William FitzOsbert and the Crisis of 1196 in London
John McEwan
The death of William FitzOsbert is one of the most famous and dramatic incidents in the history of medieval London.1 In 1196 long simmering tensions concerning the manner in which the burden of taxation was being divided finally boiled
over. The advocate for the poor and middling members of the community, William
FitzOsbert (also known as William cum barba, or Longbeard), took refuge in St
Mary le Bow church but, following a brief siege that culminated in the burning of
the steeple, he was captured and brutally executed. Accounts of the incident, written
by contemporary chroniclers, provide a glimpse into the urban political community.
The chroniclers have important things to say about the sources of conflict within
civic society, but this paper focuses on assessing the significance of this incident for
our understanding of civic governance in medieval London. The accounts of the rise
and fall of William FitzOsbert are intriguing, because they show dissension within
the civic community, and describe how a significant faction of discontented citizens
attempted to express their views and agitate for change. The chronicle accounts
provide evidence that allows historians to consider the role of popular pressure in
civic politics, at a time when the city was acquiring a new political identity.2
To contextualize the evidence provided by the chroniclers, some initial comment needs to be made about the nature of the governance of London. There were
substantial changes to the structure of civic government in the second half of the
twelfth century, and many of these changes gave the Londoners more control over
their own affairs.3 The Londoners acquired more influence over the appointment of
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key crown officials, such as the sheriffs,4 and new civic offices, such as the mayoralty, were created.5 Government, however, was still largely conducted through assemblies of which the most important were the folkmoot and the husting.6 Thirteenth-century documents show that the former was closely associated with the crown
and the sheriffs, and was held in St Paul's churchyard.7 The husting, which can be
traced back to the tenth century, emerged in the twelfth century as the principal court
for the city of London, closely associated with the mayor and the Guildhall.8 There
was a strong, and still continuing, tradition of public meetings and debate in twelfthcentury London.9
In the early 1190s, taxation was the immediate cause of the tensions between
the rich and poor people of London. King Richard I needed funds to support his
wars and crusading ambitions, and he placed a severe burden on the entire kingdom.
In 1188 there had been a levy for the aid of Jerusalem, known as the 'Saladin Tithe'.
In 1193 the people had been called upon to contribute to the king's ransom and then,
just a year later in 1194, there had been another tax.10 These levies came over and
above the regular sums extracted from the city, such as the farm, which was paid
once a year. The crown's exceptional demands on the city brought taxation to the
forefront of the civic political agenda.
The evidence from this period suggests that the task of collecting a levy and
determining each individual's contribution was left to the Londoners themselves.
The city was divided into wards, each overseen by an alderman. This system permitted the uniform administration of government at a neighborhood level. Mid-twelfth
century evidence contained in the Pipe Rolls tersely notes that taxes were being
organized through the wards.11 More evidence is provided by an early thirteenthcentury manuscript preserved in the British Library, which shows aldermen holding
wardmoots, to which the men of the ward were summoned.12 At these meetings the
aldermen announced the need for taxation, obtained consent to it, and began organizing the process of collection. Individuals were requested to contribute a portion of
their total wealth, irrespective of whether it was in the form of land or movable
goods, and it seems to have been an established convention that wealthy Londoners
would pay at a higher rate than poorer people. One of the most important signs of
wealth was the possession of a stone house, or of land that was held with heritable
title, such that it could be passed on to an heir.13 Men who had these sorts of possessions were singled out and required to contribute at the higher rate.

20

William FitzOsbert and the Crisis of 1196

The crown made important demands on the Londoners in the early 1190s,
but left responsibility for dividing the burden of taxation and the task of organizing collection to the people of the city. The process of assessing and collecting
taxes was a communal activity that required groups of neighbours to co-operate.
That taxation, more than any other aspect of civic government, should have aroused
conflict between neighbours and exacerbated existing tensions, particularly between the rich and the poor, is not surprising. Every time a new levy was imposed,
the Londoners had to consider how the wealth of the community was distributed,
then to reach a decision concerning the appropriate contribution from each individual.
