
The Freedom of the City of London

Rev Jeremy Crossley, Chaplain to the Glovers' Livery receiving the Freedom of the City of London in the 

Chamberlain's Court

In the third of the series of articles we explore the ceremony that is at the heart of the City and the Livery 

- the freedom of the City of London. Murray Craig, the Clerk to the Chamberlain's Court gave an 

authoritative lecture on this topic at Gresham College and a précis (with permission) is reproduced here.

All Liverymen are also freemen both of the Company but also of the City of London. There is still a great 

mystique to this privilege and the Clerk to the Chamberlain's Court, Murray Craig unpacked some of the history 

and importance of this as he lectured on this topic at Gresham College. 

Can you take sheep over London Bridge?  

The answer is no because the City of London Police are not keen on this custom in the 21st century.  This is not 

altogether surprising because of all the busses, taxies, commuters,  crossing London Bridge it would cause 

absolute traffic chaos!  It was not so much that you could take sheep over the bridge but that you did not pay the 

toll.  You would be taking the sheep to the Wool Exchange or Smithfield Meat Market for sale and not paying 

the toll would considerably enhance your profit margin.  You could take cattle, pigs, hens, ducks, geese - indeed 

any livestock over the bridge and not pay the tariff but in the medieval period the sheep was queen of the beasts 

because the wool and cloth trade was the bedrock of the English economy.  It is said that as more sheep went 

over the bridge than any other animals put together that the bridge was built and maintained on the back of the 

sheep.  

So what of other privileges? 

Freemen could be hanged with a silk rope if they committed murder or treason; you could wander around the 

City with your sword drawn to defend yourself from footpads; you were exempt from the tender mercies of the 

press gang because as a Freeman and a skilled craftsman, you were far too valuable to be carted off to the sea; 

you could be drunk and disorderly and granted safe passage home from the Watch.  Sadly none of these 

privileges are available today.  The main remaining privileges are of a charitable and educational nature.  For 

example, a widow could go the Freemen’s Almshouses and an orphan could go to the Freemen’s School without 

paying a fee.  There is also a Christmas fund for impoverished Freemen which pays 75 pounds 10 shillings and 

sixpence. 



What is the Freedom? 

The Freedom of the City of London is very ancient indeed.  We think that the first recorded Freeman was in 

1237.  Today the Freedom is largely symbolic and represents a unique slice of London’s history.  However in 

the Middle Ages it was a very valuable working document in that it was the right to trade.  It would enable you 

to carry out your trade or craft as a member of one of the venerable City of London Livery Companies.  

However, there were two catches – one was the fee which was much higher than the relatively small £100 fee 

today which I hasten to add does not swell the coffers of the City Corporation but goes to the Freemen’s School 

for the Foundation Scholarships.  The second catch was that the Lord Mayor and the City expected that the 

Guild would maintain quality and excellence in the goods and services provided.  This worked for centuries 

until the Victorians came along.  They did not like monopolies and cartels.  They liked laissez-faire and free 

trade.  So the requirement that you had to be a member of a Livery Company to be a Freeman was lifted and in 

1835 the Freedom was widened to incorporate those living or working in the City as well as those who were 

members of the Livery Companies. 

Obtaining the Freedom 

This can be done in a number of ways mainly by redemption i.e. payment.  One has to apply for the Freedom 

either by a Livery Company or by nomination whereby an application form should be completed.  The first 

stage is an application interview where the relevant paperwork is submitted. Stage two is the ceremony.  This is 

a formal affair.  The recipient and guests are greeted and ushered into the Court Room by the Chamberlain’s 

Court Beadle.  He announces them to the Clerk of the Chamberlain’s Court who invites them to step forward 

and read aloud the declaration of a Freeman. 

The recipient is then invited to sign the Freedom’s Declaration Book and the Clerk then presents the recipient 

with the copy of the Freedom Certificate which is written by the Court Calligrapher on sheepskin parchment.  In 

addition the recipient is presented with “The Rules for the Conduct of Life” which was written by a former Lord 

Mayor of London, Sir John Barnard, in the early part of the 18th century for the benefit of wayward young 

apprentices.  The Clerk then extends the right hand of fellowship and greets the new Freeman as a citizen of 

London. 

Despite being a solemn affair the ceremony occasionally has some humorous moments, for example, in the 

variety of renditions made.  Some people  read it very quietly and some read it very LOUDLY.  A learned priest 

once read it in Latin but recently I heard the best ever rendition which was given by Dame Judi Dench who read 

it in the style of Lady Macbeth, M, Desdemona and Queen Victoria combined!   

Legal Aspect of the Courtroom 

Historically the Court used to have a legal function in that it was a Court of arbitration to resolve disputes within 

the Livery Companies.  It could be that the apprentice was not reading the terms of his indentures and was 

drunk, idle, indolent, staying out all night, being away from work, producing shoddy workmanship or making 

merry with the Master’s daughter!  However, it might be the Master who was transgressing.  He might have 

beaten the apprentice, locked him in a garret or worse still did not pass on the skills and mysteries of being a 

Skinner, Haberdasher or Merchant Taylor.  So whether or not Master or apprentice appeared before the Clerk 

(who had similar powers to the Judges of today) there may be a stern word, a fine, or in extreme cases they may 



be dispatched to the Bridewell lock-up for 14 days on a diet of bread and water!  Freemen are often worried at 

this stage but the last case was in 1917. 

Honorary Freeman 

The Honorary Freedom is the highest award that the City can bestow on an individual citizen.  It is a much more 

modern phenomenon than the ‘economic’ freedom which dates back to the 13th century.  The first Honorary 

Freedom was King Charles II in 1674.  It is interesting to note that he is the only reigning monarch to have it 

granted as it is customary to grant it to children of the monarch.  Following Charles II there were only two other 

Honorary Freedoms until 1757 when Pitt the Elder received the Freedom and from this date on, there has been a 

steady flow of Honorary Freemen.  The Honorary Freedom is a ceremony of much pomp and pageantry usually 

held in the Great Hall before full Court of Common Council and invited guests.  Recipients receive a specially 

illuminated copy of Freedom together with a gold box to the value of 100 guineas.   Recipients are a roll-call of 

British history and include Pitt the Younger, Nelson, Wellington, Disraeli, David Livingston, Kitchener of 

Khartoum, Florence Nightingale and Winston Churchill. Winston Churchill was given the Honorary Freedom in 

1943 during the height of the second World War.  He was not given a gold box but a wooden one made from 

timber salvaged from the blitz in 1940.  It was all highly symbolic 

Each year over 1,750  people are admitted to the Freedom of the City of London.  This sounds like a lot of 

admissions but when you think there are 110 different Livery Companies in the City of London and if each of 

them send a dozen people each year, you can see how the numbers add up.  It is a gratifying thought that the 

Chamberlain’s Court is as busy today as it was in the 17th to 18th century.  
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Below - Murray Craig presenting Miss Joan Collins (subsequently Dame Joan Collins) with her freedom of the 

City of London at the Glover's Banquet September 2014. 


