
CLERK
TheMunicipalClerkistheoldestofpublicservantsinlocalgovernment, alongwiththetax
collector. TheprofessiontracesbackbeforeBiblicaltimes. Forexample, themodernHebrew
translationofTownClerkliterallytranslatedmeanscityortown "Reminder.'  Theearly
keepersofarchiveswereoftencalled "Remembrancers' andbeforewritingcameintouse,  
theirmemoryservedasthepublicrecord.  AncientGreecehadacitysecretarywhoread
officialdocumentspublicly. Attheopeningofameeting, oneofhisfirstdutieswastodecree
acurseuponanyonewhoshouldseektodeceivethepeople.  

St. PaulandhisfollowersduringhismissionaryworkinPersia (nowWesternTurkey) owed
theirsafetytotheactionofatownclerk. AsrelatedinActs19:22-41, writteninA.D. 58,  
theartisansofEphesuswhomadetheidolsofthetime, fearedtheeffectofPaul's
missionaryworkontheirtrade. TheyincitedamobtoseizetwoofPaul'sfollowers. The
townclerk, however, spokeoutagainstthisactionandinsistedthatchargeslaidagainst
thesemenhadtobesettledinthepropermannerandbeforetheproperauthorities. There
wasnojustificationforriotousconduct. Withthat, hedispersedthecrowd. Reportedly, the
regencylineofFrancedescendsfromtheofficeoftheClerk. AccordingtoJamesBryceinhis
book "TheHolyRomanEmpire," thereisadirectlinkbetweenthepositionofMayorofthe
Palace, aclericalpostcreatedbytheMerovingianKingsofFrance, andallsubsequentKings
ofFrance.   

Intheeighthcentury, theFrankishKingsofFrancedependedontheMayorofthePalaceto
performallmannerofclericalandadministrativetasksfortheKingincludingcollecting
taxesandfees, publishingdocuments, keepingstaterecordsandassistinginthe
enforcementoftheKing'sjustice. In751, theMerovingianKing, Childeric, wasdeposedand
hisassistant, Pippin, theMayorofthePalace, becamenotonlythemonarchofFrancebut
wassimultaneouslycreatedaPatricianofRomebyPopeGregorytheThird. Pippinwas, in
turn, fatherofthegreatCharlemagne, thefirstHolyRomanEmperorandfounderofthe
CarolingianDynastyofEuropeonHigh, whichinsuccessivegenerations, producedtheKings
ofFrance, aswellastheEmperorsofGermanyandAustria.   

DEVELOPMENTINENGLAND
Thetitle "Clerk" asweknowitdevelopedfromtheLatinclericus. DuringtheAges, when
scholarshipandwritingwerelimitedtotheclergy, clerkcametomeanascholar, especially
onewhocouldread, write, andthusserveasnotary, secretary, accountantandrecorder. In
ancientEngland, thetownship (surroundedbyitshedgeor "tun") andtheborough (an
outpostfortifiedwithawall) developedastrongsystemofdemocraticlocalgovernment.  
Andoneofthefirstofficialsthesefreemenelectedwasthe "Clarke." 

ThebeginningoftheofficeofcityclerkinEnglandcanbetracedbackto1272A.D. inthe
historyoftheCorporationofOldLondon. The "Remembrancer" wascalledupontoremind
thecouncilors (membersofthecouncil) whathadtranspiredattheirpreviousmeetings,  
sincethemeetingoftheearlycouncilswerenotrecordedinwrittenminutes. In1354, the
MayorofNottinghamappointedtheClarkeandprovidedforhisremuneration. In1439,  
SymkynBircheswasawardedtheofficeof "TounClerk" inanothercommunityfortherestof
hislife. In1477ThomasCarton, atownclerk, wasthefirstEnglishprinter, andservedas
diplomatfortheKing. In1485, NicholasLancaster, theClarke, becameMayorofYork.    

PerhapsthestrongeststatementoftheuniquepositionoccupiedbytheMunicipalClerkisby
CourtintheMiddleAgesrulinginthecase, Hurle-HobbsexparteRileyandanother.  



