
CHAPTER 4 


THE TAKING OF LONDON 


As the peasants camped outside London, the king and his advisers 
held desperate conference in the Tower of London, where they had 

moved for the security it offered on 11 June. Present with the king 
were Simon Sudbury and Robert Hales, who were both high on the 
list of figures with whom the peasants wished to deal. Also present 
were the earls of Arundel, Oxford, Warwick and Salisbury and the 

young Henry Bolingbroke, son of John of Gaunt. l This group must 
have presented a pathetic sight on the night of 12 June. They did not 

know how to act. The pace and scale of events had utterly 
overwhelmed them and they had taken no effective measures, so 
far, to quell the rising. Politically they were isolated. They had 
considered raising an army from the London population, but the 
reality was that in the present situation the loyalty of such a force 

could not be guaranteed. Finally, effectively admitting the 
impotence of their position, they decided to send word to the 
peasants to enquire what their grievances might be. 

The rebels' reply was carried to the king by the knight John 
Newton, whom the rebels had taken prisoner after the capture of 
Rochester Castle. It rang with a confidence and clarity that stood in 

,I, stark contrast to their own feeble communication. The peasants had 
risen 'to save the king and to destroy the traitors to him and the 

kingdom'.2 A second communication carne from behind the walls of 

the Tower. Might the peasants perhaps wait a day before carrying 
out their stated task, whilst the king spoke directly to the leaders of 
the rising? This was agreed and a meeting was planned for the next 

13 June, at a place near Rotherhithe. In fear of the king's 
personal safety, Richard was to be taken on a barge down the 

Thames to meet the rebels and perhaps to reason with them and so 
avert catastrophe. 

We should pause to consider this extraordinary moment. We 

already seen the attitude that the lords and nobles had towards 
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Aware of the danger they were in, the king and his nobles 
desperately debated the few options available to them. 

their villeins. Yet here was the king of England bowing to the 
peasants by allowing himself to be taken not only to meet with 
them, but actually to negotiate with them about their grievances. 
The scene seems astonishing to us. It must have been even more 
astonishing to the noble lords that Wednesday evening. 

13 June was the feast of Corpus Christi and the peasants at 
Blackheath rose early to hear mass from John Ball. We can only 
guess at the thoughts that must have been in Ball's mind as he 
surveyed his congregation that summer morning. Tens of thousands 
of faces were turned towards him, faces filled with excitement and 

with a wondering about what would happen now. The importance 
of this auspicious day must have struck him powerfully. But ifhe was 

II 



--
44 When Adam Delved and Eve Span 

On the morning of 13 June, Ball addressed the rebel armies 
before they took London. 

an emotional man, he did not let this affect him. A great and 
dangerous undertaking was under way and it was his responsibility 
to convey to the rebels how the day would go and how the rising 
should be conducted. 

Ball's sermon was more than merely a bleSSing before battle. 
With all of the peasant rebels from Kent and also from Surrey, 
Sussex, Hampshire and other counties of south-east England 
present, many of whom had only become involved in the rising in 
the last day or two, this was the moment to raise their Sights to the 
highest level and to weld this army together in Single purpose. He 
began with his familiar theme of Adam and Eve. Lords and serfs had 

not been created by God. In the happy state represented by the 
Garden of Eden, Adam delved and Eve span. According to the Bible, 
in the beginning there were only workers. Classes had been created 
by man and were a distortion of God's deSign. 

This Christian communism tapped a deep sentiment amongst 
the commoners. But now was the time to make this idea more than 
just a sentiment. The rebels wished to see it become a reality. 
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There was work to be done and after warning of the tricks and 

deceits their enemies might attempt, Ball began to bring the 
philosophical idealism of the revolt together with their practical 
objectives: 

by the word if that proverb which he took Jor his theme, to 

introduce and prove, that Jrom the be8innin8 all men were 

made alike by nature, and that bonda8e and servitude was 

brou8ht in by oppression ifnau8hty men a8ainst the will if 
God. For if it had pleased God to have made bondsmen he 

would have appOinted themJrom the be8innin8 if the world, 

who should be slave and who lord. Th:,v sou8ht to consider, 

therifore, that now was a time 8iven to them by God, in the 

~ich, layin8 aside the continual bonda8e, they might if they 

would, enjoy their long wished Jor liberty. Wher<ifore, he 

admonished them, that they should be wise and qJier the 

manner ifa 800d husbandman that tilled his 8round, and did 

cut away alI noisome weeds that were accustomed to grow and 

oppress the Ji-uit, that they should make haste to do now at this 

present the like. 

