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A manor in the township of Alcester, Warwickshire
Date of formation, earliest reference: circa 1272

Date of Charter(s): 1447

Estimated No of Freemen: 20

	
	

	Early evidence suggests that the Alcester Court Leet was certainly constituted and operational in 1272, the year in which the Manor of Alcester was bought by Walter de Beauchamp of Elmley. The charter granted by King Henry VI to Sir John 
	


Beauchamp in 1447, confirms that the Beauchamp family had always held the privilege of a Manorial Court Leet, together with all the authority which this had conferred time out of mind.

Amongst the powers confirmed, were maffers of return of writs, mandates, precepts, and attachments; the ability to deal with waifs and strays; the sittings of two sessions of the Court each year; the permission to hold a weekly market on Tuesdays; and the holding of an annual fair on the Sunday following the Feast of St Faith the Virgin. This authority was granted to Sir John and his heirs, together with such officers as they should appoint within the precincts of the town and manor of Alcester. The work of the Court Leet went much fbrther than this, with officers being responsible for the punishment of civil disorder, the preservation of the peace, the administration of the manor, the running of the weekly market, the fair pricing of food and goods, the assurance of the quality of food and drink and other goods sold within the manor, and the inheritance of property.

The Jurors of the Court are male free burgesses of the town and manor, who swear or renew an ‘Oath of Frankpledge’ at a special ceremony known as ‘The View of Frankpledge’. Today, this ceremony forms part of the annual court proceedings each October, and any new jurors sworn in, pay a surety known as ‘The Frankpledge Penny’ in order to guarantee their good behaviour amongst their fellow citizens.

The ceremony and elections at the October Annual Court provide the focus for the Court Leet year, with the appointment of the High Bailiff as chief citizen of the town and manor, together with his team of supporting officers. These wonderfiilly named offices, include the Low Bailiff, the Constable, the Beadle, the Town Crier, the Marshall, the Ale Tasters, the Bread Weighers, the Fish and Flesh Tasters, the Searcher and Sealer of Leather, the Affeerors, the Surveyor of Highways, the Hayward, and the Brooklooker. The relevance of 

these ancient offices can still be clearly seen today in the work of Town, District, and County Council officials.

Henry Jocelyn Seymour of Ragley Hall 9th Marquess of Hertford, is the present Lord of the Manor, and as such, he appoints from the Jurors, his personal Steward to oversee all Court activities. In medieval times the Steward would have been a legal executive and Judge to the Court.

Throughout the year, numerous Court Leet ceremonies and festivities form part of the town and manor scene, with officers dressed in their Court Leet robes and regalia. Amongst these are included the annual Mop Fair in October; the High Bailiff’s Street Market in June; Ale Tasting ceremonies in June/ July; Fish and Flesh Tasting, Leather Sealing, and Bread Weighing ceremonies in May to July; the Heart of England Town Criers' Competition on Easter Saturday; Court Leet Sunday in January; and distribution of gifts to all elderly persons within the manor each Christmas.

from Alcester Court Leet November 2004

A

lcester 

Title of Court

[image: image2.png]


   Alcester Court Leet

Offices and Officers of the Court
Contact 
RE Leek Esq

Alcester Court Leet

Richmond House

Beech Close

Oversley Green

Alcester

Warwickshire B49 6PP

Tel: 01789 762574 

Brief history

It is not known when the Alcester Court Leet was first constituted, but evidence suggests that it was certainly as early as 1272, the year in which the Manor of Alcester was bought by Walter de Beauchamp of Elmley.

The Charter granted by King Henry VI to Sir John Beauchamp in 1447, confirms that the Beauchamp family had always held the privilege of a Manorial Court Leet. This is covered in some detail by William Dugdale in his book ‘The Antiquities of Warwickshire’ published in 1656. He states:-

“Sir John Beauchamp, Knight.. being now intire Lord of the Whole, in 25 of the Kings Reign, obtained a special Charter which, reciting that he the said John and his ancestors, had Time out of Mind enjoyed a Court Leet of all their tenants and inhabitants within this Town, to be kept twice every year, viz. once after Easter and once after Michaelmass; as also Weyfs, Streys and all other Priviledges to a Leet belonging, together with a Mercate upon the Tuesday every week, and a Faire yearly on the Sunday next after the Feast of S. Fayth the Virgin, did confirm them to his and his heirs.