Concerningthiscase, ChiefJusticeLordCaldecote, observed: "Theofficeoftownclerkisan
importantpartofthemachineryoflocalgovernment. Hemaybesaidtostandbetweenthe
localCouncilandtheratepayers. Heistheretoassistbyhisadviceandactiontheconduct
ofpublicaffairsintheboroughand, ifthereisadispositiononthepartofthecouncil, still
moreonthepartofanymemberofthecouncil, torideroughshodoverhisopinions, the
questionmustatonceariseastowhetheritisnothisdutyforthwithtoresignhisofficeor,  
atanyrate, todowhathethinksrightandawaittheconsequences."  

COLONIALDEVELOPMENT
WhentheearlycolonistscametoAmericatheysetupformsoflocalgovernmenttowhich
theyhadbeenaccustomed, andtheofficeofclerkwasoneofthefirsttobeestablished.  
WhenthecolonistsfirstsettledinPlymouth, Massachusetts, theyquicklyappointedaperson
toactasrecorder. Thatpersonkeptallthevitalrecordsforbirth, marriagesanddeathsfor
thechurch, aswellasvariousotherrecordsofappointments, deeds, meetings, andthe
electionofofficersattheannualtownmeeting.  

Indeed, inMassachusetts, thetownclerkwasoneoftheearliestofficesestablishedin
colonialtowns. Thesettlerswerewellawareoftheimportanceofkeepingaccuratewritten
recordsoftheiragreementsandactionsincludinggrantsofland, regulationsgoverning
animals, thecollectionoftaxesandtheexpenditureoftownfunds.    

Thepersongiventheresponsibilityforrecordingtheseorderswasalsooftengivenother
duties, suchassweepingthemeeting-houseandsellingtheseats, ringingthebell, and
payingthebountyforjaysandblackbirdswhoseheadswerepresentedtohimbythe
citizens. Bythemiddleofthe17thcentury, thetitletownclerkappearsintownrecordsand
thistitlehascontinuedtothepresent. Oneoftheearlieststatutorydutiesimposedbythe
MassachusettsGeneralCourtontownclerkswasrecordingbirths, deathsandmarriages.  
Sincethattime, theGeneralCourthasformalizedbystatutemanyofthedutiesfirst
delegatedbyvoteofthetownandhasaddedothers.  

By1692, thetownclerkwasrequiredtoenterandrecorddivisionsoflandandordersofthe
selectmenaswellasalltownvotes, ordersandgrants. Warrantsdirectedtotheconstable
forthecollectionoftaxesweretobesignedbytheassessorsorthetownclerk. Between
1742and1756, theGeneralCourtmadethetownclerkresponsibleformaintainingalist
showingeachinhabitant'spropertyvalueandforproducingit, ifnecessary, tosubstantiate
aperson'svotingrights. Thetownclerkwasrequiredtoadministerandrecordtheoathof
officetakenbytownofficials. By1776, thetownclerkwasempoweredtocalltownmeetings
toelectselectmenifamajorityoftheselectmenhadmovedfromthetownorwereabsent
intheserviceofthecountry.  

TheClerkisthehistorianofthecommunity, fortheentirerecordedhistoryofthetown
city) anditspeopleisinhisorhercare. Theeminentpoliticalscientist, ProfessorWilliam

BennettMunro, writinginoneofthefirsttextbooksonmunicipaladministration (1934),  
stated: "Nootherofficeinmunicipalservicehassomanycontracts. Itservesthemayor,  
thecitycouncil, thecitymanager (whenthereisone), andalladministrativedepartments
withoutexception.    

Allofthemcalluponit, almostdaily, forsomeserviceorinformation. Itsworkisnot
spectacular, butitdemandsversatility, alertness, accuracy, andnoendofpatience. The
publicdoesnotrealizehowmanylooseendsofcityadministrationthisofficepulls
together."  Thesewords, writtenmorethan50yearsago, areevenmoreappropriate
today. 