First. the Archbishop and8reat men ifthe kingdom were to be 

slain; qjier, lawyers, justices, lastly whomsoever they knew like 

herecifter to be huriful to the Commons, they should dispatch 

out ?i'the land,Jor so mi8ht they purchase saJety to themselves 

hereqfter, ~f the 8reat men being once taken away, there 

remained amon8st them equal liberty, alI one nobility, and like 

authority and power, 3 

None of the peasants who heard Ball's words could have any 
doubt now about the seriousness of what they were dOing. The 
'great men' who had brought such suffering and indignity on the 
heads of the commons were to receive revolutionary justice. A new 
order was to prevaiL But now to work. A section of the peasant 
army moved off to the meeting place that had been agreed with the 
royal group whilst the rest waited and prepared to take the city, 

The royal barge carrying the king with his earls and ministers 
had left the Tower a little earlier and had headed down river to the 
appointed meeting place. Behind this were four more barges 
containing the king's knights. They were all filled with a deep 
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At Greenwich the royal party made a futile attempt to negotiate 
with Tyler's army. 

foreboding. The Earl ofSalisbury expressed it well: 'If the rebels are 
successful ... then ... it will be all over with us and our heirs, and 

England will be a desert. '4 

As they approached, the royal party became even more unnerved. 

On the bank they saw upwards of 10,000 peasants who had come to 
that place to meet with the king. Their appearance was not at all that 
of a wild and dishevelled rabble. Banners of St George and hundreds 
of pennants Huttered in the wind and the polished steel of swords 
and armour Hashed in the bright June sun. On the Sight of the king 
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and his retinue, there was a rush to the bank of the river and a great 

clamour went up. The peasants were waving and shouting to Richard 

to come ashore. 
Observing this scene, the royal group were immediately of the 

view that the king should not, under any circumstances, land. The 

earls and Sudbury, who was also in the boat, were afraid for their 
lives and with good reason. Already the rebels had petitioned the 

king for their heads. They also feared that the king might be 
captured by the rebels. The king shouted to the bank, 'Sirs, tell me 

what you want.' The answer came hack loud and clear: 'We wish 
thee to land where we will remonstrate with thee and tell thee 

morl at our ease what our wants are.' There was a pause and then 

the Earl of Salisbury rose to answer for the king. Nothing he said in 

his reply could have better captured the absurdity of their 
situation. Standing with all the rectitude of his type, he bellowed, 
'Gcntlemen, you are not properly dressed, nor in a fit condition 

for the king to talk with you.'5 The chronicler, Froissart, records 

that no further negotiations took place and the royal barge was then 
rowed hastily back up the Thames to the Tower. We can imagine 

that very little was said amongst the king and his nobles either, f?r at 
this point there was little to suggest. The rebuff, however, had 
infuriated the peasants and now they determincd to enter London. 

Southwark, on the south side of the river, was already in peasant 

hands and Tyler now led his men to the Marshalsea prison. The 

freeing of prisoners at Southwark, and earlier at Rochester, is a 
significant theme in the revolt. It again points to the class-conscious 

motives driving events forward. The prisoners were victims of the 
system that the peasants opposed and their liberation was one of the 

tasks the peasants set themselves. Sudbury's palace at Lambeth, 
along with all legal documents found there, was also put to the 

torch, as were brothels owned by the mayor of London, William 
Walworth. The rebels now set out to London Bridge to gain access 

to the City of London. 
Both of the peasant armies were soon poised to enter the city. 

Straw's army, north of the river, had moved from its Mile End 
encampment to the AId Gate. On the south bank Tyler's men had 
assembled at London Bridge. The Stonegate of the bridge was its 
main defence. The aldermen, who had control of access to the dty, 
were in an impossible position. Behind them there was a London 
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population who detested the royal court and supported the 
commons. In front of them were peasant armies who threatened to 

destroy the AId Gate and London Bridge if they were not allowed to 
enter. 

Guild rivalries also played their part at this decisive moment. The 

victualling guilds, especially the fishmongers and grocers, were out 
to establish monopolies on food imported into the city. To this end 
they sought favour with the king. They were led by a former mayor of 
London, Nicholas Bramber, and their party included William 
Walworth and a wool merchant, Richard Lyons. The non-victualling 
gUilds, worried by the effect that food monopolies would have on 
prices and their own trades, opposed them and in so doing also 

opposed the king. They were led by John of Northampton. Thus the 
aldermen of the city were politically divided when the armies of 

Tyler and Straw arrived at the city gates. 6 There is even some 
evidence of prior contact between some of the aldermen and the 

insurgents. We know, for example, that Alderman John Horne met 
Wat Tyler to inform him that the city would rise to support him and 
that he should advance without delay. There may also have been 
communications some time before this. Certainly, despite Mayor 
Walworth's instructions to the contrary, the AId Gate was left open 
to the rebels by Alderman William Tonge. At London Bridge, Wanl 
Alderman William Sibley, having sent away those who came to 
defend the bridge, lowered the drawbridge to the rebels. 

And so, on 13 June the peasants entered London as a conquering 
army. They marched with discipline. Each section represented a 
town or village. One hundred here for a town, twenty or so there 

for a small village and so on. Altogether perhaps 60,000 peasants 

were now in occupation of the city. 7 The orderly fashion with which 

they conducted themselves reflected their clarity of purpose. They 
had already declared that there would be no wild rampage. The 
Londoners were not their enemies. Indeed, the peasants had even 
promised to pay for all of the food and drink they were afforded 
the London populace, who welcomed them so warmly into the city.