And, moreover ... had he by the same Charter a grant of sundry other Priviledges, viz. Return of Writts, and all other Mandates, precepts and Attachments belonging to the said King ... all which thenceforth to be performed and executed by the said Sir John and his heirs, or such officers as he or they should appoint within this Town and Precincts of the Mannour”.

Over the centuries the Court Leet dealt with many matters, principal amongst which were: the punishment of civil disorder, the preservation of the peace; the administration of the manor, the running of the weekly market; the fair pricing and quality of food, drink and other goods sold within the manor; and the inheritance of property.

Declining during the nineteenth century, the powers of the Court Leet were overtaken firstly by those of the Parish Vestry, and in more modern times by the present local government and judiciary systems. The Alcester Court Leet could thus well have ceased to exist, as did many of its fellow courts during this period. However it did remain active, and gradually took on the role it maintains today, that of upholding and continuing the many colourful customs, traditions and court ceremonies, each a part of the rich heritage of the town and manor of Alcester, together with the addition of the pursuit of major charitable works throughout the community.

Officers of the Court and their duties

High Bailiff

Chief Citizen of the Town and Principal Officer of the Court Leet, formally represents the Town and Court. He ensures smooth running of the Court.

Low Bailiff

Assistant and Deputy to the High Bailiff. Learns roll of High Bailiff for his coming year of Office. Takes minutes of meetings.

Immediate Past High Bailiff 

Advisor to High Bailiff and second Deputy. If High Bailiff unable to complete term of office he then takes over to complete term.

Constable

Principal escort to the High Bailiff on ceremonial occasions. Overseer of proper conduct of those attending the Court in October and all formal Court events. 

Town Crier and Beadle

In charge of Court mace and ensure its presence prior to the opening of the Court. Toastmaster at Court dinners and banquets and announces guests on formal occasions. Proclaims details around the Town of relevant Court events. Announces events for other associations.

Marshall to the Court

To organise, conduct and control Court ceremonial processions, in particular Annual Court Leet Sunday Parade. Ensure Officers are correctly attired on ceremonial occasions and proper standard of dress is always observed.

Ale Tasters

Two appointed. To assess the quality of ales offered for sale on all licensed premises within the Manor and to formally pronounce their findings to the High Bailiff and to make assessments prior to general drinking at certain Court ceremonials.

Bread Weighers

Two appointed. The responsibilities were to ensure that the correct weight and constitution of bread baked for sale within the Manor. Today function is purely ceremonial. Up to two appointed.

Fish and Flesh Tasters

Two appointed. Duties were particularly on Market days, when they assessed the quality of meat and fish offered for public sale determining that they were wholesome and fit for consumption. They also had to present anyone who had not baited their bulls before slaughter, which operation was to be carried out in the Bull Ring. Today checks are ceremonial only. Up to two appointed.

Searcher and Sealer of Leather

Market official whose duty was to check the quality of skins and leather goods offered for sale. and to apply his seal of approval as appropriate. Now purely ceremonial.

Affearors

Up to two appointed. Duties were to affeer or assess the amount of an amercement, which was a penalty or fine, taking into account the circumstances of the defendant. Today the Affearors collect formal fees, and payments for functions from court officers and, if required maintain accounting records for the High Bailiff.

Surveyor of Highways 

Responsible for checking on the state of the highways and byways within the manor and ensuring they are maintained to standard, and reporting offenders. Today to make a presentment, purely ceremonial.

Brooklooker

Required to check all watercourses within the Manor ensuring that they are kept as clean as possible, in part to safeguard public health. The same role continues today and he reports to the Court.

Hayward

Officer having charge of the fences and enclosures within the Manor, ensuring cattle don’t break through from common land to enclosed fields. Today the Officer acts in a general capacity.

Steward of the Manor

Not an elected Court Officer, but the Lord of the Manor’s personally appointed Steward. He takes charge of the Annual October Court Leet and all reports and presentments are made to him. Advisor to the Court.

