HUNTINGDON

[Parish of Huntingdon and Godmanchester in the District f Huntingdon in the County of Cambridge]

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle refers to the Burh of Huntingdon captured by Edward the Elder in 921, from  the Vikings and made Huntingdon the centre of its own administrative County. At this time the town was minting its own money

In 1086 it was a Borough with 256 burgesses. Henry I granted a charter. William the Conqueror had ordered a Castle to be built; a typical wooden motte and bailey overlooking the river. However when William, King of Scotland and Earl of Huntingdon, rebelled against the Crown in 1174, Henry II personally besieged the Castle and ordered it to be destroyed.

The 1205 Charter of King John is extant in the Cambridge County Archives. A translation is appended.

Huntingdon declined during the Middle Ages; the coming of the Black Death in 1348 almost finished it off. Most of the sixteen churches fell into disrepair or ruin so that by the middle of the sixteenth century only four were left in the Borough. The dissolution of the monasteries at this time meant that the wealth of Ramsey Abbey passed into private hands, amongst whom were the Cromwell family, in favour with James I.

Oliver Cromwell was born in Huntingdon in 1599, and was elected MP for Huntingdon in 1626. It appears he became engaged in a bitter struggle with Charles I over the granting of a new Charter to Huntingdon in 1630, such that he sold up and removed to St Ives in 1631.

During the Civil War, the Royalists, led by Charles I, entered the town in 1645, but left after only two days, on the approach of a Parliamentary force.

Huntingdon returned to prosperity as a coaching stop on the north turnpike road during the Georgian period and this continued through until the Victorian era. The Town Hall dates from 1745.

The 1835 Act [5 & 6 William 4 c 76] confirmed the exclusive right of pasturage, to the Freemen.

A new Borough of Huntingdon and Godmanchester was created in 1961, the total population being approximately 13,000. The Borough has appointed a Mayor.

There were 440 Freemen in 1835. In 1970 there were seventeen resident Freemen, four non-resident Freemen and five eligible to become Freemen on reaching the age of 21. The number since 1900 averages about twenty. Freemen are admitted solely by patrimony; apprentices are no longer admitted. When they are admitted, the name is entered on the register but no scroll or certificate is given, nor are Freemen invited to the ceremony. There is no fee for admission. Widows of Freemen have their ‘bench’, the same as if their husbands were alive. Daughters have no rights. A Guild of Freemen exists.

The situation in 2005, is far from satisfactory. As a result of a series of High Court actions during the latter part of the 20th Century, the considerable assets of the Freemen were confiscated and vested in a scheme put up by the Charity Commissioners. There appears to be some room for doubt whether the Courts had the authority to overturn a Royal Charter, but the records do seem to indicate that the Freemen were badly advised and represented.

HUNTINGDON BOROUGH CHARTERS

Translation of the 1205 charter

John, by the Grace of God King of England, Lord of Ireland, Duke of Normandy, Aquitaine, and Earl of Anjou, to the archbishops, bishops, abbots, earls, barons, justices, sheriffs, reeves, ministers, and all his faithful servants, greeting.

Know ye that we have granted and by this our charter confirmed to all our burgesses of Huntingdon, our borough of Huntingdon with all its appurtenances, to have and to hold to them and their heirs, from us and our heirs, at fee farm rendering to us and our heirs, yearly, the due and ancient farm, and ten pounds of increase, by their hands at the two exchequers, to wit, one moiety at the exchequer of Easter, and the other moiety at the exchequer of St Michael, for all service.

And we have also granted and confirmed to them that the aforesaid borough of Huntingdon, and the burgesses that dwell therein, shall have and hold the same liberties and free customs as other free boroughs and our free burgesses of England do have, and we prohibit upon forfeiture to us, that no sheriff or other person should interfere contrary to the spirit of this our charter aforesaid, wherefore we will and firmly command that the aforesaid burgesses and their heirs shall have and hold the aforesaid borough of Huntingdon with all appurtenances at fee farm, and that the same borough and the burgesses shall have and hold the same liberties and free customs as any other boroughs and our free burgesses do have, well and in peace, freely and quietly, entirely, fully, and honourably, in wood and plain, in ways and paths, in meadows and pastures, in fees and lordships, in waters and mills, in vivaries and fisheries, in moors and marshes, within the borough and without, and in all places and things, with all liberties and free customs to the aforesaid borough, pertaining by the aforesaid farm as aforesaid.

Witnesses: G. Fitz Peter Earl of Essex, W. Earl Marshal, W. Sarum, W. Earl Warrenn, W. Earl of Arundel, R. Constable of Chester, Saer de Quency, Simon de Patishill.

Given by the hand of Hugh de Wells, Archdeacon of Wells, at Havering, the seventh day of August, in the seventh year of our reign.