, I 
Some had put word about that these peasants were devils who 
would carry out murder and burn homes indiscriminately. There 
have been historians who have written as though this was what the 
peasants intended. But is it not so often the case that two groups of 
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people, so 10~g separated by their oppressors, find, on their 
meeting, that they are remarkably alike, that they have much in 
common, and that given the choice they would far rather join with 
each other than with their rulers? But there were some in the city 
whose property and persons were now at the mercy of those whom 

they had treated for so long with contempt. 
The peasants now broke up into different sections, dispatched to 

different parts of the city. Whilst the largest group set off to the 
Strand to find the Savoy, the palace ofJohn of Gaunt, another group 
went further west. There was no wanton destruction of property on 
their way to their appointed destinations. Only when they reached 
the Fleet did the attacks begin. First the Fleet prison was besieged to 
free the prisoners there. The houses and shops of the wealthy were 

then c'estroyed. The peasants now made for the Temple, the lawyers' 

quarter of the city. 
The attack on the lawyers' quarter is again, as with almost every 

aspect of the actions of the peasants in London, highly significant. 
It was here that the feudal laws of England were devised and 

protected. Here were the people who created the legal edifice of 
bondage, ofland ownership and of tribute. These lawyers provided 
the framework within which the oppression of the villein occurred. 
The daily robbery of labour and goods and the constant humiliations 
that made up the life of the villein were given legitimation by the 
work of these men. They were high on the rebels' list of enemies of 
the commons. The lawyers themselves got off relatively lightly or 
simply escaped, but the Temple was razed to the ground. A bonfire 
was made of all parchments, documents, legal records and so on. 

The laws of feudalism were burned to ash. 
Next on the peasants' route were the houses of a religious order, 

the Hospital of St John. The hated Robert Hales was head of the 
Knights of St John and so its buildings were burned. The London 
crowd cheered on the attack and insisted that they had been going to 

do the very same thing only two years before. s Now these rebels 
went on to join those who had gone ahead for the greatest prize of 

the Savoy. The temptation merely to sack the Savoy for booty 
may have been present in the minds of some of the rebels. It was a 

truly sumptuous place which John of Gaunt had only just had 
finished. It was decorated in the very latest finery and was a treasure 
trove that rivalled the wealthof the king himself. To the rebels it 
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must have seemed like something from another world, which in a 

sense, of course, it was. Wat Tyler, however, had given strict 

instruction that there would be no 100tinIJ for personal gain: 

none, on pain to lose his head, should presume to convert to his 

own use anything that there was or mi8ht beJound, but that 

they should break such plate and vessels rif80ld and silver, as 

were in that house in 8reat plenty, into small pieces. and throw 

the same into the Thames or into privies. Clothes rif 80ld and 

silver and silk and velvet, they should tear; rin8s and jewels set 

with precious stones they should break into mortars, that the 

same might be rif no use. 9 

One man who did not understand the seriousness of Tyler's word 

on this matter and who tried to filch a silver plate for himself was 

thrown into the flames of the burning palace. There were some who 
drank themselves stupid in the duke's wine cellars and so also 

perished in the Hames. Tyler was insistent that they would not be 
called robbers by those who sought to discredit them. This was not a 
grubby enterprise driven by envy or personal greed. Their aim was 
the destruction of feudalism. And so they set about the systematic 
destruction of the palace of the most hated man in England with an 
almost detached and methodical calmness. Everything was to be 
committed to Hames: 

took all the torches and them, and 

burnt all the sheets and coverlets and beds and headboards rif 
great worth, Jor their whole value was estimated at 1,000 
marks. And all the napery and other thin8s that they could 

discover they carried to the hall and set on fire with their 

torches. And they burnt the hall, and the chambers, and all the 

buildin8s within the 8ates C!I the said palace or manor, which 

the commons C!ILondon had l~Jt unburnt. And, as is said, they 

three barrels rifgunpowder, and thou8ht it. was gold or 

and cast it into thefire, and the exploded, and set 

the hall in a areater blaze than before. to the areat loss and 

Duke rif Lancaster. lO 

It was fortunate for Gaunt that he was not himself in London at 

I i.. ..• ! 
" 
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time. There is no question that he would have died at the hands 

peasants. He was with his army fighting on the Scottish border 
and on hearing the news of events in London was in no haste to 

return. But by the complete destruction of the Savoy, the symbol of 
his prestige, the rebels had dealt him a humiliating blow and had in 

effect put an end to his ambitions for the throne. They moved on 

now, along the Strand, to Westminster. The Westminster prison 
was attacked and the prisoners were released. They went next along 
Holborn to the prison and again freed those inside. All the 

way they attacked and burned down the 
identified as enemies and traitors. Eventually they arrived at 

where they found one Legett, a 

notorious who had intlicted feudal punishment on many 

a poor ~retch. He was dragged from the church where he had been 
praying for his life and beheaded. The Chronicle AnonimalJe records 

that eighteen other heads were taken on this day of justice, to be 

displayed on London Bridge. 
On the night of 13 June the fires of London lit up the night sky. 

