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REDS ON THE GREEN

This pamphlet sttempts to fill a gap by providing a
short sketch of the radical history of the Clerkenwell
area, its characters and events. There has been hittle
easily available to read concentrating specifically on
the long and rich history of the politics and struggles
of the area. it charts the changingfortunesand
developments of the communities, classes and
hld:i_vidna]shwohed. It also offers some passing
conmments on the Clerkenwell of today.

“It has been said that the history of Clerkenwell is a
microcosm of the larger history of London. It’s
certainly true that whenever there has been major social
change and /or unrest in London it has been reflected by
events in Clerkenwell, and the unrest often manifested
and organised itself here throughout its long history as a
radical centre. National and international issues have
also found their expression here.”
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A DEDICATION

TO DAN CHATTERTON AND GUY ALDRED;
TWO FINE SONS OF CLERKENWELL AND ITS
RADICAL CULTURE. AND TO ALL THE MORE

ANONYMOUS CLERKENWELLIANS WHO

SUSTAINED THAT CULTURE; THOSE MEN,
WOMEN AND CHILDREN WHO LEFT SUCH A
RICH LEGACY. FINALLY, TO ALL THOSE WHO

ACCOMPANIED ME ON THE HISTORY WALK IN
JUNE 2003 THAT INSPIRED THIS PAMPHLET.

published by past tense,
october 2005

Cover image: The Burning of St. John’s Priory,
Clerkenwell, during the Peasants Revolt, 1381,




RS SON
THE GREEN

A SHORT TOUR OF
CLERKENWELL RADICALISM

ENCOUNTERING A CAST OF
CHARACTERS AND EVENTS

INCLUDING:

WAT TYLER

AND THE PEASANTS REVOLT..
JACK SHEPPARD...
THE ROOKERIES...

THE LONDON MOB
AND THE GORDON RIOTS...
THE CHARTISTS...

THE FENIANS... LENIN..
DAN CHATTERTON AND
GUY ALDRED...
GENTRIFICATION...

FOREWORD

What do we look for in history? It depends on who looks;
for today’s estate agents and property developers
Clerkenwell’s historical associations are merely another
aspect of the place to be exploited for profit. The
occasional historical reference inserted into a sales pitch
just adds more gloss to their oily words. As we write
(2005), gentrification continues in Clerkenwell, with all
its benefits and drawbacks for different sections of the
local population, depending on ‘which side of the fence’
they are located. And Smithfield is under renewed threat
from the developers — it seems that anywhere that retains
a trace of real character must be ‘redeveloped’ by these
greedy vultures into an ugly synthetic parody of itself.
Those aspects of a place that give it an interesting,
inspiring ambience and atmosphere must be sacrificed in
the pursuit of capitalising a maximum profit turnover on
every square inch. History will condemn them and,
hopefully, consign them to its dustbin — but meanwhile
we have to live and struggle with their ‘contribution’.

But for those of us looking back without such shameful
motivations, we seek a better understanding of and
grounding in the present through a knowledge of the past
we came from. We also, perhaps, need reminding of what
was achieved, what was tried and what failed to be
achieved in past struggles in locations like Clerkenwell.
The culture of community, commonality and solidarity
that sustained these struggles of the poor and dispossessed
were what made them possible. It is the immediate
shortage of these qualities felt by many in the present
that inspire us to look back to past victories and defeats
for illumination of the present tasks we face.

Those who ignore the mistakes of the past really are
condemned to repeat them.
And so, back to the beginning...




INTRODUCTION

History Drawn from a Deep Well

It is water that named Clerkenwell and water that made it a
desirable place of settlement. A place with several wells of good
water supply, one of which, the Clerke’s Well, lent its name to the
area. So-named because the city’s clerks would meet here on
public holidays to perform ‘mummer’s plays’ - enactments of
scenes from the Bible - to large crowds. The River Fleet also ran
through as it headed from its two sources on Hampstead Heath to
where it enters the Thames by nearby Blackfriars Bridge. London'’s
second largest river, as it approached the Thames the Fleet was
some 60 feet wide. At one time, before it became too clogged up
and polluted, it could be navigated by smaller boats; the railway
line running into Farringdon Station from King's Cross runs
through the river's valley. The Fleet was also an important
boundary of the original Roman settlement of ‘Londinium’. In AD
43 they built the first bridge across the Thames, close to today’s
London Bridge, and a fort to defend the crossing was constructed
near to where the Barbican stands today. The Fleet formed a
convenient natural defence on the western side of the Roman
settlement. So the City of London was settled on the banks of the
Thames and grew outward from it; it is Clerkenwell’s closeness to
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The earliest knoun map of London, the Agas map ¢.1560, showing Clerkenwell village.
a4 .

the City and its wealth, while remaining outside its boundaries,
that has made it attractive to its various inhabitants over the years.