The evidence for this paper is drawn primarilyfrom the writings of four chroniclers: William of Newburgh, Gervase of Canterbury, Roger of Howden and Ralph
Diceto.14 They were all living at the time events took place in London, and their
accounts offer insight into the crisis. William of Newburgh's account is at once the
longest and most detailed. He was probably born in Yorkshire in 1136, and was
educated at, and served as a canon in, the Augustinian priory of Newburgh, founded
in 1145.15 At the request of Ernald, abbot of Rievaulx, he composed his history
during the period 1198-1201.16 In his writings, Newburgh claims to have derived
information about the crisis in Londonfrom an eyewitness, a viri veracis, who heard
FitzOsbert speak.17 Gervase of Canterbury was a younger man. He became a monk
of Christ Church Canterbury in 1163, started writing history in 1185, and began
work on the Chronica, which includes a section on FitzOsbert, in 1188.18 Historians
have debated the identity of Roger of Howden.19 Judged by the material which he
discusses, his principal interests lay in the north of England.20 John Gillingham has
argued that Howden traveled widely, often in royal service, and that the content of his
writings in turn bears witness to his journeys.21 In contrast to the other chroniclers, a
great deal is known about Ralph Diceto. He was a prominent public figure and had
connections with the royal court. He attended the university of Paris, served as archdeacon of Middlesex, and by the late 1180s, when he began writing history, was dean
of St. Paul's cathedral in London.22 He was associated with some of the most prominent personalities of the age.23 It is very likely that he was an eyewitness to the earlier
events of the FitzOsbert crisis and, indeed, begins his account in the first person, stating that 'around this time I noticed that there was bad feeling and conflict in the city of
London between the rich and the poor'. 24
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These are the four writers whose accounts provide the core of our evidence for
the events in London. By virtue of his position as dean of St Paul's, Ralph Diceto
certainly had first hand knowledge of the conditions in London and, like the other
authors, he belonged to the realm of the clerks, involved in royal administration and
the church, rather than the world of London tradesmen and merchants. William of
Newburgh and Gervase of Canterbury were both members of monastic communities, and Howden was probably in royal service. They were all, therefore, contemporary and independent witnesses, reasonably well placed to obtain information about
events in the city.
The chroniclers were attracted to the story of the death of William FitzOsbert
because of its sensational finale, but also because they were troubled by the outbreak of mob violence and the destruction of a church. In their descriptions of the
crisis all the chronicles address the issue of the collapse of order, and offer various
explanations for why it occurred. The chroniclers were outsiders to civic politics,
and while none of them could be described as a champion of FitzOsbert, neither
were they unconditionally supportive of the established London leadership.
The chroniclers differ dramatically in terms of how they view FitzOsbert's
role in the crisis, and the amount of credence which they give to the poor Londoners' concerns about the administration of taxation. Howden provides an almost
sympathetic account of the complaints of the poor and middling citizens, offering
at the beginning of his narrative the opinion that they were inspired by genuine
grievances.25 By contrast, taxation does not even enter into Gervase of Canterbury's account, and he prefers to portray William FitzOsbert and the credulous
masses as responsible for the incident.26 The interpretations of Diceto and William
of Newburgh lie between the two extremes of Howden and Gervase of Canterbury. Both assert that disputes over taxation triggered the crisis, but they go on to
argue that FitzOsbert exploited the situation, using it as a pretext for pursuing a
self-seeking agenda.27 As a group, therefore, the chroniclers were not by any means
unanimous in their understanding of the causes of the crisis, but they largely favoured the established civic leadership at the expense of FitzOsbert and the poorer
Londoners.
Irrespective of how much blame they chose to assign to the London leadership, as against their critics, the chroniclers provide insights into the manner in
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which the Londoners reached collective decisions. Even William of Newburgh
and Gervase of Canterbury, who had very little sympathy for the supporters of
FitzOsbert, had to justify their interpretation of the causes of disorder in the city
by offering a portrait of the collapse of the system of governance. The accounts
were all written shortly after the event and thus, when considered within the context of what is known about London government from other documentary sources,
they offer a useful contribution to historical understanding of this important period in London's history.
