
	  
	  
This	  note	  is	  one	  of	  a	  series	  placed	  in	  the	  Clerks’	  Almanac	  by	  the	  Livery	  Committee.	  This	  “Jargon	  Buster”	  was	  
written	  by	  the	  Glovers’	  Company.	  They	  are	  intended	  to	  be	  of	  guidance	  to	  livery	  clerks,	  especially	  new	  ones,	  or	  
those	  seeking	  advice	  on	  a	  particular	  topic.	  They	  are	  not	  prescriptive,	  and	  how	  individual	  companies	  choose	  to	  
conduct	  their	  affairs	  is,	  of	  course,	  entirely	  up	  to	  them.	  
	  
 

HOW THE CITY OF LONDON CORPORATION WORKS 

 

The Corporation of London is the City’s local authority, based at Guildhall, and is run in the same way as 
any other local authority, but it does have its idiosyncrasies . . . 

 

The non-party political Common Council consists of 25 Aldermen and 100 members (25 of whom are 
Deputies) led by the Chief Commoner, all of whom receive no pay or allowances, elected by the voters 
(including business voters) of their ward, and appointed at Wardmotes (presided over by the ward’s 
Alderman, who is attended by his mace-bearing Beadle), supported by paid staff and officers. Council 
meetings are chaired by the Lord Mayor (who is an Alderman, but who has been elected to the office of Lord 
Mayor by the City’s Liverymen, at a meeting of Common Hall, and taken office at a Silent Ceremony), who is 
supported through his/her year in office by, inter alios, two Sheriffs (also elected by the Liverymen, at a 
separate Common Hall) and a permanent team of Esquires, who have both administrative and ceremonial 
roles. The “normal” work of a local authority is carried out by a staff headed by the Town Clerk (the CEO) 
and including a Remembrancer (who also has a ceremonial role) and a Comptroller.  

 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

ALDERMAN 

The City has one Alderman for each of its 25 Wards. They are elected every 6 years by the voters in their 
Ward (and may stand for re-election at any time within that 6 year period), and must retire from office on 
reaching the age of 70. To stand for office a person must be aged at least 21, a British subject, a Freeman of 
the City and satisfy the requirements of office of a Police and Crime Commissioner or be a JP, . They are 
unpaid, and receive no allowances. One of the Aldermen is elected annually by Liverymen, at Common Hall, 
to become Lord Mayor. An Alderman is effectively a member of the Council who has aspirations to become 
Lord Mayor, and consequently has a heavier workload – performing all the duties of a Common Councilman 
and those restricted to Aldermen. 

 

 

 

 

 

BEADLE 

	  



	  
	  
There are currently 29 Ward Beadles in the 25 Wards (the three largest Wards have 2 or 3 Beadles), who are 
elected at the annual Wardmote. Their role is largely ceremonial, and they accompany their Alderman at 
formal City occasions (such as Common Hall), dressed in their robes and tricorn hats, and carrying a Ward 
mace.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAMBERLAIN OF LONDON 

A high officer of the Corporation, appointed by the Court of Common Council; effectively, the City’s Chief 
Financial Officer. 

 

CHIEF COMMONER 

The Chief Commoner elected annually by the Court of Common Council, for a one year term, and takes 
office on the first Council meeting following the annual Wardmotes (in April). He or she is the foremost 
representative of the Commoners and is, effectively, their “leader” for the year. 

 

 

 

 

 

CITY MARSHALL 

One of the Lord Mayor’s Esquires, who leads formal processions (on horseback at the Lord Mayor’s Show) 

 

	  

	  



	  
	  
CITY SURVEYOR 

A high officer of the Corporation, appointed by the Court of Common Council, who , among other things 
runs the City’s property portfolio. 

 

COMMON COUNCILMAN 

There are 100 Common Councilmen (Councillors in any other Local Authority) elected by the voters of their 
Wards every four years, in late March, at a Wardmote. Each Ward, depending on the number of voters, has 
between 2 and 10 Common Councilmen, who must be a British subject (or EU citizen) aged at least 18, 
Freemen of the City and Voters in the City (not necessarily in the Ward in which they stand). Like the 
Aldermen, they are unpaid, receive no allowances, and are virtually all Independent members (the City does 
not currently have a party political system). They act in the same way as Councillors elsewhere – chairing 
and attending meetings to ensure the smooth running of the City. Each member is allocated a number of 
ward committees (committees which have representatives of each ward, such as the Finance and Planning 
committees) by their Deputy, and can stand for election to many more (such as Police and Barbican Centre 
committees). 

 

COMMONER 

A member of the Court of Common Council who is not an Alderman. 

 

COMMON CRYER AND SERJEANT AT ARMS 

One of the Lord Mayor’s Esquires, this officer is also known as the Macebearer, who carries the Mace on 
ceremonial occasions, and calls for order at the start of Meetings of Common Council and Common Hall. 

