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EXETER

City in the County of Devon

Exeter (Isca Dumnoniorum) was a city from 1086.   The Domesday Book records 285 houses belonging to the King. 

Between the 11th and 16th centuries, Exeter was ranked as one of the leading cities in the kingdom due to its wealth and prosperity.

An 11th century Anglo-Saxon Gild existed in Exeter, but appears to have been social and religious in its purpose, not in any way connected to the economic life of the city.

However, in the reign of Henry 1, the wording of the earliest charter to the city implies a grant of commercial privileges, which could be purchased by a group of townsmen.  Such Freemen enjoyed an absolute monopoly of trade in certain articles and retail trade.

The first recorded admission to the freedom was Richard de Paris on the 8th September 1266.   The earliest roll of Freemen dates from Michaelmas 1264 to Michaelmas 1266; and from then a series of annual rolls recording weekly sessions of the Mayor’s Court is almost complete until 1701.   From 1701 separate Freemen’s rolls  were kept as a result of the Stamps Acts, together with the Mayor’s Court books.

Between 1266 and 1999 over 12,000 names of Freemen of Exeter have been recorded.   The present number of Freemen by descent or award id believed to be under 10.

The Ancient Gild of Incorporation of Weavers, Fullers and Shearmen established in 1452, and once wholly made up of Freemen, survives today and is based at the historic Tuckers Hall.   The Master and Wardens join the Mayor in all civic ceremonial            processions.

A  person wishing to be admitted as a Freeman must prove descent from a deceased Freeman.   Proof of such descent by production of the usual certificates of death of the father, marriage and birth.   This privilege was previously only available to the eldest son of a Freeman, but in 1997 Exeter City Council passed a resolution to accept applications to take over the title, from the eldest daughters of Freemen where there is no male heir.

The first female Freeman of Exeter, Theresa Anne Joslin, was admitted on the 16th April 1997.

The Mayor’s Court is established for a ceremony where the claimant takes the usual oath and witnesses give evidence.   The new freeman’s name is entered on the Freeman’s Roll.

The only remaining privilege of the freemen of Exeter is the right to participate in the Nicholas Spicer Charity.    They must be inhabitants  of the city and county of Devon and can apply for a set amount of money if they are considered poor.   In 1960  £125 was distributed among seven poor Freemen.   The assets of this charity are now in Government securities and the Charities Official Investment Fund.

Freemen have no property or grazing rights.   In Exeter there is no Freemen’s               organisation.

References:

“Exeter Freemen 1266 – 1967” edited by Margery M. Rowe — Devon and Cornwall 










   Record Society (1973)

“Tuckers Hall, Exeter” by Joyce Youings  (1968)