From where he stood on the balcony of the Tower, Richard could 

see the flames leaping from the Savoy and the red, smoke-filled sky 
over the city. At the bottom of the Tower, a number of 

peasant army were now encamped to ensure that none could escape 
from that fortress without being seen. Richard and his advisers 
considered their position. There had only been three royal armies in 

England on the outbreak of the rising. One was with Gaunt in the 
north and one in Wales with the Earl of Buckingham, recently 
returned exhausted from his disastrous campaign in France. The 

third was with the Earl of Cambridge at Plymouth and Dartmouth, 
ready for embarkation to Spain and waiting for better weather to 

sail. As news came of events around London, the gallant earl 
surmised that it might be better to leave for Spain without delay 

which is exactly what he did. 
As he gazed out over the city of London, ablaze in every direction, 

enormity of what had occurred must have weighed heavily on 
The rebels were in complete control of London and the 

party were utterly defenceless. Of course, the Tower 
not be taken without a serious siege and they could survive 
its walls for a long time. But could they win back control of the city? 

I 
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Their fate, in terms of their power and 

his advisers. 

the river, 

disperse. 

one of them and that, if 

rebels had trust -
gone unnoticed 

character. 12 

.! 

might succeed. There was no Question that the rebels hated 

of their very lives, hung bv a thread. The kin!7 sou!7ht the counsel of 

As the earls discussed their situation, two schools of opinion 

emerged. Walworth, mayor of London, still in a state of indignant 

fury at the destruction of his precious brothels on the south side of 

was for drowning the rebels in blood. Excitedly, he 
pressed his argument. The rebels were asleep and those who were 

not were drunk. A disciplined body of men could break into their 
ranks and kill enough of them to dis orient ate the rest. The Earl of 

Salisbury, the most experienced of the nobles around the king and 

a military man, disagreed. With the majority of the Londoners 
supporting the rebels, how could they be sure of success? If 

embarked on such a course of action without success, it would 
deepen the crisis. As he put it: 'If we commence a thing we can't 
carry through, we're done for.' II Salisbury had a different plan. 

They had no choice, he argued, but to make concessions and if 

necessary to concede everything in order to get the peasants to 
Better to use gUile in an attempt to divide the most 

revolutionary of the rebels from the rest. 

Their cunning was born of the desperate position that they were 
in. But there was one fact that made the nobles believe that they 

lose their lives. There was one, however, in whom the 

the himself. The cry of the rebels had not 
for King Richard and the True Commons. The 

nobles must have wondered how such an unlikely person as this 
could be held in such affection by the people: 

Neither by natural disposition nor youthJul training was he 

Jitted to corne through the troubles bequeathed to him bv his 

grandfather. Abrupt and stammering in speech, 

to sudden gusts ... the somewhat 

attributed to him . .. may not be out orkeevina with his 

And yet this boy, it seemed, too young to have blood on his hands or 
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The 	

enough at 

England. 
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demands: 

1. 

to have become the detested that he would become in later 
be the nobles' salvation. 

now began to push Richard into the foreground of their plan. 

Richard was sent with a statement for the commons. He stood at the 

east-facing St Catherine's Tower and passed down a statement that 
was read out by a sergeant at arms standing on a chair to be heard. 

The statement promised immunity to all the rebels as long as they 

dispersed and returned to their villages: 

The king thanks his good commonsJor their loyalty and pardons 

all their illeBal cdJences, but he wishes everyone to return horne 

and set down his Brievance in writinB and send it to him. By the 

mch remedy as will be 

his commons and the whole realm. 13 

shallowness of this gesture after such dramatic events 
offended the rebels and they shouted back that such a response was 

nothing but an insult. They would not be made fools of and some set 
off immediately to finish work they felt had not been done well 

the Temple. The rejection of this first attempt at 
conciliation by the king was a salutary lesson to the group in the 
Tower. This would not be an night. These serfs had not come 

far only to go home empty handed on some faint promise of a 
The earls had hoped that the peasants were the simple and 
men they had always assumed them to be. Clearly they were 

not. The king and his group were obViously going to have to 
much further in their attempts to negotiate with the commons of 

Another meeting occurred on the night of 13 June. But the mood 

at this meeting was very different. Tyler had met with the other 
leaders at the house of Thomas Farringdon, an ally of the Essex army 

who had accompanied them through the Aid Gate. Here they 
their advantage and the demands they would put to the 

came to four and a fundamental attack on 

social relations of the feudal 

That each man should be beholden only to himself and that no 

man should be bonded to his lord. 
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2. 	 That none of the rebels should be punished for their actions in 

the rising for they acted in the name of justice and right was on 

their side. 
3. 	 That the peasant be granted the right to sell his produce in the 

fairs and markets and whichever town and borough he chose. 

