OXFORD

City in the County of Oxfordshire
Oxford is an old settlement, just possibly from Roman times. Habitation is recorded in the 8th century. By the early tenth century, Oxford was a recognised important place and   became strongly linked with London in its organisation and privileges. Also at this time it was a West Saxon frontier town in the fight against the invading Danes, who later sacked the town.

By 1066 Oxford was the 6th largest town in England but over the next 20 years declined in size. Cloth and wool trading led to a considerable growth in the 12th and 13th          centuries. The University from small beginnings grew in the 12th century until, by the 13th century, it figured largely in the town's economy. Indeed the University took over as the economy base for the town with the decline of the wool trade.

"Oxford had already seen five centuries of borough life before a student appeared within its streets. The University found it a busy, prosperous borough and reduced it to a cluster of lodging houses. It found it among the first of English municipalities, and it so utterly crushed its freedom that the recovery of some of the commonest rights of self            government has only been brought about by recent legislation" Mr. J.R. Greens 19th   century comment is a touch over the top in the manner of putting but the sentiment is right and it sets the tone for considering the government of the city.

Freemen and the Guilds

1205 sees the first person known as Mayor who was in charge of local government, a  position which developed from the powerful head of the then Merchant Guild. 

Two councils developed in the Middle Ages. One was the Mayor's Council which in the late 13th century included all former bailiffs to which were added former chamberlains in the 15th century. The other council, the one of interest to us, was the common council of twenty-four ordinary or common freemen, a development from the twenty-four freemen placed in charge of the town's main money chest in 1448.

The one major factor in considering the position of the Mayor, Aldermen, Burgesses, Bailiffs and Freemen is the continual fight from the early 13th century onwards between the City and the University, between Town and Gown, with the University striving to dominate the City in such matters as regulating trade and policing the activities of       non-University citizens as well as University members. The University constantly sought to have advantages for the citizens removed. Violence and bloodshed between Town and Gown occurred and by and large the University came off best. The Municipal             Corporations Act of 1835 , together with a growing admission by the University of the   inequality of their attitude led to a calming of the situation. 

Little is known about the rate of admission to the Freedom up to the end of the 15th   century but it may be inferred from the increase in the entry fee in the later Middle ages that the Freedom of the City had its attractions at that time. There is an almost continuous Record of the Freemen from 1662, although there are grounds to suspect missing pages or omissions in the list. Work is in progress to list what is known of Freemen      between 1509 and 1583 from City records. There are possibly names of individual    Freemen in College records or in the Bodleian Library but finding these will be a matter of chance.

Fourteen Guilds are mentioned in the Middle Ages and five carried on into the 19th   Century. The Encyclopedia of Oxford itemises the following Guilds:- Bakers, Barbers, Brewers, Butchers, Cooks, Cordwainers, Glovers, Mercers and Woolendrapers, Tailors, Weavers and, finally, Fullers. The Encyclopedia also mentions in passing the Hosiers, Fishmongers, Smiths and the Freemasons Guilds and also the Goldsmiths Company and the Skinners Company.

The consideration of the position of Freemen in Oxford is complicated by the fact that not all the Guilds were run under the mantle of the city. The Cooks Guild, for instance, was a creation of the University. It is doubtful that such Guild members could be regarded as Freemen in the traditional sense. Such University appointed persons were known as "Privileged Persons".

The City gained a new Charter in 1605 which remained, by and large, the City's         governing framework until the Municipal Corporation Act of 1835.The Charter continued the Middle Ages practice of basing government on the membership or freedom of the "guild". Remember , however, that the Council and its officers represented not all the    inhabitants but only the body of Freemen, about 12% of the population. In the 17th     century the Freemen were allowed to elect two Members of Parliament. Political           infighting led to the packing of the ranks of Freemen with those who were not Masters of their trade and the former high status of Freeman became devalued. Oxford developed into a "rotten borough." The City Council, through the failing Craft Guilds, tried to impose out-dated and restrictive legislation. The 18th century saw decline being treated by      ad-hoc piecemeal legislation and a final satisfactory solution had to wait until the         Municipal Corporation Act of 1835. The effective position of Freemen in government was signalled as finished.

Present day qualifications for the admission of Freemen

The number of Freemen known still to be alive is approximately three hundred.

The earliest known qualifications, of 1551, have been much revised even in recent years. 

The two routes of gift and of purchase of 1551 no longer apply.

There are now four qualifying routes of entry:-

1) 
By Patrimony as the lawful son of a Freeman.

2) 
By Servitude through an apprenticeship of a minimum of two years to a Freeman 
of the City who carried on his business within the City. In practice at the present 
time it would seem that this route is now limited to solicitors by default of other 
trades not having apprentices or because their apprentices are indentured to    
companies and not to individual Freemen. It is by being articled to an individual 
solicitor that the first recorded lady Freeman was received in 1998.

3) 
By marriage to the daughter or widow of a Freeman, a fairly recent introduction in 
1966.

4) 
By the Lord Mayor's Childe, an ancient custom, revived in 1972, of the Lord Mayor 
admitting a candidate of his choice during his office.

The form of admission includes a small payment and an ancient oath of allegiance.

Present day privileges

At the present time the only major privilege is that of grazing rights for horses and cattle on Port Meadow, a riverside site, now reduced to 300 acres, of great historical and     ecological interest. Its effective use is being increasingly affected by ecology protection legislation such as that making the meadow a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI). The meadow is one of the largest Common lands in England and was mentioned in the Domesday Book.

The meadow was significantly decreased in size in 1850 with the sale of land to the Buckinghamshire Railway Company.

There is a very small pension for aged Freemen or their widows from a fund set up from the above sale.

An attempt has been made to protect the fishing rights from Port Meadow.

Administration

Since 1863 a committee of up to 24 Freemen has been empowered to run day to day   affairs. A Common Hall, with all Freemen invited, is called to deal with extraordinary   matters. The Lord Mayor presides over Common Hall.

The committee includes the following officers:- Chairman, Vice Chairman, Hon.          Secretary, Hon. Treasurer, Hon. Entertainments Secretary, Hon. Archivist and three Trustees.

Social

Regular social events are organised including a) an annual dinner; b) the annual survey of Port Meadow with the Sheriff followed by an Aunt Sally match against the Sheriff's men at a local hostelry. The prize is the femur of an ancient Freeman, suitably kept in a miniature coffin!  The Sheriff's men do not win. c) an unannounced very early roundup of cattle by the Sheriff's men and committee members followed by breakfast at a different local hostelry. d) ad hoc events.
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