 

COMMON HALL 

There are two Common Halls each year, held at Guildhall; these are meetings of Liverymen to elect The 
Lord Mayor and the Sheriffs. One is on Midsummer Day (24th June), or the Monday following if 
Midsummer Day falls on a weekend, to elect the Sheriffs, some largely ceremonial posts (Ale Conners and 
Bridgemasters), the Auditors and the Livery Committee, and the other is held on Michaelmas Day (29th 
September), or the Monday following if Michaelmas day falls on a weekend, to elect the Lord Mayor. All 
Liverymen, who have been Liverymen since May of the previous year may attend, and they, and only they, 
are the voters. The Shrieval election is sometimes contested, and if there are two clear  winners they are 
elected; if the result is in dispute, and a poll is called for, this is held at a subsequent Common Hall two 
weeks later, although candidates are urged to accept the findings of Common Hall and to not demand a poll. 

 

COMPTROLLER AND CITY SOLICITOR 

A high officer of the Corporation, appointed by the Court of Common Council, who is the City’s senior legal 
officer. 

 

COURT OF ALDERMEN 



	  
	  
The 25 Aldermen, in addition to being part of the Court of Common Council, meet separately from time to 
time in the Aldermen’s Court on the West side of Guildhall Yard. Among other things, they agree the 
Freedom of the City for those who apply through a Livery Company and regulate and approve new Livery 
Companies. 

 

COURT OF COMMON COUNCIL 

The Court of Common Council (CoCo ) is the formal meeting (in other local authorities it would be a 
council meeting) of the 100 Common Councilmen and the 25 Aldermen. Meetings are held 9 times a year, at 
1.00 on a Thursday, and are presided over by the Lord Mayor, run by the Town Clerk, and attended by the 
senior officers of the City of London (Chamberlain, Surveyor, etc.). CoCo meetings are open to the public, 
although the public will be excluded for any matters of a “non-public” nature (normally at the end of the 
meeting) 

 

 

 

 

DEPUTY 

One of the Common Councilmen in each Ward is appointed Ward Deputy by the Alderman at the annual 
Wardmote. The Deputy’s duties are to support the Alderman and to act as “team leader” to the Ward’s 
Common Councilmen. 

 

 

ELECTIONS 

There are City-wide elections for Common Councilmen every 4 years, in March, when all 100 seats may be 
contested (the next elections are in March 2017). The 25 Aldermen are each elected for a 6 year term, but are 
not all elected at the same time, and may put themselves up for re-election at any time during their 6 years, 
so Aldermanic elections are held sporadically. A by-election will be triggered by the death or retirement of a 
member or Alderman, or when an Alderman reaches the age of 70. The elections of the Lord Mayor and the 
Sheriffs are held at Common Hall (qv) 

 

ESQUIRES 

The Esquires, based at Mansion House, are the paid officers of the Lord Mayor’s household who also have 
ceremonial roles (City Marshall, Swordbearer and Common Cryer). One of them will normally accompany 
the Lord Mayor to a function. When acting outside of their ceremonial roles they are termed programme 
managers and there is a senior programme manager based in Mansion House who is not an Esquire.  In 
addition the senior Mansion House official is the Private Secretary and Chief of Staff to the Lord Mayor who 
runs the House and is responsible for all matters under the Lord Mayor.   

 

 

	  

	  



	  
	  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FREEDOM OF THE CITY 

Apart from the Honorary Freedom of the City, the highest honour the City can bestow, which is given to 
very few people, there are 3 ways of obtaining the Freedom of the City. (1) By redemption (i.e. payment), 
either by personal application or via a Livery Company; (2) By Patrimony (and thence by right), which can 
only be done if one parent was made a Freeman before the birth of the applicant: and (3) by Servitude, the 
route for an apprentice who has served a full apprenticeship to a Freeman. Despite popular myths, the 
Freedom confers no rights and privileges whatsoever. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FREEMAN 

A Freeman of the City is a person who has the Freedom of the City; a Freeman of a Livery Company may, or 
may not be, a Freeman of the City, but will need to apply for it to become a Liveryman. Freemen cannot 
attend Common Hall. 

 

GOWNS 

	  



	  
	  
On ceremonial occasions, Aldermen wear scarlet gowns (occasionally violet), and Common Councilmen 
wear blue (the colour is Mazarine blue, and the gown is sometimes referred to as a Mazarine gown). 

LIVERY COMMITTEE 

The Livery Committee has two principal purposes – to oversee the arrangements for Common Hall: at the 
Election of Sheriffs on Midsummer Day, and the Election of the Lord Mayor each Michaelmas Day. And to 
act as the conduit for communication between the Livery (and its masters, prime wardens, courts, liverymen 
and clerks) and with Guildhall and the City of London Corporation, on any matter affecting the interests of 
the general body of the Livery. Its membership of 20 is elected by the Livery and is made up of 
representatives of liverymen, common councilmen, aldermen and clerks. 

 

LIVERYMAN 

A Liveryman is a full member of one of the Livery Companies, is eligible to vote at Common Hall, and is 
therefore one of those who elects the Lord Mayor and the Sheriffs. 

