; they in turn were jailed, and the City paid twenty-thousand marks. Through these hard lessons, respect for the magistrate returned.
In 1295 the knight Sir Thomas Turbevile, once captive at Rheims, returned claiming he had escaped the French and was welcomed. Soon he tried to send a letter abroad; the courier betrayed him, so the traitor fled, was seized, and lodged in the Tower. The note opened, “And know that the King is sending into Gascoigne twenty ships laden with wheat, oats, money, and great lords,” urging France to stir Scotland and Wales. On Saturday after Saint Faith he rode out hooded, feet tied beneath a nag, ringed by devil-masked guards; at Westminster he was condemned, drawn on an ox-hide, and hung till nothing remained.
In 1290 Queen Eleanor died; Edward set crosses at each halt of her bier, the last at Charing. That year he expelled the Jews. One party, sailing down the Thames, was coaxed onto sand near Queenborough; as the tide returned they begged help, but the captain jeered, “Cry to Moses who led you through the Red Sea,” and they drowned; some sailors were later hanged. Lombard lenders soon filled the gap. In 1298 Edward confirmed London’s liberties and Henry Waleys became mayor, yet the king kept demanding money, arms, and ships. After his Scottish victory he entered a city while guilds paraded fishmongers with sturgeons.
On 10 August 1305, the captured patriot Sir William Wallace, still in the vigor of his thirties, was led from William De Leyre’s house to Westminster Hall. Crowds thronged the streets, staring at the tall Highlander who rode as gaily as if to a wedding. Seated on the south bench and mock-crowned with laurel—he had once boasted he should wear a crown there—he faced Sir Peter Mallorie. Accused of treason, Wallace replied, “I have never been traitor to the King of England,” admitting only lesser charges, since, owing no allegiance, he could not betray it. Apprentices roared, women watched with pity.
Dragged behind horses on a hurdle from Westminster to Smithfield, Wallace met the ritual death reserved for rebels. The mob packed the Elms to see him hanged only long enough for disgrace, cut down, eviscerated, then quartered; his head blackened on London Bridge, his limbs sent to Newcastle, Berwick, Perth, and Aberdeen. Alone among Scottish leaders he had scorned Edward’s offered amnesty, so the king judged him an outlaw of war. Chronicler Matthew of Westminster spat names: “outcast from pity, robber, incendiary, more cruel than Herod, madder than Nero.” That same year thieves emptied the treasury, and Piers Gaveston’s riot put Prince Edward in prison.
Edward I died 7 July 1307; his son Edward II mounted the Stone of Scone at the coronation of 25 February 1308, Mayor and Aldermen attending. Within months the barons forced Piers Gaveston abroad, yet by 1309 he returned Earl of Cornwall, “to the great detriment of the realm.” The upstart flaunted splendour and sharp tongue, calling Lancaster “old hog,” Gloucester “cuckold’s bird,” Lincoln “Bursten belly,” Pembroke “Joseph the Jew,” Warwick “Black hound of Arden.” Rage peaked when barons captured him, ignored pledge, and beheaded him. Citizens, tired of his petitions, welcomed ordinances shaped by ordainers, read at Friars and proclaimed at St Paul’s Cross.
In March 1311 Londoners gave the King 1000 marks. Mayor Richard de Refham unrolled every charter, read them aloud, and asked, "Will you defend these liberties?" The crowd shouted yes. He cleared night-walkers and 'roreres', barred abuse in court, expelled horse-skinners and fur-dressers from the street, jailed rogues and strumpets, and set sixteen watchmen at each gate; yet he was removed before his year ended, though the French Chronicle is silent. On 13 November 1312 the Queen wrote, "Isabel… make known that God has delivered us of a son, mother and child safe." London lit torches, sang through the lanes, and marched from Guildhall to St Paul's.
Wednesday the mayor rewarded John de Phalaise with ten pounds and a silver cup, which he promptly returned as too mean. The next Monday mayor, aldermen and liveried guilds rode to Westminster, made offering, dined in a tapestried Guildhall, then carolled till night while the Chepe conduit and a pavilion barrel gushed free wine. In 1313 the King demanded tallage; at White Friars the City cited its charters, stalling payment with a £1000 loan and, eighteen months later, £400 more and 120 men for the Scots war. Harvests failed in 1314–15: famine, cattle rot, horseflesh suppers, prison cannibalism; a storm shattered Holborn and Fleet bridges.
Between 1316 and 1318 John de Wengrave, thrice chosen with royal favour, ruled amid quarrels. The commons, while accusing him, drew up fresh articles; the King confirmed them for £1000. The charter sets yearly elections for mayor and sheriffs, bars them from other offices, limits sheriff staff, and orders aldermen to step down yearly. Tallage needs common consent and is guarded by four citizens; seal, weights, beams, bridge and customs rest with officers named by both estates. Freedom calls for six sureties; outsiders cannot retail, brokers elected; freemen bear charges alike, aldermen taxed accordingly, and the community may levy aids on its own goods.
