ALNWICK

Parish in the District of Alnwick in the County of Northumberland

Alnwick Corporation or Borough received their first charter in 1157 from William de Vesci.   This Charter was confirmed by his grandson around 1226.    A third charter in 1290 granted the burgesses new and enlarged privileges.

The Council of the Freemen of the Borough is composed of 24 men, 4 of whom are the Chamberlains.   The Senior Chamberlain presides over all meetings.   There are about 120 Freemen living in the town and about 200 who are non-resident.   Today, every Freeman must be the son of a freeman.   There are no honorary freemen and the custom of granting Freemanship to apprentices ceased in 1891.

On admission at 16 years of age, every new Freeman must take the oath, after which a certificate is handed over, together with 5p (old shilling) to drink the Queen’s health.   Each new Freeman also receives a copy of “The Award of Enclosure Bylaws and Alnwick Corporation Act 1882”.      Each new freeman must pay £5-00 to his Company and £5-00 to the Borough Council.     Every new Freeman is initiated into the same Company as his father.

There are 7 Companies left of the original 15 Companies recorded in 1611.    The remaining Companies are Cordwainers, Tanners, Black & White Smiths, Merchants, Skinners & Glovers, Butchers and the Carpenters & Joiners.

The most important aspect of the work of the Alnwick Freemen’s Council is the management of their 3500 acre estate.   This is divided into two parts - the Outer Moor composed of less favoured land and heather moor and the Inner Moor of more fertile land.   The estate is now divided into 8 farms ranging in size from 100 - 800 acres, as well as 2 small holdings.    The land has been greatly improved and all farms are enclosed by fences.   The farmhouses and cottages have all been modernised and many new farm buildings have been erected.   The council employ a firm of Land Agents to supervise this work, but the final decisions still rest with the Freemen's Council.

Today, every resident Freeman receives a portion of the rent paid by the farmers instead of the old custom of drawing 3 acres of Outer Moor and 1 acre of Inner Moor.    A Freeman’s widow receives the same amount of money as her late husband would have received, but daughters do not have any privileges at all.

The Corporation also own a number of properties in the town of Alnwick, notably the Town hall and Pottergate Tower, both of which have been restored at considerable expense to the freemen.    The large barn on Clayport Bank has also just undergone a rebuilding programme.    Other properties include the Pinfold, Two Pants, The Market Cross and the School House in Dispensary Street.

The Freemen have played their part in the education of the town’s young people.   Their first school opened in 1588, later moving to a new building.   Then in 1852 a larger new school was built.   This became one of the towns infant schools before being taken over by Barndale Special School.    A trust known as the “Foster Barton Trust” is available to give grants to freemen’s children when they reach the age of transfer to High school , University or College.

Each Christmas, every resident Freeman’s widow and every resident retired Freeman receives a gift of £5-00.    The Freemen’s Council are very proud of their achievement in bringing their inheritance up to its present standard, ready to go forward into the 21st century.

References:

“ History of the Borough Castle and Barony of Alnwick”  by George Tate

Volume 1 1866 and Volume 2 1868-9 tell an epic tale of this border town.
The Anglo Saxon inscription reads  “Common Seal of the Burgesses of Alnwick”

Tate Vol II p305:-

REFORM OF THE CORPORATION

Fortunatus Dwarris, as commissioner under the Queen's warrant, on the 29th October, 1833, examined into the affairs of the corporation at a public meeting in the Town Hall.

No little astonishment and amusement were excited when *John Lindsay, the corporation clerk, disputed with the commissioner the authority of the Queen to make such an enquiry; but the fun was stopped by the interference of the Chamberlains, who stated that the Common Council were to afford every facility to the enquiry.

A dark day it was to the freemen when the news came that Alnwick was placed in schedule B of the Corporation Reform Bill; it fell like a thunderbolt amongst them, frightening out of their propriety for a while, Lord of the Manor, Chamberlains , Common Council, and most of the freemen.

Long and loud had been the cry of the freemen for reform, and now when it came they shrunk from it with horror. Alnwick would, according to this bill, have enjoyed that important element of modem civilization, the power of self-government; the anomaly of what is called self-election would have been swept away, and replaced by a true representation through the suffrage of the community; the town, too, would have had a magistracy of its own; a representative body, consisting of mayor, aldermen, and common councilmen would have been created, who would have managed the affairs and property of the town, defended its rights and privileges, and given effective expression to public opinion.

Public meetings were held, at which petitions were adopted to both Houses of Parliament in favour of this important bill; John Lambert, Robert Busby, and Thomas Dodds appeared as enlightened advocates of the measure; along with a few other freemen I had the honour of supporting it. But those who clung to monopolies and antiquated abuses were active and urgent in seeking withdrawal of Alnwick from the bill. Meeting after meeting was held among the freemen for this object. A sense of common danger reconciled bitter enemies. Cordially did the freemen unite with the Four and Twenty whom they formerly abused. For a while the lambs lay down with the wolves. Happy family! if this peace had continued. Petitions were sent by them to Parliament, praying that Alnwick should be struck out of the bill; they could not understand the reason why it should be there; they sent no members to parliament and never interfered with politics; they had no duties to perform excepting managing their own funds for the benefit of the freemen; and yet they say they were a corporate body before Norman times and are a corporation of Anglo-Saxon origin; and they view their being put in the bill as punishment, they plead they have committed no crime.

The wailings, however, of the distressed freemen would have commanded little sympathy or respect from our legislators; but there was one more bitterly hostile than even they were to a reform of the corporation.
Hugh, Duke of Northumberland, brought all his power to bear against it; and it was even asserted that fifteen sixteenths of the borough belonged to him! Lawyers he employed to appear against, before the bar of the House of Lords; and through his influence Alnwick was struck out of the bill by our hereditary legislators. For this there was no sufficient reason, since Alnwick was as much entitled to enjoy the benefits of reformed corporate government as Morpeth, Berwick, and similar boroughs. The House of Commons took the same view; and when the amended bill was sent down from the Lords to the Commons, Alnwick was again inserted in the bill; but it was a second time struck out by the Lords; and such was the influence of the Duke, that it was supposed that the whole bill would have been overthrown if Alnwick had been retained in it. The ministry yielded the point; and Alnwick, the little Jonah, was cast into the sea to save the ship.

The history of the transaction furnishes a striking illustration of class legislation. About five and twenty stood firm in the advocacy of enlightened corporate reform, not withstanding abuse and persecution from the monopolists, who indeed went so far as to pass votes of censure on these friends of freedom and improvement, and even to threaten them with disfranchisement.

Wild with joy on their triumph the freemen met and resolved to present an address of thanks to the Duke; and on his arrival at Alnwick on September 16th 1835,  they marched in procession, accompanied by music and banners to the South gate, and there presented their address, which was graciously received.

It was a great occasion for the freemen, and they were made jolly, refreshments were furnished out of the corporate funds, "the freemen", it is naively said, "being very desirous about it."

*John Lindsay, the clerk, was intensely vehement againsi the corpo;aiion reform bill, and curiously enough was for a brief period transformed by the freemen into a hero. By his will dated July 26th 1836, he bequeathed "a silver teapot, sugar basin and cream ewer, subscribed for and presented to me by the freemen for what they considered service done by me," upon trust, to permit the senior Chamberlain for the time to have use of them.

NB.

The First Reform Act of 1832 totally disfranchised 56 English Boroughs