4. 	 That land rent should be set at 4d an acre. 

wanted an end to the unfree status of the villein. Impl1C1 
in this was a call for an end to the Statute of Labourers, since it 
meant that the relationship between a lord and his labourers 

should be subject to contract. It was an economic demand because 
it meant that the peasant could leave the manor to which he was 

bonded and to labour on the demesne of another lord. It was 
also a cry for personal freedom and an end to the humiliation of 

lordly domination. 
The rebels wanted immunity from punishment, of course a 

demand that must flow from the king's acceptance of the other 
demands. 

They also wanted the right to trade on the open market. This 
third demand makes clear the historical cusp on which the 
revolution turned. Under the manorial system, the produce of the 
peasant went to the lord's table. If produce were sold beyond the 
boundaries of the manor, the lord would lose control of the primary 
means offeudal exploitation. It was this conflict, between the desire 
of the peasant to buy and sell freely and the lord's need to retain 
control of peasant production, which was holding back the 

development of the market in English society. It was not only the 
peasants who railed against this restriction on their commercial 

but also the burghers of the towns and cities that were 

pushing for independence from the crown and also many of the 
London guilds that were seeking more freedom to trade beyond 
London. It was in this sense that the social relations upon which the 

feudal order rested were acting as a fetter on the development of a 
new economic and social order. They were holding back the 

development of capitalism. 
The final demand was significant in that it proposed a universal 

rent that would apply everywhere in the kingdom. As the wages of 
peasant labourers rose with demand after the Black Death, the 
feudal statt~ hit back in ways we have already described. On a 
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costs by. raising land 

to make their villeins pay for the increased 

rents and other dues. There was 

tremendous unevenness in what a peasant might have to pay from 
one part of the country to another. In some areas, serfs paid almost 

2 shillings an acre. In demanding the lowest rent for the whole 
the rebels again demonstrated that they were not simply 

thinking of personal gain. They were concerned first and foremost 

him. 

the rebels' 

small 

to promote a practical plan for a new way of organizing society. 
That vision, which had inspired the leaders and followers of the 
Great Society, was no longer just a distant notion. The dream. so it 

seemed, was becoming real. 
The king agreed to meet with the rebel leaders the following 

morning at Mile End, outside the walls of the city. This meeting 

actually posed something of a dilemma for the rebel leaders. There 
was no question that a large number of their followers, perhaps the 

majority, had a naIve understanding of the king' s sympathy for their 
cause. They believed that the king was their friend. Tyler and the 
other leaders, however, had a far more clear-sighted view of what 
the king represented and the way in which the nobles controlled 

They noted in particular that the king had called on the 

peasants to rally at Mile End over the heads of the leaders. 
On the other hand, the rebels were in an enormously powerful 

position. This was their hour and the king was in their hands. It was 
intention then to capture the king, certainly in the 

political sense of using his name to legitimize their demands, and 

possibly even literally. From the confession of Jack Straw before his 
execution, it seems that the rebels considered the possibility of 

the king and taking him around the country to give his 

authority to charters of freedom for each town and village and to 

manumissions from serfdom. This was an entirely plaUSible 
is no question that the king's word and even the king's 

presence with the rebels in each county would have a long way 
to overcoming opposition from local gentry and would have made 

their plan for the abolition of serfdom a great deal easier. 
the following morning around 100,000 serfs and Londoners 

had gathered at Mile End. In the fourteenth century Mile End was a 

village surrounded by open spaces, allowing this 
assembly to occur. The meeting had been set for 7 a.m. As the king 
and his p-roup approached Mile End on horseback, peasants on either 



charters. Their wording was 

grace we have manumitted all our 

and other <if the county (I 
each and all <if their old bondage. and made 

t.hese presents; pardoned them all felonies. 

(reasons and transgreSSions, and extortions committed by any 

and all <if them, and assure them ifour 'summa pax', 16 

Tyler himself now rode to the Tower to dispense justice with the 

king's authority. Hales and Sudbury and others of the 
familiars had been left at the Tower with a not inconsiderable 

600 men at arms. Unfortunately for them the opinion of the 

was ambivalent. It seems they had some sympathy with the 
rising. When Sudbury had tried to escape from the Tower, he was 
spotted by a woman who raised the alarm. The rebels under 

Farringdon's command, however, had also received prior warning 

of the escape plan. Certainly when Tyler arrived from Mile End the 
rebels had no difficulty the Tower and we are told that 
some fraternization, joking and 'stroking of beards' went on with 

the guards. 
The rebels now wandered from room to room looking for the 

traitors. Those members of the royal group who had remained were 
entirely at the mercy of the But again Tyler's men were 

discriminating. John of Gaunt's young son was spared, for example, 
although William Appleton, his physician and adviser, was beheaded. 