Even if FitzOsbert had not died so dramatically, he would still have left a mark
on the historical record. He inherited property from his father, Osbert the Clerk, in
or before 1185-6, and he leased part of the property to his brother to raise money for
a pilgrimage to the Holy Land.28 He also had a prominent role in London's contribution to the third Crusade, and he was present in the crusaders' ship when it was beset
by a storm, and St Thomas of Canterbury appeared to comfort them.29
By the early 1190s, however, he was back in London and now involved in
civic politics. The chroniclers' narratives focus on FitzOsbert himself, and provide
detailed biographical information. According to Newburgh, FitzOsbert was born in
London and was supported by his elder brother while he attended school. He was
endowed with 'a sharp mind', was 'moderately educated but unusually eloquent'.30
He was nicknamed Longbeard because of his striking beard which 'made him more
conspicuous in meetings and assemblies'.31 Howden states that FitzOsbert was 'a
man versed in the law'. 32 Gervase of Canterbury, who was one of FitzOsbert's most
hostile critics, adds that 'he was most eloquent'.33 Even allowing for the chroniclers'
exaggeration of FitzOsbert's charisma, which was intended to explain why he secured a following among the masses, it seems clear that he must have been an articulate and sophisticated man, with a forceful personality.
Newburgh tells us that FitzOsbert initially owed his prominence to 'the favour
of some people [by which] he obtained a position in the magistracy of the town'. 34
There is no evidence that FitzOsbert ever served as a sheriff or alderman, thus the
nature of his position is something of a mystery. That he became an influential figure without holding high office forces us to question the connections between serving as alderman or sheriff during this period, and political importance. Since aldermen probably gained their position through inheritance or purchase, rather than di-
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rect popular election, it is perhaps not surprising that at public meetings they might
be upstaged by a charismatic speaker such as FitzOsbert.35
The political debate within the city was focused not on the extent of the crown's
demands, but on the manner in which they would be met. There was a perception
amongst the less privileged members of society that the rich were not paying their
full share of the levies. Howden tells us that 'strife originated amongst the citizens
of London, for not inconsiderable aids were imposed more often that usual because
of the king's imprisonment and other incidents, and in order to spare their own
purses the rich wanted the poor to pay everything'.36 Diceto relates that he noticed
that tension was building 'between the rich and the poor concerning the apportioning of the taxes payable to the treasury according to everyone's means'. 37 Newburgh
claims that FitzOsbert maintained that 'on the occasion of every royal edict the rich
spared their own fortunes and because of their power placed the whole weight on the
poor and defrauded the royal treasury of a large sum'. 38 The chroniclers were aware
that the poor and middling were using notions of equality and responsibility to criticize the manner in which the burden of taxation was shared. The resentment of the
poor was directed not at the crown for imposing the taxes, but at the rich Londoners,
for not paying their fair share.
The chroniclers use a variety of terms to describe FitzOsbert's supporters,
including paupers, plebs, and cives Lundoniarum.39 It seems likely that the chroniclers chose their terms to emphasize the plebeian status of his supporters, and
thus discredit the movement. In fact, FitzOsbert's supporters probably included
many people who occupied the middling level of society and had wealth worth
taxing. Indeed, when Hubert Walter, Justiciar of England, became involved in
the crisis and sought to bring pressure on the citizens to hand over FitzOsbert,
he ordered the arrest of London merchants visiting fairs in the surrounding counties. 40 While this gesture may have been partly intended to force the Londoners
to stop fighting amongst themselves and to reach a consensus, it was the members of the mercantile community protecting FitzOsbert who would have been
most affected.
The chroniclers suggest that FitzOsbert's interest in the issue of taxation was
connected to his conflict with his older brother. FitzOsbert was not an exceptionally
wealthy man, and he was a younger son from a wealthy family. One of the last traces
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of the event in official records is to be found in the 1196 Chancellor's Roll, which
states that FitzOsbert's holdings in London were now in the hands of Richard
FitzJohn.41 When FitzOsbert was executed, his London property was forfeited to the
crown. During his lifetime, however, FitzOsbert was a comfortably but not exceptionally wealthy individual.
