THE COMPANY OF DUCKERS AND WEAVERS

A SHORT HISTORY AND TRADITIONS

Background From about the 11th century, in the major cities of Europe, merchants, traders and craftsmen banded together in guilds to protect their trades, educate their young and to look after the elderly and infirm. Within the City of London these guilds were granted the right, by the Aldermen of the City, to wear a distinguishing sign or badge, their livery, and developed into Livery Companies.

Most crafts and trades were represented and after a re-ordering in 1515, the richest and most influential companies, the Great Twelve, included Mercers, Merchant Tailors, Haberdashers, Grocers, Fishmongers and Skinners. 
History By comparison with the Great Twelve, the Company of Duckers and Weavers are comparatively new, only intermittently influential and certainly not rich. However, they have a proud history with rich and varied traditions.
The custom of ducking and weaving in the City, goes back a long way but came to prominence towards the end of the Tudor period. The rapid succession of monarchs following the death of Henry Vlll and the accompanying religious intolerance saw many a good Londoner executed for not being nimble enough on their feet to sense the prevailing wind. The wealthy and landed left London for their estates leaving the prosperous merchants and traders of the City to bear the brunt of successive persecutions. Those that survived intact were the first duckers and weavers and were indomitably merchant class.

For the rest of that century, ducking and weaving was more of a technique than a trade or craft and it only really developed as such during the Civil War. At this time both sides were heavily reliant on the riches of the City for their funding. The City was mainly, but not exclusively, parliamentarian so the royalists had to use skilled intermediaries to move money, funding and credit notes around to pay for their armies. These shadowy figures had to play both sides off against each other and were known as Duckers and Weavers.
After the Restoration these intermediaries were recognised by Charles ll and allowed to form themselves into a Guild, rather against the wishes of the Aldermen of the City. With a degree of royal patronage and assisted by the Great Fire in which they played no part at all, the Duckers and Weavers prospered and by 1700 were in a position to pay sufficient aldermen large enough for them to become a company without livery. The granting of livery would include degree of respectability, but this was a step too far, for even the most impoverished alderman. As a consequence the Duckers and Weavers have no precedence and take their place in any civic procession wherever they can buy, cajole or infiltrate their way in.
Traditions Impressed by the Crown, and other livery companies, claiming the right to swans on the Thames, the Duckers and Weavers tried to exert a similar right over the ducks on the marshes to the south of the Thames and to the east of the Manor of Southwark in the area that is now occupied by a curious inverted blancmange. 

Accordingly, on 9 November 1706 a small flotilla of 10 punts, 6 skiffs and a former naval cutter set out from the City, manned by the freemen of the Company and their servants to exercise their invented right. Sadly, unlike swans who sail serenely into waiting nets, ducks take flight and depart at speed. In the ensuing mayhem the company opened up with a variety of antique fowling pieces bagging 364 ½ brace of ducks, a punt, from a discharge through the bottom and a past master who died when his double shotted fowling piece exploded.

The Company wisely gave up its attempt to exercise this right but commemorate the day in perpetuity. Their Installation Dinner is held on the Thursday nearest the 9 November when the liverymen entertain their guests with their duck warblers, much to their amusement and the guest’s embarrassment.
They also claim to have been instrumental in bringing Blucher and the Prussians back to the battlefield in time for Wellington to win at Waterloo. The Tuesday nearest to the 18 June, Waterloo Day, is celebrated annually.

Motto Eschewing the normal Latin epithet the Company’s proud motto is

‘Neither left nor right’

In the 1880s the company was affectionately known as ‘The Swingers’ because of this vacillation. However, in the1960s the name dropped out of common usage as it took on a very different connotation and today is only used as a great insult.

The Hall The original Guild could not afford its own premises so the Clerk lodged and worked with one of the early masters in a house on the banks of the Thames next to what is now the site of Southwark Bridge. The Past Master conducted his business from a room on the ground floor with the attic used as an informal but secure jail with miscreants being chained to an upright in the middle of one room. 
The building was left to the company when the past master died but as the result of fraudulently acquiring a generous legacy, the Company moved to grander premises towards the top of Dowgate Hill, the former hall becoming the Clerks residence. These premises served the Company well until they were destroyed in an attack on St Pauls in 1943 when a 2000 kg ‘Herman’ bomb missed the main target but even duckers and weavers could not avoid its final trajectory. The Company then moved back into it’s former Hall, much to the disgust of the Clerk.

The Corporation of the City of London tried to buy the premises when the Thames bank between Southwark and Cannon Bridges was re-developed. Living by their name the Duckers and Weavers resisted until presented with a compulsory purchase order when they negotiated the life-long tenancy of a purpose built hall still on the Thames but underneath a tower block approached through the City’s refuse disposal facility.

The Hall now boasts a dinning room which seats 120, a separate bar and ante room, a lecture theatre and limited accommodation with spectacular views over the river.
Membership In its purest sense, ducking and weaving is inherited and cannot be taught so there is no normal means of progression in the Company from apprentice through to freeman and on to master. As a consequence those wishing to join need to undergo a rigorous assessment before being admitted. 
Past Masters have included a minor duke, a rear admiral, several high court judges and a royal courtesan who slipped in by patrimony and disguising her gender. It was hoped that the Marquess of Queensbury would consent to being an honorary freeman, but at the last minute, when writing his rules, he decided that ‘ducking’ was ungentlemanly and substituted ‘bobbing’ instead, so the offer was withdrawn.

The Company does however allow patrimony and the prolific activity of one past master led to a very unbalanced membership for some years. Freemen claiming admission by right of patrimony cannot do so until they are 25, are accepted as apprentices and are not expected to move to freeman until they are in their 30s. The membership criteria have now been relaxed somewhat and most working in the banking or financial services sector of the City could be considered for membership along with some of the more shadowy elements of society.
Officers The Clerk is of necessity drawn from outside the Company and although responsible for collecting the minimal subscriptions, has only the vaguest knowledge of the membership. The Master, Eminence Grise, is elected each year by a secret ballot and as the company is rarely invited to take part in civic affairs, no-one actually knows who he, or she is. 

A Court of four wardens occasionally work with the Master but are not assistants in the true sense of the word as that is contrary to the art of ducking and weaving. Consequently there is no Court of Assistants.
Affiliations Like most London companies the Duckers and Weavers would like to have an affiliation with the ‘armed’ forces and it is believed are associated with MI5 and 6. They have also tried to link up with the shadowy 77 Brigade, responsible for cyber-security, but are not allowed to talk about it!
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