
Parish of the Holy Cross 

FREEMEN - A BRIEF GUIDE 

We are indebted to Freeman Lionel Morris 

and Mrs Sylvia Morris for submitting this 

fascinating piece of history. 

If talking about the Freemen of 

Shrewsbury, we have to look in general 

at the origins of the Freemen of England. 

Where do we start? We have to retreat 

to pre 1066 and look at the formation of 

our towns and boroughs. What was a 

borough? Originally called ‘burr’ or a 

‘burgh’ these basic settlements evolved 

to protect local inhabitants and their 

livestock. They then naturally became a 

convenient place to trade, in fact a 

market place.  

This development was actively 

encouraged by the Crown and the local 

barons who, through taxes, saw it as an 

excellent source of revenue. These 

settlements or boroughs spread across 

the country and Shrewsbury was no 

exception. 

Everything was developing nicely until 

1066 and the Norman Conquest. England 

was then divided up into ‘manors’. Some 

of these were retained by the Crown, so 

the boroughs contained therein were 

‘royal boroughs’ and the others given to 

the Norman barons as a reward for 

military service. These were called 

‘senorial boroughs’.  

Shrewsbury was given to Roger de 

Montgomery, a trusted counsellor of 

King William, since it was strategically 

placed to fend off the Welsh. 

Following the conquest, Norman traders 

arrived and settled in England. In 

Shrewsbury they located to ‘Frankville’, 

now Frankwell. Having the distinct 

advantage of being Norman, and 

consequently not liable for taxation, they 

prospered and this led to a conflict 

between the town burgesses and the tax 

collectors. 

Here we have the first mention of 

‘burgesses’, so who were they? A 

‘burgess’, originally called a ‘burger’,  

leased a plot of land in the town, either 

from the Crown or the local lord, called 

a ‘burgage’. These were uniform strips of 

land, complete with a dwelling, adjacent 

to the main thoroughfare of the 

borough. Shrewsbury has many examples 

of ‘burgage’ plots. These ‘burgesses’ 

developed their trade from these plots, 

actively encouraged by their landlord 

because they could then be more easily 

taxed. 

In 1185 the burgesses of Shrewsbury 

petitioned King Richard and eventually 

obtained a licence, or charter, to collect 

their own taxes to pay the King and 

effectively self-govern the town. This was 

the start of the autonomy of the town 

and also provided extra revenue. Why? 

Because the tax paid to the Crown was a 

fixed amount but the tax paid to the 

town increased along with the growth in 

population. 

With further charters from successive 

kings, the burgesses gained control of 

local trade and in 1200 secured the right 

to govern the town and its courts, 

effectively creating a ‘free borough’ 

detached from the control of the Crown, 

but still paying them taxes. 

The phrase ‘control of trade’ is 

significant. To trade in the town you 

needed to be a burgess, but not all town 

residents could become a Burgess even if 

they did own a burgage plot. The 

burgesses had effectively gained control 

through the trade gilds (ancient spelling) 

of all the town business. To become a 

burgess you had either to prove direct 

descent from an original sworn burgess, 

complete a trade apprenticeship to a 

burgess or, if you could afford it, 

purchase the title. 

So the situation evolved that burgesses 

controlled the town for over 600 years 

up to 1835, during which time, through 

effective stewardship, Shrewsbury 

became one of the most prominent and 

prosperous towns in the country. The 

burgesses arranged for the streets to be 

paved, for bridges to be built, taxes 

collected and basically oversaw the 

development and maintenance of its 

infrastructure. In effect a complete civic 

administration was established. 

There was however a dark side to their 

activities, which eventually led to their 

downfall. During the 18th century and 

into the 19th century it was commonplace 

across England for burgesses to use the 

privileges of their incorporation to ‘keep 

it in the family’, ensuring a virtual closed 

shop on trade and also ensuring 

members of their family got the plum 

jobs. The 19th century reformers deemed 

them corrupt and this eventually led to 

an act of parliament doing away with so-

called ‘rotten boroughs’. 

To be continued next week… 

 



COFFEE & CHAT 

Everyone welcome 

Tuesdays at 10.00 

Parish Hall, Monkmoor Road 

PARISH OFFICE HOURS: 9.30am to 3.30pm Monday/Wednesday/Thursday/Friday; 9.30am to 12.00pm Tuesday.  

Office staff need to move around during the day. If there is no reply to the buzzer, or for general queries, please phone. 

Parish of the Holy Cross ~ www.shrewsburyabbey.com ~ manager@shrewsburyabbey.com ~ 01743 232723 / 07968 779008 

FOOD BANK 

Do remember your local food bank 

when next out shopping. Food with a 

good shelf life is ideal, such as tins, jars 

and packet food, also basic toiletries 

such as soap, shower gel, toothpaste, 

sanitary items, deodorant, toilet rolls…  

Collections are made every week from 

both churches. 

FORGET-ME-NOT TEA 

Forget-Me-Not teas are held in the 

Parish Hall (behind St Peter’s Church), 

Monkmoor Road. on the 1st 

Wednesday of the Month:  

1 Feb 

1 March 

5 April 

TODDLE-IN 

For babies and toddlers 

Wednesdays in term time, 10.00-11.30 

Parish Hall, Monkmoor Road 

TIDDLE-IN 

For under-ones (too young to toddle) 

Wednesdays in term time, 12.00-1.30 

Parish Hall, Monkmoor Road 

REGULARS AT MONKMOOR 

ROAD 

St Peter’s & Parish Hall 

PRAYER GROUP 

Everyone welcome 

Thursdays, 7.00-8.00pm 

St Peter’s Church, Monkmoor Road 

CHILDREN’S SOCIETY BOXES 

These are being collected in during the 

month of February. Please bring your 

box to a service in either church or 

leave behind the blue curtain in the 

Abbey. Thank you! Wendy Ford 

TICKETS FROM ABBEY (CASH ONLY) 

ABBEY TOURS 2023 

Rev Ian Ross (vicar 1984-2002), Don 

Smith (Shrewsbury Abbey Guide) and 

Peter Furniss (Shrewsbury Abbey 

Guide) are collaborating on two Abbey 

tours on behalf of U3A. They are 

scheduled for Thursday 20th April 

and Thursday 1st June, from 10am to 

12 noon. 

ALL ARE WELCOME to come and 

discover the story of one of 

Shrewsbury’s most significant buildings. 

Maximum 25 people per tour. Please 

contact Ian Ross: 01743 860327 e-mail: 

mail@fiross.plus.com 

mailto:mail@fiross.plus.com