The earliest records show this area as common land between
the City walls and the Middlesex Forest. The first known
settlements of any substance in the area began around 1145 when
Jordan de Briset, descendant of a noble Breton family, founded a
priory dedicated to St John and, shortly afterwards, a nunnery
dedicated to St Mary, on the eastern slopes of the Fleet riverbank.
The Priory became the home of the Knights of the Order of St
John of Jerusalem, known as Hospitallers. A military order of
crusading knighthood formed around 1070 to give care and
protection to pilgrims visiting the holy sites of Palestine, they were
recognised by the Pope in 1116 and acquired extensive property
and wealth throughout Western Europe. Along with their rivals, -
the Knights Templar, they were in the vanguard of the Catholic
imperialist crusades. The Templars settled within the area to the
west of the City now known as Temple. The Dissolution of the
monasteries in the 1540°s ended the Hospitaller's presence in
England but they were later revived as an Anglican Order; we
know the Order today through their work as the St John's
Ambulance Association.

“The bulk of the City's secular population was crowded along the
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busy riverside, which was the focus of its life as the country's leading
port. The major religious houses tended, therefore, to be located away
from the noise and stench of the wharves and warehouses, along or
beyond the line of the City's circuit walls, where there was light and air
for a more spacious, gracious way of living. They stretched therefore in
a great arc, from St Katherine's Hospital by the Tower in the east, to the
houses of the Dominicans (Blackfriars) and the Carmelites
(Whitefriars) in the west.” (Clerkenwell and Finsbury Past; Richard
Tames, Historical Publications, 1999.)

* * *

[t has been said that the history of Clerkenwell is a microcosm




of the larger history of London. It's certainly true that whenever
there has been major social change and/or unrest in London it has
been reflected by events in Clerkenwell, and the unrest often
manifested and organised itself here throughout its long history as
a radical centre. National and international issues have also found
their expression here. We shall try to illustrate this on our
journey...

WATTYLER AND THE
PEASANTS REVOLT

Clerkenwell had been a periodic site of rebellion as far back as
the Peasants Revolt of 1381 when the Peasant Army burned down
the Priory of St John.

Background to the Revolt

In August 1348 the plague known as the Black Death appeared
in England and swept the country; it is estimated that between one
half and one third of the population died. Large areas were
depopulated; over the following decades this shortage of
labour pushed up both wages and prices. To counter this the State
in 1351 passed legislation - “The Statute of Labourers’ - to impose
the earliest known example of a wage freeze. In 1377 Edward III
died and the reign of the 11-year-old boy King, Richard II, began.
Towards the end of his reign Edward III had become senile and,
John of Gaunt (a corruption of Ghent, where he was born), Duke
of Lancaster, acted as virtual dictator of England and was hugely
disliked; he continued this role when his nephew, the young boy
Richard II, took over the throne. (The most popular pub name in
the country - The Red Lion - of which there are over 600, derives
from Gaunt. It was the practice centuries ago for inns to salute a
monarch or powerful baron, and the Red Lions take their name
from the coat of arms of John of Gaunt. The “Jack Straw’s Castle”
pub at the top of London’s Hampstead Heath - on the supposed
hideout site of one of the Peasants Revolt’s leaders — goes only a
little way to redressing the balance.)

The English armies were suffering defeat after defeat in what
came to be known as ‘The Hundred Years War’ with France. French
armies were raiding the English coast and the country was bank-
rupt - even the crown jewels had been pawned. There was
simmering unrest across town and country. The desperate need of
the State to raise funds resulted in a Poll Tax being levied on all
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persons over 14 years of age. The architect of this tax was believed
to be John of Gaunt. This was a blatant tax on the labouring
classes, with preferential discounts for the rich. After widespread
evasion by commoners it was decided to send in the tax
commissioners with armed escorts to enforce collection. At
Brentwood in Essex on 30th May 1381 the commoners refused to
pay and stoned the collectors out of town. This appears to have
been a pre-arranged signal to commoners in other places. The
country was ripe for revolt and the rising began ...

“Cryptic but well understood messages went from village to village
when the moment arrived.”

They “...biddeth Piers Plowman goe to his werke and chastise well
Hob the Robber, and take with you John Trueman and all his fellows
and no moe; and look sharp you to one-head [unity] and no moe” ran
one of these messages, and another, clearer in language, declared: “Jack
Trueman doth you to understand that falseness and guile have reigned
too long."" [And Truth has been set under a lock, and falseness reigneth
in every flock...] (A People’s History of England), A. L. Morton,
ﬁ&ﬁ o) X ﬁ By early June the
Boe i ] commoners of Essex,

' Y *Kent and other
counties had formed
themselves into a
Peasant Army that
_ marched on London;
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Son - SSREIEER There were 60,000 of
s te® thern, more than the
W population of

YWl London. The Essex

PR rebels settled at Mile

B! End, a mile east of the

ey City walls.

