
The Axbridge Maces 
On the 25th of June 1623, during the reign of James I, Axbridge acquired its third Charter of 
Incorporation (Fig. 1), whose primary objective was to extend the jurisdiction of the courts 
of Axbridge into an area which was effectively a suburb of the new Borough of Axbridge. This 
was stated to have “many riots, routs, unlawful 
assemblies, contentions and [where] offences are 
committed by divers disorderly persons continually 
resorting in the same street [modern West Street] to 
the contempt of us [King James I] and the officers of 
our said Borough and in violation of our laws and to 
the injury, prejudice and disturbance of our good and 
faithfull subjects.”  

To enable this to happen efficiently, a new office was 
to be created to assist the Bailiff in collecting fines 
imposed by the Justices, who were noted to be the 
Mayor, the Recorder and the Alderman. Such fines 
were stated to be for “the sole and proper use and 
behoof of the said Mayor, Alderman and Burgesses.” 
The Bailiff and the officer, named as the Sergeant at 
the Mace, were to be the officers of both the Court of 
Record and of the Sessions of the Peace that were held within the Borough of Axbridge and 
“to execute all processes, precepts and mandates of those Courts in due manner and 
according to the exigency of right and law.” In addition to these responsibilities they were to 
“carry and bear before the Mayor of the Borough [of Axbridge] for the time being and his 
successors, gilt or silver Maces engraven and wrought with the sign of the arms of us, our 
heirs and successors, in all places within the Borough and the Liberties and Precincts of the 
same.”  

Two maces were made at this time, both bearing the 
same date as the charter. So, presumably the 
burgesses anticipated the granting of the right to 
have maces to ensure that they would have them 
ready when the charter was announced locally by 
the Town Crier. One of the maces was made larger 
than the other and has a number of minor 
differences of style. Measurements of both reveal 
that the larger, to be carried by the Bailiff, who was 
elected annually, is 31½ inches long (80 cm), whilst 
the shorter, to be carried by the Sergeant-at-the-
Mace, who was elected, after nominations, for an 
extended period, is 28¼ inches long (72 cm). 

Fig. 1. King James I from 
the Royal Charter capital 

Fig. 2. Agnus Dei on foot of  
mace 



Both maces have an engraving of the Agnus Dei on their 
domed foot (Fig. 2), which has been the symbol of Axbridge 
since at least the medieval period. In the same charter, 
Axbridge was granted the right to have a common seal “to 
serve for the transacting the causes and businesses of them 
and their successors whatever,” with permission “from 
time to time to break, change and newly to make such seal 
in manner as to then shall seem most expedient to be 
done.”  

In 2008 concerns about the poor condition of the Axbridge 
maces led to them being taken to a specialist (Michael 
Henderson of MCHR in Axminster, Devon) who repaired 

them and offered advice 
about their continued use. 
He also provided a specially 
designed box (Fig. 3) to hold 
the maces in an upright 
position, instead of laying 
them on their side, as their 
earlier Victorian boxes had done. This ensured that no pressure 
was placed on the most sensitive parts of the maces, the strap 
supports and the junction between the “classical chalice 
shaped cup” and the stem. 
The cup carries a “cast silver crown topped by a small orb and 
cross. It is the four strap supports linking the orb to the crown’s 
rim that have sustained major damage and consequent repairs 
over many years” (Fig. 4) Henderson identified the breaks 

which happened over the life of the maces, finding fifteen 
repairs on the straps of 

the larger mace and thirteen on the smaller mace 
(Fig. 5). Two factors contributed to this sorry 
story. One was the repeated heating necessary to 
solder repairs, which tended to harden the straps 
and make them more brittle. This was allied to 
the fact that the straps, along with the crown 
(though not the orb and crown) are made of what 
may well be an alloy of silver and, unlike the cup 
and body, are not set onto an iron core rod and 
can, therefore, become very brittle. A full 
discussion of the problems related to the straps 
and their links to the crown were included in his 

Fig. 3. The maces today in 
their custom-built case 

Fig. 4. Head of mace 

Fig. 5. An example of  
Strap damage 



report. His final recommendation states, “it is our professional opinion that, due to the 
structural repair problems…together with the age and historical importance of the artefacts, 
the Trust should consider ceasing to use them on ceremonial occasions. MHCR would advise 
placing them with a local…museum, within a secure display case which would provide the 

best long-term protection and allow access by the public.”  

There are four quadrants on each cup, separated by a different raised relief (Fig. 6). Two of 
them reference the king at the time they were made. One appears to be an ‘I,’ but is in fact 
a ‘J,’ for James, whilst the other is an ’R’ for ‘Rex’ (king). Two additional royal symbols adorn 
the other quadrants, a Tudor rose, which had become the rose of England, and a Fleur-de-
Lis, representing the supposed claim of English royalty to French territory (the charter 
mentioned above states that James is King of England, Scotland, France and Ireland). In 
addition, on the quadrant which contains the ‘I’ there is an engraved script, which states, 

‘Axbridg the 25th of June 
1623’ (the ‘e’ of Axbridge 
is missing on the original. 
See Fig. 7). 
There are four symbols 
associated with hallmarks 
on the base of the cup of 

the smaller mace, which have been “almost obliterated 
by frequent polishing.” Michael Henderson tentatively 
identified two of these marks. He mentioned “in the 
rose quadrant one assay mark as the ‘Lion Passant 
Guardant’ (i.e. 92.5% pure silver) (Fig. 8) and its 
companion, the town mark of the London assay office, 
the crowned leopards head, in use from 1478-1821” 
(Fig. 9). 

