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Introduction

THERE ARE PLENTY of ludicrous things about London. For example, it has long been the largest city in Europe – for some time it was the largest city in the world – but its hinterland is a country, England, that is somewhat smaller than New York State.

Much of London pretends not to be a city at all. It is built around numerous parks and squares. That is because, after the Restoration of the monarchy in 1660, when royalists returned to London, which had been staunchly parliamentarian during the Civil War and subsequent Commonwealth, they wanted to look out on greenery as if they were still living in the countryside.

There is also the curious matter of the City and the city. The City of London with a capital C means the square mile of the walled settlement first occupied by the Romans. The city, meaning the larger expanse of London, includes the City of Westminster, which was once a separate entity, a mile upriver from the other City, but has now merged into one conurbation.

To this day, the square mile is protected by its own City of London Police Force, which also has jurisdiction in two of the Inns of Court – the Middle and Inner Temples – where barristers reside. Then there are the dragons holding the shield of the City that appear as boundary markers on the thoroughfares into and out of it; beyond that, the Metropolitan Police hold sway.

Unlike other twin cities, Westminster and the City of London are not separated by a river. Both are on the north bank of the Thames; Southwark is on the south bank. Formerly in the county of Surrey, it has long since became part of London, which spread to incorporate and overwhelm other villages formerly in Surrey, Kent, Middlesex and Essex. The City remains the financial district, ruled over by the Lord Mayor of London, elected each year by the liverymen of the City’s ancient trade associations and guilds; while the city is run by the Mayor, who is elected by the general populace in the metropolis and sits for four years. Guess which one has a golden coach.

There is also the crazy layout of the city. Most other modern cities have a logical design of broad avenues and straight streets, not unlike the gridiron plans of most North American cities. London had the opportunity to impose some order on the sprawl after the Great Fire of London in 1666 and the great architect of St Paul’s cathedral, Sir Christopher Wren, drew up plans which he submitted to Charles II. However, although the buildings had been burnt down, individual freeholders still owned the land beneath the ashes and the razed areas had to be rebuilt along the lines of the old streets, which originally marked field boundaries.

Of course, London abounds with all manner of ludicrous laws that have been inherited in the same way. Laws have been made in London for over two thousand years and while legislators find it easy to make statutes, they often forget about repealing. When the Normans arrived in 1066, they tried to impose the ‘Forest Law’ that was widespread on the Continent. But gradually that fell into disuse and was replaced by what judges could remember of the earlier Saxon law. This became the basis of Common Law, which has been building up for over eight hundred years now. Despite the efforts of the Law Commission to cut out the deadwood, there are some medieval laws that are still in force.

The statutes of Common Law passed in Parliament are supplemented by case law made by decisions in a courtroom. Although there are assizes around the country, the higher courts sit in London. There were prize courts concerning war booty, chivalric courts, ecclesiastical courts, the Earl Marshal’s court, the Court of the Exchequer and the Court of Chancery. Now there are principally the Central Criminal Court, known as the Old Bailey, the Royal Courts of Justice in the Strand and the Supreme Court that sits in Middlesex Guildhall in Parliament Square, Westminster. In 2009, this twelve-member court of last resort took over from the twelve Law Lords – more accurately the Lords of Appeal in Ordinary – who sat in the House of Lords.

Then there is the Privy Council – formally the monarch’s closest advisors – whose Judicial Committee is the final court of appeal from British crown colonies and some members of the Commonwealth. Other county courts and magistrates’ courts also sit in London.

The Inns of Court, which are home to barristers practising in England, Wales and, formerly, Ireland, are found in London, situated conveniently between the City and Westminster. They have their own bylaws, as does the City of London and its livery companies.

London has its own special status under the Magna Carta of 1215. Clause thirteen says: ‘The city of London shall enjoy all its ancient liberties and free customs as well by land as by water . . .’

This is still in force. However, clause twelve says: ‘No scutage or aid may be imposed in our kingdom unless by common counsel of our kingdom, except for the ransoming of our person, for making our eldest son a knight, and for once marrying our eldest daughter, and for these only a reasonable aid may be levied. Be it done in like manner concerning aids from the city of London.’

Scutage is the tax paid by vassal to his lord in lieu of military service, while aid is a levy or subsidy paid to the Crown to defray military and other extraordinary expenses. Although the laws in Magna Carta were supposed ‘to be kept in our Kingdom of England forever’, this is one of the sixty clauses that has been repealed. Only three remain enacted. I don’t suppose this means that Londoners don’t have to cough up when a prince is given some extra honour or a princess gets married.

However, under a charter granted by Henry I around 1131, Londoners are excused from trial by combat. Which is good to know.
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