London’s rulers
% BeA were in a panic: “Rent

ERYE by social struggles, with
WOUR the trade guilds, once
o the free societies of

1%
&

*

=
rig*

-

SRR artisans and traders,
REReNaREees follen into the hands of

-

s rsGr e the new class of rich
7




merchants and masters, the burghers heard no call for its militia to turn
out and man the walls. The great bell of St Martin-le-Grand failed to
sound the tocsin which would call the Londoners to arm themselves to
defend their city. The rulers of the city did not trust their people to
assemble armed, once the right of free men.” (The English Rebels,
Charles Poulsen, 1984.)

Sympathisers in the City ensured the rebels gained entrance and
they were welcomed and joined by the London poor. Wat Tyler
~and the mob ransacked the Fleet prison and the Savoy Palace in
the Strand, home of John of Gaunt, architect of the Poll Tax. The
Peasant  Army evacuated the servants, then systematically
destroyed everything of wealth in the Palace (one of the grandest
in Europe), which was full with plunder from Gaunt's adventures
abroad. They brought with them mortars and pestles to use for
grinding diamonds and other precious stones to dust. They then
~ burnt the building.

Moving away from the Thames riverbank they came up the hill
and crossed the Fleet into Clerkenwell and set fire to the Priory of
the Order of St John. The Priory burned for several days, the mob
preventing all attempts to put out the flames. The Order was by
this time hated by the poor for the great wealth they had
accumulated through the patronage of royalty and the aristocracy.
But the main reason it was targeted was because the Prior at the
time was Sir Robert Hales, also Lord High Treasurer of England,
and so responsible for collecting the hated Tax. He fled to the
Tower of London; there the mob found ‘Hob the Robber’, as they
had nicknamed him, with the Archbishop of Canterbury and
other cowering members of the ruling class. They were dragged to
Tower Hill and beheaded. The rebels also destroyed all the legal
documents they could find, burnt the prisons and freed the
inmates. All the Crown'’s armies were away fighting in other lands;
{lor the moment, London - the seat of power - was in the rebels’

ands.

Wat Tyler, Jack Straw, John Ball and the Peasant Army met with
the king at Mile End, where he granted the demands of the
commoners to be free of their feudal obligations to the Lords of
the manors; no longer should they have to be bound to donate a
part of their labour and produce to their masters. But this was only
a ploy to buy time for the king and his court. They later met again
at Smithfield, then a large open space west of the City wall and site
of a weekly horse and cattle market. Under the pretext of
negotiation, Tyler was drawn away from his Army and lured into
a trap. An argument was provoked, and he was murdered there;
there followed a country-wide reign of terror to re-impose the
authority of the ruling class.
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At Fishmongers’ Hall in the City (where today’s ruling class
sometimes play out their historic pantomime rituals) the
liverymen still proudly display the dagger with which the Mayor,
Walworth, murdered Wat Tyler. The City coat-of-arms and flag
bears a dagger on it - SRR S R e
officially this symbolises ¥
the martyrdom of St§§
Bartholomew, who was ¥¥F&ti;
skinned alive for his faith, B
and whose church sits i
within the City boundary. §¥ ik
interpreted to represent the {{1/; &
dagger used to slay ~, 4 \ e Ty
Tyler, so saving the _h,;{\ ;
powers from the greatest- JESEEEE NG
ever threat to their rule. 6’
There are monuments to FR#
religious martyrs and §§8
Scottish nationalists at {48
Smithfield  but,  not [£%
surprisingly, there is no ==
monument to Wat Tyler f§
and the Peasants Revolt - , ¥,
despite it being one of the "#ws, & T %

Eey moments of English 5 CPTON . A

istory. (Maybe after the rev- |

olutioli—’ty...() I¥ thf Peasants 1he death of Wat Tyler at Smithfield
had won both British and

world history might have turned out quite differently - social
developments might have taken quite a different turn. Would the
English Civil War have happened much earlier in a bid to resolve
class tensions with an attempted re-conquest by crown and
gentry? With an economy dominated by small-holding peasants -
would the Industrial Revolution have still first emerged in Britain?

* * *

[n later years the St John's Priory was rebuilt - the surviving
gateway dates from 1504. St Mary’s nunnery had survived intact.
[t was a relatively liberal and integrated order - many recruits were
women from failed marriages, widows with no means of support
or those avoiding marriage rather than devoutly religious
characters. They tended to mix freely in society and dress quite
fashionably. B |
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