“No inhabitant of any craft may gain the City’s freedom without the surety of six honest men of his trade,” the Charter proclaims, tying citizenship to guilds. The French Chronicle exults, “Many of the trades of London were arrayed in livery and a good time was about to begin.” Short of coin, Edward II launches an Iter in 1321 to root out “unlawful confederations.” For six months Mayor, Sheriffs, Aldermen, and twelve from every ward wait in the Tower while charters are produced, liberties questioned, and a hundred articles served. Reprimands, indictments, and the Mayor’s deposition follow, yet Hereford’s revolt ends the inquiry.
Hereford seeks a meeting; Mayor Hamo de Chigwell promises neutrality between Spensers and Lords. London aids the King against Badlesmere and sends five hundred archers to Boroughbridge, yet soon reveres Lancaster as a saint. Edward presses for a “Charter of Service,” the City stands firm. Queen Isabella lands with her son and a proclamation denouncing the Spensers; Chepe erupts in cheers. The King flees west, leaving Sir John de Weston and Bishop Stapleton to guard London. Rioters haul Hamo from the Black Friars, force him to brand the favourites traitors, seize their ally William Marshall, and butcher him; the commons rule, robbing and killing loyalists.
Before Saint Dionis, Queen Isabella and Prince Edward pin a dawn letter to Chepe Cross urging Londoners to crush Hugh Despenser and the realm’s foes. On the Wednesday before Saint Luke the commons flood the Friars Preachers, force the mayor to Guildhall and wring from him a proclamation banishing every enemy. That noon they behead John le Marchal, then topple Bishop Walter Stapelton, his esquire William Walle and steward John de Padington in Chepe. Choirmen try to lay the bishop in Saint Paul’s, are refused, and paupers bury the naked corpses at the “Lawless Church.” Nightfall brings robberies; next day Baldok’s manors are plundered.
Londoners meet at Leaden Hall, compel the Tower’s constable to yield John of Eltham, Mortimer’s children, Berkeley, Burghersh and prisoners; the freed swear to stand with the commons, while clergy, abbots, justices and clerks pledge watch and ward. Lancaster’s outlawed tablet is rehung in Saint Paul’s, the Black Friars scatter, and rumours call for bishops’ blood. On 15 November the Queen sends the Bishop of Winchester, who at Guildhall swears to uphold liberties and restores the right to elect a mayor; citizens choose Richard de Betoyne and John Gisors. Early 1327 Mortimer repeats the oath, Edward II soon dies, and on 6 March the new rulers grant a golden charter.
By the new charter Londoners keep every liberty of the Great Charter and sweep away all usurpations. “The Mayor shall sit as one of the justiciars for Newgate,” it declares, while citizens win Infangthef, Outfangthef[10], and every felon’s chattels. A yearly £100 of the Middlesex rent is remitted; owners may devise their lands; sheriffs are amerced only by the measure of their offence; foreign merchants must sell within forty days and lodge with free hosts; royal marshals, stewards, or clerks may not sit inside the walls. No prises, forced levies, or tallages molest the City, no market rises within seven miles.
The roll continues: the Mayor acts as escheator, citizens may seize kidels in Thames and Medway, wardens hold courts at every fair, inquisitions sit at Saint Martin’s, a single writ suffices to prove each charter, only civic officers may attach within the walls, and liberties shall never fall for a magistrate’s personal misdeed. So many favours, the City seemed merely to choose. A second charter adds the King’s manor of Southwark, a third grants pardon for late offences. Yet armed guilds still roam the streets; the King warns the Mayor to restore peace, arrests follow, heads fall, disorder lingers.
On Ascension Thursday, 20 May, “a certain affray” flared between saddlers and the joiners, painters, and loriners. Both sides, “strongly provided with an armed force,” clashed in Chepe, Crepelgate, and other lanes, killing some, wounding many, and throwing the whole City into alarm. The Mayor and Sheriffs barely quelled them and fixed the morrow, Friday, for the combatants to appear at Guildhall. They came, presented written grievances, and the joiners’ petition rang with accusations of “wickedness.” Though the disputes dragged on, London soon turned from blood to brilliance, decking the streets in splendour to receive Lady Philippa of Hainault for her royal marriage.