The chroniclers argue that FitzOsbert's attack on the richest Londoners developed out of a campaign against his brother. Diceto tells us that FitzOsbert 'in his
meetings pursued to the death his carnal brother [Richard FitzOsbert] and two other
men of good repute as if they were guilty of betraying the king'. 42 Newburgh describes Richard FitzOsbert as a 'citizen of London' and characterizes William
FitzOsbert as an ungrateful younger sibling who accused his brother 'of betraying
the king'. 43 He states that FitzOsbert 'could not bear the wealth and glory of certain
citizens or magnates, whom he realized he did not equal', and that he went as far as
claiming before the king 'that his brother had conspired against his life'.44 At first
glance, this suggestion would seem likely to be a convenient fabrication, intended to
simplify the task of narration by reducing a complex political crisis to a battle between brothers. Remarkably, however, this conflict can be confirmed from an independent source.
A document preserved in the rolls of the curia regis confirms that in a November session of the court in the sixth year of the reign of Richard I (1194), Richard
FitzOsbert, Robert Brand, and Jordan Tanner were accused by William FitzOsbert
of having held a meeting in Richard FitzOsbert's stone house at which treasonous
statements were made. Richard was accused of resenting the obligation to pay royal
taxes. Jordan Tanner was held to have expressed a desire that the king never return
home, and Robert Brand was charged with declaring that London would never have
any other king except the mayor.45 In the small world of London politics, it is perhaps not surprising that family disputes could become intertwined with civic political struggles.
All the chroniclers suggest that FitzOsbert was organizing the people under
his leadership. Newburgh describes how he disrupted public meetings, Gervase of
Canterbury and Howden both assert that FitzOsbert had more influence in London
than the appointed leaders of the city, and Diceto, the dean of St Paul's, suggests that
FitzOsbert bound the people to himself with oaths and that his rhetoric was respon-
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sible for a riot in St Paul's.46 In disrupting official meetings, and by binding the
citizens with oaths, FitzOsbert threatened the established political order. FitzOsbert
was also prepared to appeal to the king. Perhaps drawing on contacts made during
the crusades, when tension in the city rose, FitzOsbert went to seek Richard's support. Newburgh relates that FitzOsbert 'deemed it necessary to go overseas to complain to the prince that he suffered the enmity... of the powerful'.47 Howden also
asserts that FitzOsbert traveled 'to the king overseas [and] he obtained his peace for
himself and the people'. 48 The results of this journey are unknown, but they did
nothing to defuse the growing tensions.
FitzOsbert might not have come to such a brutal end if he had not aroused the
ire of Hubert Walter, archbishop of Canterbury, and justiciar of England. In the absence of the king, Hubert Walter was responsible for maintaining order in the realm.
He personally intervened in the crisis, 'convoked the common people, spoke to them
squarely . . . and admonished them to give hostages for being loyal to the king'. 49
The Londoners handed over hostages, but FitzOsbert, 'supported by the crowd proceeded with a show of pomp and organized public meetings on his own authority'.50
Having reached the conclusion that FitzOsbert needed to be removed before the
disturbances could be suppressed, Hubert Walter attempted to convince the Londoners to hand him over peacefully. Hubert Walter ordered the apprehension of Londoners caught outside the city and Howden notes that 'at Stamford Fair [March 31]
some merchants... were arrested'.51
In early April, however, Walter resolved to end the troubles, by force if necessary. Summoners sent to bring FitzOsbert to trial were intimidated by the latter's
supporters. When armed men, with the assistance of 'noble citizens' came to arrest
him, FitzOsbert and his adherents fought them off, and FitzOsbert personally killed
one of the officers.52 He thenfled with some supporters to St Mary le Bow church,
where he sought refuge in the tower. Diceto and Newburgh record that while the
archbishop considered his next action, more soldiers were sent into the city to ensure the docility of the common people. To the discomfort of some of the chroniclers, the archbishop decided not to respect the sanctity of the church, and the steeple was burned to force FitzOsbert out. Newburgh, placing the blame for the fire on
the soldiers of Hubert Walter, plausibly suggests that FitzOsbert was forced out of
the church when it was 'besieged with fire and smoke'. 53 Diceto presents a rather
farfetched scenario in which FitzOsbert himself starts the fire.54 Howden also lays
