
History of Town Criers 
Town Criers as a position in England can be traced back to the Norman Invasion in 

1066, and they are featured on the Bayeux Tapestry. In the section showing the 

death of Edward the Confessor, 2 Town Criers (men with bells) are clearly visible at 

the bottom of the scene. 

 

The current position of Town Crier began in the 17th century. Think of the Town 

Crier as a public official who could also be hired by private persons. He was an 

appointed public newscaster, paid to do the job, but he could also take on side jobs 

with anyone who wanted him to "cry" an event, such as things lost and found, items as 

well as children, an obituary notice, errant wives and the like. 

 

Literacy amongst the majority of the populace was poor well into the late 19th 

century. Proclamations, edicts, laws and news may well have been written on paper, 

but they were passed on to the general public by the Town Crier - the first talking 

newspaper if you will. 

 

So indispensible were Criers in spreading the news and making public announcements, 

that cities often had more than one Crier, and sometimes as many as four, to meet 

the need. Given the huge number of Criers there must have been over the centuries, 

very little evidence of their names and what they proclaimed now remains. 

 

"Oyez! Oyez! Oyez!" 

 

"Oyez" is the English version of the Norman French word for "listen". It is this word, 

repeated 3 times, which invariably starts any proclamation by a Town Crier. It ends 

with a salutation to the monarch, with the words "God Save the Queen (or King)". 

 

Looking back through historical records, we see the terms Town Crier, or just Crier, 

and Bellman used. Today, they have become synonymous, but when they were written 

they meant different things, and certainly different people. Indeed, in the hierarchy 

of local government, the Town Crier was considered superior to the Bellman. Their 

duties were different too. The Town Crier would impart news and the like to the 

population, an essentially daytime occupation, whereas the Bellman worked during the 

hours of darkness. 

 

The Bellman's job was to patrol the streets at night, enforcing the curfew and 

watching for the ever-present danger of fire. Today, curfew has come to mean not 

being allowed out in public after a set time. But the word, as with Oyez, comes from 

the French for couvre feu, literally to cover your fire. 

 

The Bellman had 3 main tasks; to enforce the curfew and sound the alarm in case of 

fire, to provide a safeguard against thieves and burglars and to announce the time 



and weather conditions. A typical Bellman's cry would be something like, "Past 2 of 

the clock, on a windy, frosty morning". 

 

Indeed, Samuel Pepys in his famous Diaries has an entry in 1660 that says, " I sat up 

till the bell-man came by with his bell, just under my window as I was writing of this 

very line, and cried, "Past one of the clock, and a cold, frosty, windy morning". I then 

went to bed and left the wife and the maid a-washing still". 

  

The Town Crier's Livery 
The distinctive clothes worn by a Town Crier is referred to as his livery. Today it is 

based, often quite loosely, on the clothing worn by a late 18th century coachman. 

 

Typically a Crier will wear a tricorn or bicorn hat with feathers, greatcoat or frock 

coat, white shirt with lace cuffs, jabot or stock, waistcoat, breeches, white hose and 

buckled shoes or plain boots - think Mr Bumble in Dickens' Oliver Twist. The feathers 

are a modern representation of the quills used by earlier Town Criers to write their 

proclamations. 

 

At the top end of the scale, a Town Crier's livery can cost around £2,000 to £3,000. 

 

Today, Town Criers use a bell to initially attract the public's attention, but not 

always. In Holland many Criers used a gong, in France a drum or hunting horn (in Ripon, 

Yorkshire, the Town Crier there still uses a horn), and in Scotland it used to be a 

drum. 

 

My bell has the word "Fiddian" on a brass collar at the bottom of the handle. 

"Fiddian" was the trademark used by W Fiddian & Co of Fiddian Foundry, Great 

Hampton Street, Birmingham, who were makers of brass candlesticks and bells from 

before 1816. The business name was "Steam and Water". 

 

Then in 1840, the company was bought by James Barwell Ltd, and Barwell retained 

the name of Fiddian for use as a trademark. Barwell made hand bells and church bells 

of various sizes from 1842. 

 

My bell was made sometime after 1816, but probably not long after 1842. 

 

Our modern media such as TV and the Internet can ensure that news and other 

information is relayed around the world in next to no time. But seeing a Town Crier in 

his (or her) resplendent livery is still an unusual and arresting sight. 

 

So whenever you hear the ringing of a bell and the ancient call of “OYEZ! OYEZ! 

OYEZ!” Stand still and pay attention. The Town Crier just might have something 

interesting to say! 


