A SHORT HISTORY
of the

WORSHIPFUL COMPANY OF COOKS
OF LONDON

The tendency of workers and townsfolk to organize themselves into
fraternities, mysteries and guilds was one of the great social developments
of the Middle Ages. Some were religious, such as Parish Guilds, while
others were engaged in particular crafts, trades or occupations. In the City
of London separate guilds were formed for each trade while in smaller
towns federated guilds were formed.The development of these guilds took
many centuries but by about 1500 they were very well established, many
with Royal Charters.
The first recorded mention of Cooks in London is in Fitz-Stephen’s
“Description of London” of 1170. He described in great detail the
cookshops on the banks of the River Thames, which he thought the acme
of civilization as he says “at any time of day or night, any number could be
fed to suit all palates and all purses.” Later in the 13th century the banks of
the River Thames were taken over by the wine vaults of the Vintners and
the cookshops moved into Eastcheap and Bread Street.
Few people today would enjoy medieval cookery, especially the more
elaborate dishes. Meat was chopped or ground, seasoned and coloured
beyond recognition. This was partly due to the fact that salted and
overkept meat needed disguising, and partly because Cooks, like most
specialists, made an elaborate mystery of their art. Further, forks were not
used at the table until about 1600 so that food had either to be eaten in
lumps with the fingers or scooped up with a spoon.
In the Guildhall library may be found the first records of Cooks. Between
1309 and 1313 thirty six admissions were recorded. In the 14th Century
there were fraternities or guilds of Cooks, Pastlers (makers of pasties) and
Piebakers. In fact there were two fraternities of Cooks, one in Bread
Street, and the other in Eastcheap.The earliest record of Masters being
sworn in is 1393 when the Master of the “Cooks of Estchepe” and Master
of the “Cooks of Brestret” were sworn in on the same day. The earliest
record of a Master of the Piebakers is 1377.
Some confusion exists as to the early functions of these various guilds and
the demarcation between them. Regulations of 1379 have survived which
forbade Pastlers buying offal from Cooks for the purpose of making pasties,
suggesting that the Pastlers trade was confined to the activity of making
pasties, an assumption confirmed by other references in the City records.
The Cooks trade was clearly of a wider nature.

No records have survived of any formal amalgamation between the Cooks,
and the Pastlers and Piebakers, however union was not uncommon in the
15th century and amalgamation had clearly taken place by the time the
grant of the first charter to the Cooks Company in 1482.
The first grant of Arms was
made to the Company prior to
its incorporation in 1461 and
was most recently confirmed in
1687. The presence of a buck
and doe as supporters, and a
pheasant on the crest have
obvious links with cookery, but
the presence of three blue
columbines on a silver ground
has a less obvious connection.
The most likely theory is that
they represent a form of
ginger, which was much used
in medieval times for
preserving. An alternative
theory is that the College of
Heralds and the Company
were displaying mischievous
humour as columbine was
once used as a restorative for a
disordered liver.
There has also been confusion
with regard to whether the
arrows on the supporters
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pierce the shoulder or whether
they should also emerge out of the belly. Further, the chevron on the Arms
in the original grant was black, but in about 1750 red was introduced
without any known authority. It was following this change that the
Company used red and white ribbons for Livery medals, which must be
worn by all Liverymen when attending Company occasions, and which
were first introduced in 1772.

Further, the Master’s badge, which is Victorian, has a red chevron. Officer’s
badges made more recently show the black chevrons following the return
to the use of the proper colour in the 1950’s.
On 11th July 1482 King Edward IV granted the Company the first of its
eight Charters.This Charter was written in Latin, and whether it was lost
in one of the fires or whether it is still in existence somewhere is one of
those unsolved mysteries, but a copy exists in the Public Record Office. In
the preamble it states “the freemen of the Mistery of Cooks have for a long
time personally taken and borne and to this day do not cease to take and
bear great and manifold pains and labour as well at our great feast of St
George and at others according to our command.” In the Charter granted
by King James I in 1616 again recited are the many services done for the
King by the Freemen of the Mystery of Cooks “as well at the Royal Feaste
of our Coronacon at the intertayninge of our deere brother the Kinge of
Denmarke, the Marriadge of my well beloved daughter the Ladie Elizabeth,
our annual Feastes of Sainte George, as at the intertayninge of Forraine
Princes and upon other occasions.” Today the Company acts under the
Charter granted by King Charles II in 1664.
From these early days the Masters,Wardens and Court were granted control
over the trade in the City and suburbs with the power to search, examine
and scrutinize the business places of Cooks and to punish by seizure and
fine the selling of unseasonable meat or the breaking of other ordinances of
the Company. In addition they controlled the system of apprenticeship;
made regulations for holidays and hours of work, and to some extent wages
and prices; arranged pageants and made charitable payments to widows,
orphans and former Cooks in poverty.
In 1500 the Company purchased a plot of land in Aldersgate Street, and
soon afterwards built its own Hall. No idea of the style of architecture of
the Hall can be discovered, all that can be found is one description as
“mean and ordinary” and another “The Hall is more to be admired for its
convenience than its elegance of building.”
For two and a half centuries, the Hall was the centre of the Company’s
activities whether technical, charitable, educational, social or judicial.The
Beadle had become an indispensable servant of the Company. He acted
upon the bidding of the Master and Officers; kept a record of the Livery
whom he summoned to Courts feasts or to church; visited the poor and

