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A Lifetime for Justice 

 

1373 Great Charter of Liberties 
Learning resource 
 
This pack accompanies the  

Lifetime for Justice timeline booklet  

and focuses on the 1373 Great Charter of Liberties. 

 
 

Illustration by Willem Hampson 

 

 

 

This pack  
 

This pack contains background information and questions to develop students’ thinking around 

historical changes that have impacted local governance and which roles have power today. 

 

Includes:  

 An exercise with primary and secondary resources 

 Questions to consider 

 Glossary of legislation  

 

Key learning points 

 What the Great Charter of Liberties was 

 Interrogating and translating primary sources 

 Key roles in civic life and what they have the power to do 

 Using contemporary sources to understand the Charter’s legacy and governance systems 

in Bristol 

 Definitions of key glossary terms. 

 

Scholarly rationale 

The Charter gave Bristol county and city status. Bristol was the first provincial town to be given this 

status. 2023 is the 650th anniversary of the signing of the 1373 Great Charter of Liberties. 

 

Curricular rationale 

This lesson is an opportunity for Bristol area schools explore a significant moment of law and 

governance in action. It is also an opportunity to mark a significant city anniversary in 2023. 

KS3 History (AQA BB Britain Power and People; Edexcel Crime and Punishment in Britain c.1000 to 

present).  
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The Great Charter of Liberties, 8 August 1373 

In 1373, Bristol became an independent county. Before this, Bristol was divided 

geographically and administratively by the River Avon. The parishes to the west and north of 

the river lay in Gloucestershire, while those to the south were in Somerset. The charter of 1373 

gave Bristol and its suburbs jurisdiction independent from those county authorities, making it 

a county in its own right. Courts sat in Bristol, so people didn’t need to go to the towns of 

Gloucester or Ilchester (Somerset) for Quarter Sessions (local courts held at four set times 

each year). The Great Charter of Liberties was granted by Edward III.  

 

Exercise 
Get into pairs / small groups and look through the translation 

of the Charter. 

 

Questions 
The Charter makes several declarations. Highlight where you find the sentences that declare:  

o Bristol be for ever in future alike separated and in all respects exempted from 

the said counties of Gloucester and Somerset both by land and by water, and 

that it be a county by itself;  

o The Mayor shall be escheator;  

o One Sheriff to be chosen annually;  

o The Sheriff will hold court once a month; The Mayor will hold his court;  

o The Mayor shall be sworn before his predecessor and not before the constable 

of the castle;  

o The Mayor and Sheriff may determine causes and hear and determine felonies;  

o Pleas in the Tolzey court still to be held before the steward;  

o The Mayor shall have power to recognise deeds;  

o The Mayor and Sheriff shall have power to levy fines;  

o The Mayor and Sheriff may receive probate of wills and may put them in 

execution;  

o The town shall not send more than two men to Parliament;  

o The Mayor and sheriff may choose 40 men as a Council who shall have power 

to levy rates and taxes;  

o Persons who are disobedient to the ordinances shall be punished. 

 

Bristol has changed since 1373, although some of the words and job titles are similar. 

 Use https://highsheriffs.com to research: 

o What is the role of a High Sheriff today? 

o Who is the current High Sheriff of Bristol?  

https://highsheriffs.com/
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 Use https://www.bristol.gov.uk/council-and-mayor/mayor-of-bristol/types-of-mayor to 

research: 

o How many types of mayor does Bristol currently have? 

o What do each of them do? 

 Use https://www.bristol.gov.uk/council-and-mayor/mayor-of-bristol/bristol-city-youth-

council-and-youth-mayors to research: 

o Who are the current Youth Mayors? 

o What is in the Bristol City Youth Council manifesto?  

 

Glossary of words and terms 
 

Burgesses: Burgess was a British title used in the medieval and early modern period to 

designate someone of the Burgher class. It originally meant a freeman of a borough or burgh 

but later came to mean an official of an area or a representative in the House of Commons. 

 

Eschaetor: Local official responsible for 'escheats' – which is where the land belonging to 

someone who has died without any living relatives is passed to the monarch. 

 

Charter: A document recording grants of land or property or rights and liberties to individuals 

and groups. They were issued by lords throughout society, including the king. The Magna 

Carta is another example of a royal charter.  

 

Cocket: A document issued by a customs officer. 

 

Court of Tolzey: The Tolzey Court was a court with local civil authority held in Bristol. It was 

originally held in a room on Corn Street but later moved to the Guildhall on Broad Street. 

 

Justices itinerant: Judges who were sent with commissions into certain counties to try cases. 

Itinerant means travelling from place to place. 

 

Ilchester: A town and parish on the River Yeo, five miles north of Yeovil, in the county of 

Somerset. It was the county town of Somerset until the nineteenth century. 

 

Sheriff: A person who represents the Crown in a particular county, with administrative and 

judicial responsibilities. 

 

Progenitors: Ancestors in the direct line. 
 

  

https://www.bristol.gov.uk/council-and-mayor/mayor-of-bristol/types-of-mayor
https://www.bristol.gov.uk/council-and-mayor/mayor-of-bristol/bristol-city-youth-council-and-youth-mayors
https://www.bristol.gov.uk/council-and-mayor/mayor-of-bristol/bristol-city-youth-council-and-youth-mayors
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Other session ideas 
 

Explore Medieval Bristol with a walk around Bristol’s Old City: https://bristololdcity.co.uk/old-

city-heritage-trail  

 

Visit M Shed to see a copy of the 1373 Royal Charter: https://www.bristolmuseums.org.uk/m-

shed/whats-at/bristol-places/  
 

Further information and links 
 

The charter was transcribed and translated in Bristol Charters, 1155-1373 (Bristol Record 

Society Vol 1 – J/BRS/1), ed. N D Harding, pp. 118-141, and is available as a PDF on the Bristol 

Record Society website: 

http://www.bristol.ac.uk/Depts/History/bristolrecordsociety/publications.htm  
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Translation from Bristol Charters 1155-1373 (Bristol Record Society Vol I - J/BRS/1) pp. 118-141 which is 

available as a PDF on the Bristol Record Society website. 
 

 
 