 

LORD MAYOR 

To become Lord Mayor, a person must be an Alderman, and have previously served as one of the two 
Sheriffs. He/she is nominated by the Court of Aldermen and nominated on Michaelmas day, by Liverymen at 
Common Hall (but actually elected on the same day by the Aldermen in secret ballot), and takes office at the 
Silent Ceremony on the Friday before Lord Mayor’s Day. The Lord Mayor lives at Mansion House for the 
Mayoral year, presides over meetings of the Court of Aldermen and of Common Council, and spends the 
year promoting the City in this country and abroad. The post is unpaid. The Lord Mayor’s Banquet, held on 
the Monday after the Lord Mayor’s Show, is a dinner held by the incoming Lord Mayor in honour of the 
outgoing one. 

 

LORD MAYOR LOCUM TENENS 

When the Lord Mayor is unable to attend an event (e.g. a meeting of Common Council, or a formal lunch or 
dinner) he/she will normally appoint an Alderman who has already served in the office of Lord Mayor, to 
represent him/her as “Lord Mayor Locum Tenens”. 

  

LORD MAYOR’S SHOW 

The Lord Mayor’s show is held on the second Saturday in November, and is when the Lord Mayor processes 
to the Royal Courts of Justice to swear allegiance to the Sovereign (and, on the way, receives a blessing from 
the Dean at St Paul’s) 

 

 

 

 

MACEBEARER 

	  



	  
	  
See Common Cryer and Serjeant at Arms 

 

RECORDER OF LONDON 

The Recorder is the Senior Judge at the Old Bailey, and is responsible for running the election of the Lord 
Mayor at the Michaelmas Common Hall. The Common Serjeant is the second senior Judge who also plays a 
role at Common Hall. 

 

REMEMBRANCER 

A high officer of the Corporation, appointed by the Court of Common Council; effectively, the City’s Chief 
of Protocol. 

 

SHERIFFS 

Two Sheriffs are elected each year, at the Midsummer Day Common Hall; in most years one is an Alderman 
(who becomes the Aldermanic Sheriff), and one is not (the non-Aldermanic Sheriff, who used to be referred 
to as the Lay Sheriff), but in some years the Court of Aldermen consider that the number of Aldermen 
eligible to become Lord Mayor is too small, and they will put forward two Aldermanic candidates; in such a 
case, it is the convention that there will be no non-Aldermanic candidate. Anyone standing for Sheriff must 
be nominated by 15 Liverymen, and, for the non-Aldermanic post, the only qualification is that he or she 
must be a Freeman of the City (although it is the norm that candidates are Liverymen). 

 

The Sheriffs take office on 28th September (or nearest working day if the 28th is a weekend)  and celebrate 
this at the Sheriffs’ Breakfast (a lengthy luncheon); their duties are, inter alia, to attend and support the Lord 
Mayor (one or other of the Sheriffs will normally accompany the Lord Mayor on any formal function), and 
to entertain Her Majesty’s Judges to luncheon each day at the Central Criminal Court (the “Old Bailey”), 
which is where they have accommodation for their year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SILENT CEREMONY 

The Lord Mayor is admitted, and takes over from his predecessor, at the Silent Ceremony (so called because 
it is conducted in silence, in the Great Hall of Guildhall) on the Friday before the Lord Mayor’s Show. 

 

SWORDBEARER 

	  



	  
	  
One of the Lord Mayor’s Esquires, whose ceremonial duties include carrying the City sword on formal 
occasions. The Swordbearer wears the “cap of maintenance” – the fur cap depicted as the crest on the City 
coat of arms. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TOWN CLERK 

The City of London’s paid Chief Executive, appointed by the Court of Common Council. 

 

 

 

 

 

VOTERS 

As in other boroughs, all residents have a vote. Uniquely, the City also has a Business Vote whereby – 
depending on the number of staff they employ in the City – a business may have a certain number of voters 
(who may be nominated in any way the firm wishes, and who will usually be City workers). Sole traders and 
equity partners in businesses may also register to vote in the same way as existed throughout England and 
Wales until the 1960s. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

WARD 

A ward is an electoral division, and the City is divided into 25, each of which is represented by one 
Alderman and from 2 to 10 Common Councilmen depending on its number of voters. Most  wards  have a 
Ward Club, which is a mainly social organisation based on the ward. 

	  



	  
	  
 

 

 

 

 

 

WARDMOTE  

Every ward has an annual Wardmote in March; this is an occasion when voters in the ward can question their 
local members, and when the Alderman will appoint the ward Deputy and Beadle. Every fourth year (the 
next being in 2017) the ward elections coincide with the Wardmote, and in those years the names of those 
standing for Common Council are read out by the Alderman, and the candidates have the opportunity of 
addressing the voters present (and the voters to question the candidates) and (in the case of an uncontested 
election, the candidates are declared members for the next 4 years). If there are more candidates than there 
are places on the Court, the Wardmote will be adjourned until after the election (which takes place a few 
days later), and at the adjourned Wardmote the results of the ballot will be announced and the successful 
candidates will swear an oath of office. A Wardmote is also held whenever a casual vacancy occurs in a 
ward (i.e. a by-election) in the same way as a scheduled Wardmote.    

 

This guide was prepared by the Glover’s Company. 
 
Nigel R Pullman 
Livery Committee  
 
1st August 2015 
 
Was this note helpful? Do you have comment? Email nrpullman@btinternet.com 

	  


