LEGAL SUNDAY IN WELLS CATHEDRAL
On one of the last Sundays in March every year the Western Circuit converges on Wells in large numbers and formal dress. There are the Presiding Judges and other members of the judiciary, the Leader of the Circuit and other Queen’s Counsel in full bottom wigs, tights and buckled shoes, and other barristers and legal officials. They are met by the High Sheriff, the Lord Lieutenant, the County and Civic dignitaries and the local gentry. There is a procession to the Cathedral, and a reception in the Town Hall afterwards, followed by various luncheon parties. During the service the new High Sheriff, wearing eighteenth century court dress complete with sword (though the House of Lords decided in 1890 that he did not need to do so!), is sworn in after reading a long and detailed oath of office. The oath gives some idea of the extent of the High Sheriff’s responsibilities in the old days; it is not actually appropriate today, but no-one has drafted a new one. It is a great legal occasion for the city. This is the modern version of the ceremonial pageantry of the old Somerset Assizes which disappeared in 1971.
The history of the Western Circuit goes back to the Middle Ages. It consists of the counties of Hampshire, Wiltshire, Dorset, Devon, Cornwall, Somerset and Bristol, and since 1971 Gloucestershire, which previously belonged to the old Oxford Circuit. For centuries two judges of the Royal Courts in London came on circuit twice a year in March/April and July/August to try civil and criminal cases at the Assizes. They visited Winchester, Salisbury, Dorchester, Exeter, Launceston (and later Bodmin), Taunton in April and Bridgewater (until 1853) and Wells alternately in August, and finally once a year Bristol.
When the assize judges arrived they were met by the High Sheriff in state and conducted to the cathedral (or church in Taunton and Bridgewater) for divine service, including the assize sermon preached by the High Sheriff’s chaplain. Then they went to court to open the Commission, a formal document from the King to his “right trusty and well beloved” judge instructing him to hold the court, and finally to the Judges Lodgings. The courts opened for business the following morning.
Since 1971 we no longer have assize judges, but we still have two Presiding Judges and a Family Liaison Judge. They are all judges of the High Court in London. The Presiding Judges are appointed for four years, two years as Junior Presiding Judge and two years as Senior Presiding Judge. The Family Liaison Judge remains in office longer. The judges are responsible for supervising the judiciary on the circuit and also try some of the most serious cases themselves.
The office of High Sheriff goes back to the time of King Alfred. Originally they were responsible for all local administration in the county, financial, civil and military. Listen to that oath of office. High Sheriffs led their contingents to the Battle of Hastings and at least one died in the battle. The Somerset contingent arrived too late. Over the centuries their responsibilities have decreased. Military duties passed to the Lords Lieutenant when they were appointed in all the southern counties in 1585 to deal with the threat from Spain. (The first Lord Lieutenant of Somerset was Henry Herbert, 2nd Earl of Pembroke, 1585-1601.) The High Sheriffs remained responsible for looking after the judges, escorting them, and keeping order in court. For that purpose they had a troop of javelin men during the assize week. In the nineteenth century there were eighteen javelin men and two trumpeters, all mounted and in uniform, and the High Sheriff was responsible for paying for them out of his own pocket. That would have been very expensive. Fortunately in Somerset there was a Sheriffs’ Fund, that is, a fund for the benefit of High Sheriffs, administered by the Under Sheriff. The subscription, for members of the landed gentry who were likely to be appointed, was 5 guineas a year and the Sheriff’s lump sum was £250, provided that he promised to go on paying the annual subscription for the rest of his life. In 1856 the Somerset County Constabulary was established, and in 1860 High Sheriffs were allowed to use the police instead of employing their own javelin men. In most counties the change took place straight away or soon afterwards, but in Somerset the javelin men carried on successfully until the spring assize 1877 when they failed lamentably to keep order in court during a murder trial: Captain William Armstrong, who had been captain of the javelin men for 41 years, was retired and the troop was disbanded. (They were the last javelin men in the Circuit. The change took place in Devon, Gloucestershire, Hampshire and Wiltshire in 1860, in Cornwall in 1862 and in Dorset in 1867.) The Sheriffs’ Fund, which had been established in 1811, was wound up.
High Sheriffs were also responsible for executions, appointing the executioner and deciding the time and place of execution. In 1830 the High Sheriff of Somerset decided that three agricultural labourers who had been convicted at the Wells Assizes of setting fire to several fields of wheat at Kenn Moor should be hanged on site instead of in front of the county prison which was then at Ilchester. In addition to the javelin men a troop of cavalry and 200 constables escorted the convicts from Ilchester to Kenn Moor where they were hanged in front of a crowd of 12,000 to 14,000 people. That was the last scene-of-the-crime hanging in England.
For centuries the barristers on the Western Circuit followed the judges from one assize town to the next. By their own rules they were not allowed to travel by public transport or stage coach. The leaders had their own coach and four, the rest shared a vehicle or rode or walked. In 1814 there were 60 of them. At the end of the summer assize circuit they saluted each other with the words Cras animarum: See you on the morrow of All Souls, which was then the beginning of the legal year. (It was also the date on which High Sheriffs were nominated in the Court of Exchequer until 1752, when it was changed to the morrow of St Martin.) Cras animarum became the Circuit motto. The barristers no longer travel round the circuit, and the assizes have gone, but the Western Circuit continues to flourish as a professional organisation of  barristers with its own elected Leader: it now has more than 1,100 members.
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