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the blame at the feet of Hubert Walter, whom he describes as trying to force FitzOsbert
from the church. Furthermore he notes that the monks of Canterbury, to whom the
church belonged, were 'indignant' that their own archbishop had trespassed on their
ecclesiastical rights.55 Perhaps this explains why Gervase of Canterbury, who was
very hostile to FitzOsbert, but also a monk of Canterbury, chose to use a passive
grammatical structure to note that the church was burned, and thus tactfully avoid
assigning responsibility.56
Captured, FitzOsbert was taken to the Tower, tried, and then brought to
Smithfield for execution. All the chroniclers provide gruesome accounts of the execution, but Gervase of Canterbury presents an especially bloody description, relating that FitzOsbert was dragged 'through the center of the city to the elms, his flesh
was demolished and spread all over the pavement and, fettered with a chain, he was
hanged that same day on the elms with his associates and died'. 57 It was a dramatic
finish for a man who had come to represent the hopes of the middling and lower
orders of London society. While his execution seems to have snuffed out the immediate threat of a revolution in London, it did not prove to be the end of FitzOsbert's
influence.
The gruesome execution, while demonstrating the crown's power, also turned
FitzOsbert into a martyr. It is clear that his supporters cast a religious significance
over his death. Gervase of Canterbury relates that 'a sudden rumour spread through
the city that William was a new martyr and shone through miracles'.58 People started
seeking out his place of execution. Newburgh notes that the gibbet was stolen and
'the earth underneath, as if it were consecrated by the blood of the hanged man . . .
was scraped away by the fools in small bits until a considerable ditch was formed'.59
Even in death FitzOsbert was a threat to order, and Newburgh remarks that the
'multitude continually kept watch' at the execution site 'and this very vain error
became so strong that it could have misled even the wise'. 60 The intensity of the
admiration which was lavished upon him at his death testifies to the strength and
depth of his support within the population at large.
Again, the authorities resorted to violence. Gervase of Canterbury records that
'an ambush was laid and those who came at night-time to pray were whipped'.61
Newburgh credits the royal authorities with this initiative and adds that 'the administrator of the realm punished with suitable ecclesiastical severity the priest who
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was at the head of the whole superstition, and sent an armed guard to chase away the
multitude of rustics'.62 The incipient cult of FitzOsbert was forcefully suppressed.
The rise and fall of William FitzOsbert was an exceptional episode in the
political history of twelfth-century London: the public execution of a prominent
public figure was clearly not part of the normal political process. Nevertheless, in
the course of explaining how the crisis occurred, the chroniclers indicate some of
the fundamental mechanisms whereby the Londoners reached collective decisions.
The chroniclers' accounts of this incident, therefore, shed light on a number of aspects of London governance.
Prominent and established Londoners dominated the ranks of the mayors, sheriffs and aldermen.63 Susan Reynolds has made the important observation that there
was no discernable change in the leadership of the city during or immediately following the crisis.64 The very stability and cohesiveness of the authorities, far from
indicating that the incident was of only minimal importance, suggests that in the
mid-1190s the civic leadership was disconnected from the population.
One of the most interesting issues which the chroniclers raise is the role of
popular pressure in shaping communal civic policy in the late twelfth century. The
crisis clearly shows that the poor and middling Londoners did not unquestioningly
defer to civic authority. The chroniclers maintain that the lower orders were willing
to express their opinions, and indeed that they believed that their interests should
play an important role in determining the policy of the community. The chroniclers
also make clear that there were recognized mechanisms whereby public opinion
could be made manifest. Public meetings provided a vehicle for the expression of
sentiments of dissatisfaction, and indeed it was possible for a man such as William
FitzOsbert, who was not in thefirst rank of London merchants, to acquire influence
by articulating the critical opinions of an angry section of the population. Furthermore, even though poor and middling men did not serve as mayors or sheriffs, their
opinions ultimately mattered in civic politics, because they were not easily coerced.