Fig. 6. Raised reliefs in quadrants 

Fig. 7. The date as shown on both maces 

Fig. 8. Lion passant guardant 
 



He could not identify the marks in the ‘J’ or ‘R’ 
quadrants, but it appears that the first of these may 
well be an ‘ƒ’ (Fig. 10), 
which is the correct date 
letter for 1623. The latter 
should, therefore, be the 
one item that is 
otherwise missing, that 

is, the maker’s mark, though 
it appears to be a single ‘C’ 
(Fig. 11). This is unusual, as 
makers usually use two or 
three letters to identify 
themselves (perhaps the remaining letters have been totally 
obliterated). 

Henderson says that he believes that “all of the above 
silverwork is of the highest craftsmanship. However, the 

‘crown’ itself is of a different quality. It is of cast silver, a slightly 
different colour to the main body and fitted very unevenly to the cup’s top rim” (Fig. 12). He 
is “tempted to suggest” that the crown is a later addition, which could be a replacement for 
a lost original. It 
has a lower rim 
which is studded 
with mock jewels, 
which are set 
between ‘rope’ 
borders. This rim is 
in three pieces 
which have been 
cut and curved to 
fit the 
circumference of 
the top of the cup. 
Above this is a 
series of Greek 
crosses intermixed with fleur-de-lis, though, where the straps join them, the sequence does 
not always work out precisely. Inside this rim is a covering, stretched across the top of the 
cup, which is secured by pointed teeth folded down from the crown, and contains the royal 
coat of arms. A traditional English lion is the supporter on the left, whilst a new emblem 
appears as the right supporter. Formerly this was a dragon, representing Wales, but with 

Fig. 9. Crowned leopard’s head 

Fig. 10. Date Letter 

Fig. 11. Maker’s mark? 

Fig. 12. The Crown 



James being James I of England 
as well as James VI of Scotland, 
the unicorn of Scotland has now 
replaced the dragon (Fig. 13).  

It is notable that the unicorn is 
chained both here and in the 
original Scottish coat of arms, as, 
according to legend, a free 
unicorn is a very dangerous 
beast, but that the Scottish king 
has the power to tame wild 
beasts. Effectively he was 
demonstrating his power to his 
subjects. Similarly, the coat of 
arms between them has been 
extensively modified by adding 
the arms of Scotland and also, for the very first time, the arms of Ireland. Fig. 14 shows the 

Tudor Royal Coat of Arms, which is quartered with fleur-de-lis 
in the first and fourth quarter and the triple lions passant in 
the second and third quarter. The new coat of arms uses the 
whole of this Tudor form in the first and fourth quarters, but 
adds a lion rampant in the second quarter, which derives from 
the Scottish royal coat of arms, and includes the Irish harp in 
the third quarter. There is also a Scottish version of this coat 
of arms, which has the lion rampant in the first and fourth 
quarter, with the lions passant only in the second quarter (the 
third quarter remains the same). 

Above the straps and held by them, is an orb and cross, neither 
of which are cast and are considered by Henderson to be “of 

the same high standard as the stem and chalice.” Both of the maces have stems which are 
hollow and the foot can be unscrewed to reveal an inner iron support rod which, presumably, 
continues throughout the length of the stem and must screw into the base of the cap. 

What makes the Axbridge maces of particular historic interest is that most maces pre-dating 
the Commonwealth were destroyed during that turbulent period, as they were regarded as 
symbols of royal power. Somehow the Axbridge maces not only survived, but also retained 
their royal coat of arms. Although there is no specific evidence of this, it may be that the 
change of crown mentioned above happened at this time, when it may have been necessary 
to hide them away for quite a few years. During such a period it would have been very risky 
to inspect them, so any minor damage may have been untreated and become rather worse 
than it would otherwise have been. However, though they may not be the most elegant or 

Fig 14. Tudor Coat of Arms 

Fig. 13. Coat of Arms 



richly adorned of their kind, the Axbridge maces are most definitely some of the rarest maces 
in the country. 

Axbridge Corporation remained in existence until 1883, when the government rescinded 
corporate status from a number of small boroughs. As the Corporation still owned the 
freehold of the properties previously mentioned, plus a number of other assets, including the 
maces, a new charity was formed in 1889, known as the Axbridge Town Trust, to manage 
those assets. Although most of the properties are no longer owned by them, the maces and 
most of the other assets do remain in their care.  

A few years ago it was agreed that Henderson’s advice should be taken and that the maces 
would no longer be used for ceremonial occasions from the end of 2020. For the future, if 
funding can be secured, the maces will be placed in King John’s Hunting Lodge Museum in 
Axbridge, in a specially designed case. King John’s Hunting Lodge is owned by the National 
Trust, who maintain the fabric, but the Axbridge and District Museum Trust rent it from them 
and run the museum. Numerous other artefacts owned by the Axbridge Town Trust are 
already on public display there, so the addition of these historic maces (hopefully alongside 
some ancient Guild banners) will further enhance the reputation of Axbridge as a centre for 
historic excellence. 

 
 