Chaplain

An appointed officer by the High Bailiff, normally the Rector of Alcester Parish C of E but may be another denomination. Provide prayer on specified occasions and look after the spiritual wellbeing of the Court.

Foreman of the Jury

Elected at the Annual October Court, to take charge on this occasion only to conduct and report the presentments of elections of officers and other presentments. Ensure secrecy in the Jury room.

Jurymen

All Burgesses of the Manor having taken the Oath of Frankpledge and paid the Frankpledge Penny, and are ordinary members of Alcester Court Leet.

Ceremonies

October Court Leet.

Members notified by the Steward.

High Bailiff, Court Officers and visiting dignitaries gather in Jury Room Jurymen and ladies seated in upper room.

Procession of High Bailiff, Court Officers and visitors to Upper Room (Court) Beadle places mace on cushion in front of Steward as does Constable with his truncheon and the Ale Tasters their tankards.

Steward asks all to sit and commands Beadle to open the Court. New Jurymen are called to stand and register their names and addresses with the Beadle, pay their Frankpledge Penny and take the Oath of Frankpledge.

Previous October Court minutes read by Steward.

High Bailiff gives his report on year in Office and presents his accounts.

Foreman of the Jury is elected by show of hands then sworn by Steward. High Bailiff, Officers, Jurymen and eligible visitors descend to Jury Room. The Steward remains in the Upper room.

Foreman ensure that the Jury Room is closed and proceedings conducted in secrecy. Visitors cannot speak and press not allowed.

They decide on presentments to the Court and elect High and Low Bailiff and Court Officers. Auditors appointed and Bankers agreed, other presentments include deciding on Town Crier’s honorarium and Court Officers robe fees.

After all presentments made, robes are exchanged and Foreman leads all back into Upper (Court) Room.

Foreman formally announces presentments to Steward and Court. Under guidance of Steward new High and Low Bailiff are sworn and enchained. New High and Low Bailiff address the Court.

The Steward then presents the Constable with his truncheon and the Ale Tasters with their Tankards, and the Beadle with the mace for safe keeping. The National Anthem is sung led by Steward and then Beadle closes Court.

Court Leet Sunday

Robing takes place in Town Hall. The Parade forms up under the control of the Marshall to the Court. Procession, in prescribed form, proceeds to the Church and halts at Church gates where the Rector welcomes the Union Flag (which precedes the Parade) and the parade processes into Church in due form. Union Flag and any other organisations’ flags placed at front of Church. On leaving Church procession reforms and returns to the Town Hall passing the Lord of the Manor who takes the salute. During refreshments an Ale Tasting takes place. Steward proclaims the Ancient Dismissal Charge.

Ale Tasting

Constable raps three times on the inn door with truncheon and announces the arrival of the High Bailiff, Ale Tasters and Officers of the Court. High Bailiff asks landlord to confirm it is his inn and asks for two tankards of his best ale. Town Crier announces the tasting. High Bailiff commands Ale Tasters to do their duty. Ale Tasters taste and confirm the ale is fit for mens bodies. Town Crier calls silence for the High Bailiff. High Bailiff then pronounces ale is good and hands sprig of evergreen to hang over portal, he then presents a certificate. Town Crier then tells public the ale is alright. All say “God Save the Queen” and the Lord of this Manor.

Fish and Flesh Tasting and Breadweighing

Very much the same procedure as that for Ale Tasting.

Mop Fair

Assemble at the Town Hall in readiness to walk the fair. Marshall to the Court organises members and they proceed through fair to venue for opening ceremony. Opening ceremony commences with the Town Crier calling the gathering to order. High Bailiff reads opening proclamation and declares Fair open. The Mop Fair Proprietor leads High Bailiff and party through Fair, inviting them to partake of rides and amusements, at this point local schoolchildren join in to enjoy the activities. In the evening a second walk through the Fair is made and Ale Tasting, Fish and Flesh Tasting and Breadweighing takes place. An auction of the victuals tasted takes place in aid of the High Bailiff’s Old Peoples Fund.
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