COLCHESTER

Freemen, or free burgesses, of the borough had their rights confirmed by the 1189 Royal Charter of King Richard I - the Lionheart - although it is believed they were recognised in earlier times. 

During the middle ages, Colchester was an important town, well defended and surrounded by the growing cloth industry. The Freemen of Colchester had much to be proud of in the town that they governed. Its defences were not seriously tested until 1648, when Thomas, Lord Fairfax besieged some royalists for 3 months. The town suffered a bad blow from the siege, although it had always supported parliament.

With the title went obligations and privileges, including the right to vote in parliamentary elections when Colchester sent two representatives to the House of Commons.

The ancient privileges also included the right to hunt within the borough fox, hare and, famously, polecat and to fish from North Bridge to Westnesse (Colne Point).  By custom these were attained through birth, apprenticeship to a Freeman, by purchase, gift or marriage. Nowadays, freemen are admitted as sons or grandsons of Freemen. This is known as being “born free”.

Today a new freeman swears on oath to maintain and promote the interests of the borough and receives annually from the Conservator of Common Lands a token sum of money - about £5 - as a share of the revenue from what common land remains within the borough, providing that he lives within the old borough boundaries.

The admission of “foreigners” from outside the borough led to a great deal of corruption in the 18th century, when freemen formed part of the council and their votes were vital.  Freemen ceased to be part of the council under the 1835 Municipal Corporations Act but other rights, such as benefit from the common lands within the borough were preserved.

There are currently about 50 freemen living within the original borough boundaries but other freemen who have sworn their oath live elsewhere in the country and indeed around the world.

Honorary Freedoms - which carry no financial benefits - are conferred today on people who have rendered major service to the borough on a special resolution passed by the council.