When a restive section of the population opposed their methods of organizing taxation, the authorities could not implement a policy. The influence of the high officials
over the community, therefore, should not be overstated.
Another point which the accounts of the chroniclers emphasize is the important role played by the crown in London's internal politics. Irrespective of the decla-
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ration of the commune in London, the creation of the mayor, and the increase in
local influence over the appointment of prominent officials, the crown was prepared
forcefully to intervene in London affairs. During the build-up to the crisis, it gave
support to both FitzOsbert and the established London leaders, probably in the hope
that matters could be settled peacefully. When an impasse was reached, and the
conflict between the citizens seemed to be on the verge of becoming violent, the
crown, acting through Justiciar Hubert Walter, reacted fiercely to restore order.
As a final note, while the contemporary chroniclers took a dim view of
FitzOsbert's actions and characterized him as a demagogue, less than a century later,
in the hands of Matthew Paris, FitzOsbert was transformed from a villain into a
hero.65 Paris presents a stridently sympathetic portrait of FitzOsbert, describing him
as the leader of a movement which resisted the unreasonable impositions made upon
the poor by the mayor and aldermen. He calls the attack on St. Mary le Bow church
a 'sacrilege' and claims that FitzOsbert's death placed him inter martyres videtur
mérito computandus.66 Paris's account, in addition to providing a perspective which
contrasts with those of the earlier chroniclers, provides evidence that FitzOsbert
lived on in the popular imagination. In part, this was because of the dramatic nature
of his death, but it was also because taxation and conflict between the rich and the
underprivileged continued to be relevant issues that excited passions and sparked
debate.
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Palgrave, ed., Rotuli Curiae Regis: 1194-1199, 2 vols., (London, 1835) vol.
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Elenchus Fontium Historiae Urbanae, (Leiden, 1988), pp. 62-64; and W. de
Gray Birch, (ed.), The Historical Charters and Constitutional Documents of
the City of London, (London, 1887), p. 4; S. Reynolds, An Introduction to the
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that the Londoners had firmly established their privilege of selecting the
sheriffs, however, Brooke and Keir, London 800-1216, chapter 8, esp. pp.
208-222, Reynolds, 'Rulers of London,' p.343.
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On the early history of the mayoralty see, Brooke, London 800-1216, chapter
9., esp. pp. 245-248, Reynolds, 'Rulers of London,' pp.348-350, J. H. Round,
'The First Mayor of London,' The Antiquary, vol. xv (1887), pp. 107-111, D.
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pp. 208-9.
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Historians have speculated that the folkmoot was older than the husting, but
there are so few twelfth-century references to the folkmoot that Reynolds has
suggested that c.1100 the husting might already have superceded it as the
principal forum of civic governance, Reynolds, 'Rulers of London,' p. 339,
see also Brooke and Keir, London 800-1216, p. 249. The folkmoot is alluded
to in Henry I's charter to the city, de Gray Birch, Historical Charters, p. 4. It
is important to remember that much local government was probably also
conducted through the wards, parishes and sokes, which also provided a focus
for community. For an excellent introduction to the administration of justice
in the city, see A. H. Thomas's introduction to the Calendar of Early Mayor s
Court Rolls, 1298-1307, (Cambridge, 1924).
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is found in BL, Add. Ms. 14252, folio 100b, in M. Bateson, Ά London
Municipal Collection of the Reign of John,' English Historical Review, 17
(1902) p. 502, M. Weinbaum, London Unter EduardI undII, 2 vols., (Stuttgart,
1933), vol. 2., pp. 38-39. The Londoners were summoned to the folkmoot by
the ringing of a bell, and folkmoots were held at least three times each year, to
organize the shrievality, the watch, and fire prevention.

8

Throughout the twelfth century, the husting served as a forum for the public
announcement of property transactions. An early example, dated 1113-1131,
describes the husting as being held 'in the house of Alfwin fitz Leofstan,'
with prominent individuals and officials, including a sheriff and an
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and movables was expected. The 1193 aid for the ransom of the king involved
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