The king' s mother had her second scare of the week when the rebels 
entered her bedchamber and again after some jocularities one of 

the peasants, it seems, tried to her a kiss  was left alone. John 
Legge, the deviser of the third poll tax, went to the block. Hales and 

been preparing for death in the Tower chapel from 

the king's departure. Their escape plan had not 
succeeded and, although the Tower was a rabbit warren of secret 

passages and hiding places, they knew that they could not trust the 
guards not to have given them away. They awaited their fate with a 

certain stoicism. When the rebels burst in, Sudbury managed some 
Words of protest but the two were unceremoniously bustled out to 
Tower Hill •• 
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side of them began shouting out their demands and grievances. As 

the commotion rose, the royal entourage became agitated. The king 

himself was not at all the heroic figure that some historians have 
made him out to be. Chronicles of the time record that he was 

nervous. As the pressure increased, two of the lords, the 

Duke of Kent and Sir Thomas Holland, suddenly broke ranks and 
across the open fields towards \Vhitechapel to save their 

own skins. When the moved forward, petitioning hands 

grabbed at the reigns of his horse. At one point Thomas Farringdon 
intercepted the king to request the head of the traitor Hales. The 

king replied that they 'might work their will on any traitors who 
could be proved such by law' . 14 In doing this Richard knew that he 

was condemning Hales and Sudbury, who had been left behind in 
the Tower, to death. Farringdon now rode off to the Tower to make 

sure that their quarry did not escape. 

As Richard reached the meeting point, the rebel army knelt to 
the hoy-king whom they believed would be their salvation. In 

an implicit reference to the power of John of Gaunt, they received 
him with the following words: 

Welcome to our Lord King Richard. if it pleases you, and we 
will not have any other bin" J.,Ht un" 15 

Wat then proceeded to put forward the peasants' 

Richard to every single one of them. Only on one issue did 

the king hesitate. When Tyler demanded that all the traitors of 

England be seized and put to death, Richard's answer was evasive. 


Only when pressed by Tyler a second time did the king relent. 


We can only look back with amazement that things had really 
come to this. The king of England was deferring to the leader of the 

commons of England. The authority of government was now in 

. On 14 June 1381 the social pyramid that was the 
feudal order was standing on its This was the moment of 

victory and now once again was work to be done. Thirty 
lawyers were brought from the Temple to Mile End and some also 

sent to St Paul's in the city. All day long they received delegations 

from every part of the country and drew up charters in the king's 
name. Each document was a charter of freedom granting all of the 
Mile End demands for even the smallest village. We still have 
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There they cut oJI the heads !if Master Simon Sudbury, 

Archbishop !ifCanterbury, and !ifSir Robert Hales, Prior oIthe 

Hospital !ifSt John's, Treasurer cd'England, and !ifSir William 

Appleton, a great lawyer and surgeon, and one who had much 

power with the king and the Duke cd'Lancaster. 17 

The heads were displayed on London Bridge in a manner which 

suggests that the rebels saw themselves acting in the king's name. 
This had, after all, been the traditional fate of traitors to England, 
Sudbury also suffered the eternal indignity of having his mitre 
attached to his head with a nail to keep it from falling off. 

Retribution at the hands of the commons was by now sweeping 
all over London. Richard Lyons, the most important merchant in 
London and one who had opposed the Good Parliament, was 
beheaded at Cheapside. The lawyers who had escaped the previous 

day were not so lucky now. Tax collectors too were targeted, as 
were profiteers and unjust landlords. The objects of popular 
indignation and punishment were sometimes pointed out by the 
Londoners who knew them well and, of course, we cannot 
completely rule out the occurrence of revenge of a more personal 
nature amidst these events. 

The ugliest aspect of the events of 14 June, and one which best 
illustrates the separate agenda of the Londoners, was the massacre of 
the Flemings. It was Edward III who had brought the Flemish weavers 
to England to develop the textile industry. They operated as a society 
within a society with their own guilds, servants, customs and rituals. 
They had long aroused the resentment of the other London guilds and 
some of the Londoners now saw the opportunity to settle old scores. 
And so the old cry went up - 'the foreigners are to blame for our 
woes'. It was as untrue then as it is now. Nonetheless any revolution 
is the product of the society from which it has arisen and it is possible 
for negative features to emerge within events that we otherwise 

celebrate. What we can say with confidence is that this had nothing to 
do with Tyler's army. The peasants of Essex and Kent and the other 
counties had no quarrel with, indeed little knowledge of, the 
Flemings. In fact, the leader of the Yarmouth rebels was himself 

Flemish. But equally, no honest history can pass over this event. It is a 
salutary reminder of the importance of the highest levels of 
consciousness in the revolutionary process. 

