LINCOLN

(City in the County of Lincoinshire)

Information from Malcolm Codd, 3rd May 2005, 22 Martin Close, Heighington, Lincoln LN4 1RL

About 48 AD the Roman Ninth Legion reached the Ancient Briton site of “Lindon,” ‘a hill settlement by the lake’. In 96 AD the Roman version “Lindum” was expanded to “Lindum Colonia” when the town became a privileged municipal colony for retired legionaries. In 942 Lincoln became one of the five principal boroughs of the Danelaw. William the Conqueror ordered the building of the Castle in 1068 (the city was now called Civitas Lincolia in the Domesday Book); and in 1092 the Cathedral was dedicated. The Mayoralty dates from 1206.

Probably the earliest qualifications for citizenship was the ownership of land or houses in the city.

An important clause in a writ of Henry II acknowledged a way of acquiring the freedom of the city. It provides “I confirm also to them that if any remain in my city of Lincoln for a year and a day without challenge from any claimant and pay the customs of the city, and the citizens can show according to the laws and customs of the city that a claimant was living in England and did not challenge him, thenceforward as heretofore, he shall remain peacefully in the city of Lincoln as my citizen”.

The freedom was in the control of the common council and four avenues were recognised (1) patrimony; (2) serving a seven year apprenticeship to a Freeman, (3) purchase at a fixed price in the control of the council, (4) gift - as when it was desired to encourage particular craftsmen to settle in the city. Gradually the ancient association of tenure of land, and the old rule about residence for a year and a day, disappeared. Towards the end of the 18th Century the seven year apprenticeship was also beginning to die out; sale of the freedom was virtually restricted to parliamentary candidates who could not represent the city in the House of Commons unless they were Freemen, and the gift of the freedom were rare. For all practical purposes only admission by patrimony remained.

Nowadays Freemen and Free Ladies are only admitted by an extended version of patrimony. After much discussion over the realisation that the numbers of Freemen in Lincoln, and indeed the country, were in serious danger of decline, in 1999 the rules were changed to admit an applicant whose grandfather had been a Freeman. This ‘jumping of a generation’ saved applicants whose father, for one reason or another, had been unable to take their freedom. At the same time, and of more importance, was the decision to admit ladies, ie daughters and granddaughters, to the privilege.

Admission is by appointment with the Mayor and is held in the l6th century Guildhall. The claimant must be eighteen years of age and no fees are payable. The ceremony is attended by relatives and friends and robed members of the Gild to bear witness and welcome. The Mayor presides and reads the Freeman’s Oath of Allegiance which is repeated by the claimant. A well designed certificate is presented by the Mayor, and after photographs and publicity, all present usually retire to the Mayor’s Parlour or Robing Room for refreshments. The new Freeman or Lady Freeman is given information about the Lincoln Gild (and FEW) and invited to join.

The Freemen once owned much land in city, but sadly none remains today. The five Free Commons totalled nearly 600 acres but all exclusive rights by the Freemen were extinguished, mainly in the mid 1800’s, when they were sold or acquired for the new Corporation or railway company line extensions.

Today there remains only two charitable trust funds that distribute a small annuity to Freemen. They are ‘The Junior Freemen Fund’ (which includes widows of Freemen) and ‘The Senior Freemen Fund’. All recipients must reside within the City boundary.

The exact date of formation of an organisation known as a Lincoln Freemen’s Gild is unknown.. It was certainly revived in 1893, to oppose the sale or misuse of common land by the Corporation, and again re-summoned in 1972 after Harry Ward’s ‘call to arms’ . The Annual General Meeting is held in the Guildhall. The Freemen and Lady Freemen have no premises of their own. Various social evenings are held at a local working men’s club as well as fund raising activities at Summer and Christmas Fairs. An Annual Dinner is always held at a City hotel in January. A quarterly newsletter, ‘The Burgess’, is circulated to all Gild members.

To date there are 120 Freemen and Lady Freemen of the City.