distributed alms; kept a check
upon apprentices; ordered
provisions and guarded the
Master and Wardens. Another
official employed was a Clerk.
From records so far found the
first Clerk of the Cooks is noted
in 1567 when Richard Tomson
held the appointment, whereas
the first record of a Beadle is
1665.
The Hall survived the Great
Fire of 1666, and for a period
after the fire over a dozen
Companies who lost their Halls
used Cooks Hall. Unfortunately
on 8th August 1771 the
building was consumed by fire
and at the same time many old
documents and all the pewter
was lost in the flames. Luckily,
the Company’s silver, including
17th Century
the oldest piece, a Cocoanut
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chalices dated 1656 and a
number of cups dated between
1660 and 1680 were not in the Hall at the time and so have survived to
grace the Company’s banqueting tables today.
After the fire the Court decided not to rebuild, and since then the ground
has been let out on lease while the Company still holds the freehold. The
City Corporation has affixed to the present building on the site, now 10/12
Aldersgate Street, a plaque reading “Site of Cooks Hall destroyed by fire
1771.”
Despite this loss, the Company’s association with Aldersgate has continued.
Throughout the nineteenth century the Company continued to meet in
Aldersgate at the Albion. This was a former mansion house which had
been converted to use for functions and it provided a home for the

Company until it was demolished in 1907. The Company finally found a
new “home” at the Innholders Hall in College Street off Dowgate Hill.
Nevertheless the links with Aldersgate continue because since 1989 the
whole Company has been invited to attend an annual service at St.
Botolphs-without-Aldersgate, which still stands opposite the site of the old
hall. Over the centuries many Members of the Company have been closely
associated with this Church,
and a renewed link is now
firmly in place.
In 1609 King James I directed
that a substantial sum of money
be raised from the City in
order to undertake plantation
of lands in Ulster with English
and Scottish settlers. Substantial
sums were levied by the
Crown, principally from the 12
Great Companies.The division
of the land took place in 1613
when it was decided that the
then 55 Companies should be
divided into 12 groups, each to
include one of the12 Great
Companies.Thus the Mercers
Company became associated
with the Innholders, the
Cooks, the Broderers and the
Masons.The Innholders
decided not to take up their
18th Century
interest in the Irish estate, and
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Land comprising 3210 acres
was then administered on
behalf of the Associated Companies for nearly 300 years by the Mercers,
until it was finally sold in 1906.
The traditional friendship between the Associated Companies is maintained
today, with each one entertaining the Masters and Wardens of the other
Companies every year.

At no time in the long history of this association has there been any
written agreement, and instead it has been based upon mutual friendship
and trust.
By the end of the 19th century the Company’s active involvement in the
control of the craft had ceased, in common with the experience of most of
the other Livery Companies. It was appreciated at that time that there was
no recognized craft training adequately to replace the loss of the old system
of apprenticeship to tradesmen. The Corporation of the City of London,
and many of the Livery Companies, decided to form the City and Guilds
of London Institute, to carry out craft training and examination and to
assist young people in obtaining a craft based qualification. The Cooks
Company is proud to be a founder member of this Institute.
For many years now the Company has presented prizes and certificates to
outstanding students who have taken the City and Guilds examination, and
prizes and some financial support are given to other young people entering
the catering industry. In addition, since 1975, the Company has formed a
close association with the catering branches of the three Armed Services
and in particular provide support and encouragement to those in the early
stages of their training.
The Company ranks 35th in order of seniority of the City Guilds, and has
a Livery of 75 persons of whom 26 are members of the governing body
called the Court of Assistants. There are four Officers of the Company,
namely the Master, Second Master,Warden and Renter Warden and they
are elected annually on the 14th September and sworn into office in
November. The rest of the Court consists of Past Masters and other senior
Liverymen who serve on the Court as Assistants. The membership of the
Company also includes Freemen and Freemaidens, some of whom are on
the retired list by reason of infirmity or absence overseas; some are awaiting
their opportunity to join the Livery; and some are honorary.
The Company celebrated its quincentenary in July 1982.The present
Members of the Company respect the Company’s long history but are
equally conscious of the importance of remaining relevant and important in
City life and in the support of its trade.
The Company now has a strong focus on its core responsibility to promote
and maintain the art of cookery and the profession of catering within the

City of London and elsewhere. Charitable provision is made for many
deserving causes. By way of example, substantial grants have been made to
Hackney Community College to assist in the establishment of a kitchen
which is specially designed for teaching students with disabilities and
learning difficulties. Further, in recent years annual payments have been
made to support a programme of culinary research at Bournemouth
University. More recently similar annual grants have been made to the
Academy of Culinary Arts to help fund an ‘adopt a school’ scheme which
links leading chefs to schools and encourages youngsters to be interested in
cookery. It is expected that the support the Company gives to projects of
this nature will help the art of cookery to flourish in the coming century
and thereby maintain the traditions established by the founders of the
Company and maintained by their successors over past centuries.

THE OFFICER’S CROWNS
Used at the November Livery Dinners in an ancient ceremony of crowning of new
Officers. The Crowns pictured were made in 1995 in commemoration of a bequest
to the Company by the late Past Master Sidney Bishop

Adapted and revised in 2001 by the then Master Michael Messent from a
short history prepared in 1976 by Past Masters
Wallinger Goodinge and Peter Herbage.