The Taking ?ILondon 59 

els took their revenge on those who had oppressed 
them for so long, the survivors of the royal group were 
reassembling at the W ardrobe- a fortified bUilding in Carter Lane 

near the Lud Gate. The king' s mother had already gone there to seek 
the refuge she so badly needed. It was impossible for the king to go 
back to the Tower following the executions there earlier in the day. 
He was forced instead, extraordinary as it seems, to make his own 

way with a small number of his party to the Wardrobe. He must 
have witnessed, at much closer hand than had been the case so far, 
the real meaning of the rebels' control of London. At this point he 

could have been forgiven for giving all up as lost. As the king and his 
advisers gathered at Carter Lane, however, Salisbury's plan was 
taking effect. 

As each of the village and town delegations had received their 

charters of freedom they had begun to pack up and begin the long 
walk back to their homes. The call of the peasant to his land is a 

strong one. The fields were being neglected and, anyway, the paper 
in their hands that said they were free carried the king's seal. They 
were anxious to return and resume their lives as free men and 

women. Generally the peasants who thought in this way were from 
the least economically developed areas, espeCially Essex. The 30,000 
or so peasants who remained were mainly, though not exclusively, 
from Kent, where there had been a much higher proportion of 
peasants who were already free. For them the rising had been about 
more than simply an end to villeinage. They were concerned with 
greater freedoms and their ideas went much further. It was amongst 
such men that Ball's egalitarian ideas held sway and from whom calls 

came for the property of the Church to be taken from it and 
distributed to the poor. Nonetheless, a division was opening up 
between the most advanced and leading elements of the rising and 
the peasants who did not think much further than their fields. This 
division was, of course, to nobody's advantage but the king's. 

Wat Tyler requested a second meeting with the king, this time at 

Smithfield. The clique around the king at Carter Lane was plotting 
again, but now with murderous intent. They sent word through 
John Newton that the king would meet Tyler that evening. At about 
three they set out from the Wardrobe and first of all went westward 
to Westminster Abbey: Here they took absolution and it is said that 
they praved ferventlv.' Richard himself oraved for over an hour with 
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one of the friars, seeking assurance that what he was about to do was 
no sin. As they rode away from the abbey, their appearance belied 
their true purpose, their robes concealed the armour they wore 
underneath. 

Smithfield was the site of the citv' s cattle fair and its soil stank 
-' 

with the blood of slaughter. On arriving there the king and his group 
saw the massed ranks of the remaining rebels, still around 30,000 
in number. These were also the most determined of the rebels and 
the sight of them must have been daunting. After taking up 
position on the far side of the fields, away from Tyler's army, the 

party sent Walworth over to the rebels to request that Tyler 
accompany him to meet with the king. It shows Tyler's confidence 
at this moment that he agreed to go with Walworth with only two or 

attendants and armed only with a dagger. Tyler felt in 
command of the situation and so went, almost completely 
undefended, to the vipers' nest. 

On meeting Richard, Tyler stepped down from his horse, knelt 
before the king and, holding his hand warmly, pledged to him the 
loyalty of the commons. He now rose to present the king with a new 
set of demands. These went further than the demands that had been 

only the previous day at Mile End and reveal the true radicalism 
that inspired the most far seeing of the rebels: 

Let no law but the law ifWinchesrer prevail, and let no man be 

made an outlaw by the decree ifjudges and lawyers. No lord 

shall exercise lordship over the Commons; and since we are 

oppressed by so vast a hoard ifbishops and clerks let there be but 

one bishop in Enaland. The property and the aoods ifthe holy 

church should be taken and divided accordina to the needs i?f 
the people in each parish, egrer makina provision for the 

existina cleray and monks, and finally let there be no more 

villeins in Ena1and, but all to befiee and i?fone condition. 18 

This appeal for the 'law of Winchester' to be restored referred 
back to the Statute of Winchester that had been passed by Edward I. 
It had established a system of governance based on localities and 
upon an armed population. It had been passed before the 
emergence of the much more bureaucratic and centralized state of 
the later fourteenth century. The demand for Winchester law to be 
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restored essentially meant the repeal of all the legislation that had 
been passed since the Black Death of 1348 and which had been 
deSigned to push back the English peasantry into a cowed and 
subservient position. Similarly, the demand that the status of 
'outlaw' be abolished hit at the oppressive legal apparatus of the 
feudal state. To be an outlaw in England meant being completely 
outside of society. The outlaw could possess no property, had no 
legal rights or protection and could be lawfully killed by 
The status of outlaw had been falling into disuse but had been 
revived as a means of imposing the Statute of Labourers. The 
demands for the end oflordship and villeinage were a restatement of 
the appeal for personal freedom and the ending of serfdom that had 
been put to the king the previous day. The power and wealth of the 
manor was to be pared down to 'narrow proportions, as between 

man and man, excepting our lord the king'. 19 The lords would 
remain such in name only. 