Edward III, newly crowned, marched against Scotland; London, insisting the gift set no precedent, sent a hundred horse and a hundred foot. The raid failed, the Treaty of Northampton ended it, and City anger fixed on Isabella and Mortimer. Lancaster rose and fell, leaving Mortimer stronger. Alderman Hamo de Chigwell, accused of seizing two silver basins, claimed clergy privilege, left the Bishop's jail after a year, evaded fresh arrest, and later founded a chantry. Before sailing in 1329 the King proclaimed, "After curfew no arms, ale, or guests." Merchants protesting the wool Staple soon gained its abolition, free trade, and an invitation to Flemish weavers.
In 1331 Edward spread sand across Cheapside and held a three-day tournament. Queen Philippa and ladies watched from a high wooden stand; it snapped, they fell, some below were injured, and the Queen knelt, pleading that the carpenters be spared. A stone "seld" beside St Mary Bow replaced the fragile scaffold. Craftsmen rioted, prompting stern royal letters. On 12 April the Mayor and aldermen appeared at Westminster; Edward, bound for war, demanded £20,000. Their first offer of 5,000 marks failed; a second loan of £5,000—"hard and difficult"—was accepted and levied across the wards, the wealthiest citizen owing £400.
In 1338 rumors of a French descent had Londoners closing and strengthening the riverside walls. A 1339 inventory showed springalds and, at Guildhall, six latten "gonnes" with lead shot and powder—the earliest English guns. Street violence persisted; a clash of Fishmongers and Skinners ended when two ringleaders were hanged. The City's ships Jonette, Cogge, and Sainte Marie Cogne carried nearly two hundred armed citizens in Edward's fleet at Sluys. Confronting the chained French line, the King said, "Because our Lord died on a Friday, we will not spill blood today." At dawn he urged, "Fair lords and brethren, strike bravely and keep what you win.
The King vows revenge; sails drop to half-mast, feigning retreat. The French slip cables and pursue; our 300 cogs wheel and smash 500. Arrows fall like hail, boarding axes rise, foes are pitched into the sea. From the cog Thomas of Winchelsea the King cheers, and a London ship of William Haunsard joins at tierce. Combat lasts from noon through the night until prime; every Frenchman falls except Spaudefisshe, fleeing with twenty-four vessels. The Tournay siege is vain. The King returns penniless, jails ministers, grants a charter on 26 March 1341, taking twenty-six City ships and £1,000. After a three-year truce London’s troop sails on 10 July 1346.
After Crécy the King commands, “Seize every deserter, knight or groom, and ship him back.” A squadron forms; two city ships join and all port vessels are taken. When Calais yields the army returns with spoil; Holinshed exults, “The sun breaks forth; every housewife owns French gear, every maid wears their jewels.” In Edward’s twentieth year a proclamation warns, “Forasmuch as many within this city bear the blemish of leprosy… depart within fifteen days; none shall harbour the tainted.” Lazar houses rise at St Giles, St James, Ilford, Southwark, Mile End, Kingsland, Knightsbridge, later Hackney and Highgate. In 1348 the Black Death[14] fills graves with 50,000 corpses.
The City arms two ships under Andrew Turk and Gosceline de Cleve; their squadron smashes Spanish ships and takes twenty-four prizes. The Black Prince comes from Poitiers escorting the captive French king; a thousand citizens line the way from Southwark to London Bridge. War flares anew: a French landing ravages Sussex, and London’s eighty vessels with 14,000 men sail too late. Vintner Henry Picard later entertains the kings of England, France, Scotland, Denmark, Cyprus and the Prince. Peace arrives in 1375; a decade-long experiment giving guilds the elections collapses. An ordinance of 1365 declares, “Tenants may not remove pentises or easements; they stay with the landlord.
In London doubt arose whether fixtures attached by tenants could be removed; the Mayor and Aldermen, citing ancient records, declared: “Anything nailed, mortared, or rooted—pentices, locks, chimneys, pavements, vines, fruit-trees—set up without the landlord’s express licence shall stay with the soil; tenants may never pull it out.” Years later three aldermen were condemned for corruption; one jailed, one fled to Flanders, one lost his monopoly. To court the young heir at Kennington the City staged a Candlemas pageant: 132 horsemen in masks with trumpets and torches—squires in red, matching knights, an emperor, a mock Pope with twenty-four cardinals, and ten legates—marching from Newgate through Southwark.
The masquers dismounted and packed the hall; the Prince, his mother, and their lords entered. Bowing, the visitors rolled weighted dice; every royal throw won. After three casts the Prince gained a gold bowl, cup, and ring, while the Princess, Lancaster, and each lord secured a ring. A lavish supper and dancing followed; the company then rode back to London. In 1371 a charter forbade any non-freeman to retail in the City, stirring discontent. Meanwhile dozens of trades received royal ordinances, and a 1350 proclamation vainly tried to cap post-Plague wages at sixpence in summer and five-pence-halfpenny in winter.
In 1328 the City sent the King and Queen provisions and wax worth nearly £96—“ten
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