A wholly new demand was that for the stripping away of the 
wealth of the Church and its distribution to the commons. It may 
have always been the intention of the revolutionaries to put this 
demand, but certainly the events of the previous 48 hours must 
have emboldened them. Their assault on the power of the clergy 
was thoroughly revolutionary. There would be only one bishop in 
England. This would have been, of course, john Ball. The vast areas 
ofland owned by the Church would be distributed to the commons. 
The ordinary parish priests would be maintained, but the wealthy 
priests, bishops, abbots and friars of the religious orders would lose 
their privilege and wealth. When we remember the economic as 
well as ideological power that the Church wielded in the medieval 

the impact of such ideas was earthshaking. These demands 
had come up from those who had been the poorest and most 
downtrodden section of society, but who now stood before their 

as free men and women the 'True Commons'. The king, 
according to the plan devised by Salisbury, conceded everyone of 
the demands put to him. 

Tyler, happy but exhausted, now called for beer to wet his throat 
and toast the new order of things. The onlooking nobles bristled 
with irritation at the familiarity of this upstart with the king. They 
now moved to make their kill. A page had been primed to goad 

Tyler. H~~~h?,gretl.8\l!~hilt he knew Tyler to be a rogue and a thief. 

L 
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With Tyler mortally wounded, the king appeals to the peasants 

to end the rising and return to their fields. 


Tyler, now back on his horse, span around at this impudence to see 
who it was who had spoken. The page was pushed forward to repeat 
his accusation. The furious Tyler ordered one of his attendants to 

dismount and behead the page and, sensing the sudden change in 
atmosphere, drew his own dagger. The drawing of Tyler' s dagger in 
the king's presence was the pretext the nobles had been waiting 
They descended on him now like hounds. Walworth stabbed Tyler 

in the head and neck as Tyler struck back only to find his weapon 
hitting the steel armour beneath Walworth's robes. The other 
nobles, particularly Ralph Standiche and John Cavendish, were now 

stabbing wildly. The rebel army across the fields could not see 
properly what was happening. On seeing the Hash of 

thought that their leader was being knighted. But when 

horse broke away from the band of murderers around the king with 

the dying Tyler lying across it, they realized what had happened. 
There are moments when history turns on the point of a needle 

af!d this was such a moment. The rebels, on seeing Tyler fall from 
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his horse and outraged at what had occurred, began to bend their 

bows to the sky. The longbows that had brought victories to the 
English armies at Crecy and Poitiers were now turned against the 

rulers of England. In the next moment, arrows were about to rain 
down on the king and his nobles. would have been killed and 

the outcome of the revolt would have been very different indeed. 
But now Richard made a frenzied gallop across the fields to where 

the rebels stood and cried out that they should trust him. The fact 
that Richard was alone, the brave nobles having abandoned him as 

they scattered for their lives, must have made Richard's appeal 

more convincing. But, more importantly, it was in the young king 
that they had invested their hopes. They had their charters of 
freedom in their hands and now they had the king' s word that these 

charters would be honoured. Bewildered at the loss of their leader, 
they listened to Richard and began to move towards Clerkenwell 
fields from thence to disperse and go home. 

False Victory! They had been tricked and they did not yet know it. 
They were soon to learn a lesson that generation of the 
oppressed and exploited learns in their own way that the 
cowardice and deceit of the ruling class, of any ruling class, knows 
no limit. They will sacrifice their own and they will scrape the 
ground in their assurances that they can be trusted and that they 
have honour. They have no honour and they Hatter in order to 
deceive. As Richard conceded the demands at Smithfield, the sword 

would strike the rebels down when they did not expect it had 

already been unsheathed. Sir Robert Knowles had mustered a force 
of perhaps 8,000 since the executions at the Tower, when even 

those wealthy citizens who had originally seen some advantage to 
themselyes in the rising had realized their real class interests and had 

decided that things had already gone too far. They now appeared 
and would have attacked the disoriented rebels if it had not been for 

the king. SenSing that the situation was still dangerous, he stayed 
Knowles' hand and allowed the rebels to go. Retribution would 

follow when Tyler's army was more dispersed. 
Tyler, mortally wounded, had been taken to the hospital at St 

Bartholomew's. Walworth hunted him down there a short time 

later and, after dragging the bleeding Tyler on to the grounds ofthe 
hospital, had him beheaded. He who had raised his people from the 

indignity ~Ls~~f~t9!P4J2,J<:ok rulers square in the eye was not 
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afforded the right to a dignified death. Tyler's murderers got their 
reward. Walworth ~ the brothel-keeper mayor was knighted by 
the king at Smithfield. Ralph Standiche was later made constable of 

York. The celebration of the ruling class at the killing of Tyler 
remains to this day. A glance at the coat of arms of the City of 
London shows it, for in the upper right-hand quarter of the shield of 

St George is an upward-pointing dagger. This was to become a 
symbol of the murder of Tyler at Walworth's hand. 

But Tyler's was the real reward. His name still rings down the 

centuries as a warning to those who oppress and as a clarion call to 
those who are oppressed. His name is for ever associated with the 
cause of freedom and that is an honour worth more than any gold or 
title. 

The back of the peasants' revolt in London had been broken. But 
our story is not yet finished, for around the country the rising was 
still in full now. It is to events outside London that we must now 

ii, turn. 

Iii 
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