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The first thing that must be said is  that  this is an extremely long book. There are
nearly six hundred pages of  text,  with appendices, a  vast  and useful bibliography
and a good index. Nor is it light reading. It is densely written, and  each chapter
contains a variety of themes mixed together in a way that makes them individually
difficult  to follow. If you are looking for  a  straightforward account of the growth of
a  city company then this, both  emphatically and thankfully, is not it. Dr
Nightingale instead has used instead the history of the Grocers to explore the role

of London in the economy and politics of the  kingdom;  and the question which

rather  obsesses  her, fluctuations in bullion supplies and their  effects  upon credit
and trade and thus  upon  the Pepperers and Grocers who  above  all relied on imports
of spices and dyestuffs and exports of wool for their livelihood. The latter she has

already explored in various articles but she now takes the  opportunity to  take  the

long view of nearly five hundred years.

The  book  can thus be read on three levels. The  fact that  one is required to
tackle all three at once means  that  great concentration is  required  not to get lost on

the way. However, and in spite of reservations  that  will  become apparent,  it  must
be stressed that for anyone interested in the history of London, this is essential
reading and should be acquired, or borrowed, but not  necessarily wholeheartedly
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behaved.  That  in itself, for this reviewer at least, is the mark of fascinating and

challenging study.

The  book’s  great strength is the way in which it shows  that  gilds were not

monolithic, static entities with aims that  extended  no further than protectionism.

That attitude  was prevalent at times of economic difficulty when the prime concern

was protecting the interests of the members, or rather, the senior  amongst them.  In

more favourable circumstances they were expansionist and, in the  case  of the

Pepperers and Grocers set out to penetrate foreign markets, being thwarted in their

endeavours only, it would seem, by the restrictive practices of their alien rivals.

The company therefore emerged in various stages and in response to different

pressures. First, in 1180, there was the association of the merchant pepperers who

had been part of the early mercantile and financial elite of the city and much

involved in bullion imports and the coinage. Then  came  the Fraternity of St

Antonin, founded by twenty-one pepperers of Soper Lane in 1345 and finally the

Company itself  was formed between  1372  and  1374  as an amalgam of a whole

range of interests, all determined to protect the wool staple at  Calais.  This was not
a straight progression from a  loose  group of  free  traders to monopolists determined

to defend their grip on their branches of the import and export trades at all  costs.

Rather, each stage came as  a  specific response to changing circumstances, and

most  notably to fluctuations in both trade and the bullion supply and to the attitude

of the crown to the city itself and to alien merchants in the realm.

It is an  approach  that leads Dr Nightingale to attempting some considerable

and important historical revisions. Four perhaps stand out. First there is the

sustained challenge to Professor Gwyn Williams’s thesis  that  the pepperers formed

part  of a patrician and dynastic oligarchy whose protectionist policies were largely

responsible for the colonial nature of England's economy until the late thirteenth

century. It was only when Edward  I took  over the government of London in 1285

and opened the city to  free  and particularly alien trade  that  it experienced the rapid

growth  that  allowed it to defeat its chief rivals, the  east  coast ports and the

provincial fairs. Henceforth, the export and import trades, and all the collection

redistribution  that  went with them were to be firmly concentrated on London. Not

so, says Dr Nightingale. There were no long lasting dynasties of pepperers

surviving into the late thineenth century. Nor were leading families able to control

the  city’s  trade in  their  own interests. From the reign of Henry II onwards

successive kings undermined the mercantile elite by the favours they showed to

aliens, be  they Germans, Cahorsins, Flemings or Italians, the recipients of most of

Dr Nightingale’s wrath. It was not therefore the protection Edward I gave to aliens

that  brought about change. Rather, it resulted fr'om the commercial realignments

after the expulsion of the Flemings in 1270 which combined to make London the

chief port of the realm and the centre of the redistdbutive trade. The Italians in
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particular abandoned the  east coast ports and the fairs and concentrated their trade
in luxuries, mercery and spices which paid for their wool exports in the city. Once

that  had happened, and once the city had gained control over its franchise,
restricting all retail trade to citizens, then  and only then did the city ‘take  off’
economically. But the maintenance of the franchise was essential to the continued

prosperity of London’s merchants and  that  explains why the Pepperers and

Grocers, so dependent upon the import trade in spices and dyestuffs and on the

profits of the wool trade to pay for them, were at the forefront of the  battles  with
the crown in the fourteenth century.

That  leads almost directly to the second of Dr Nightingale’s revisions, the role
of Sir Nicholas Brembre, surely the greatest of all the late-medieval Grocers in the

politics of London in the 13705 and  ‘80s.  It is  a  story told  before, but here Brembre
emerges even more clearly as  a  ‘hero’ who brought the Grocers’ Company to the

peak of its medieval power. Control of the wool trade was  a  central issue, along

with the location of the Staple, but the centrepeice was the battle with John of

Northampton. Brembre, for Dr Nightingale, was the man who fought for the  city’s
liberties, recovered its charters and finally brought to an end Northampton’s

demagogic rule of intimidation, conspiracy and violence. The irony, if it was irony,
was  that  Northampton died peacefully in his bed and left an odour of sanctity

which has too long deceived historians and perpetuated the  myth that  he was the

champion of the little man against the tyranny of capitalism. No, it was Brembre

who towered  above  his compromising or craven colleagues and the shame and
horror of his death  have  for too long, according to Dr Nightingale denied Brembre.
the merit of his achievement.

Perhaps, but for whatever reasons the Grocers certainly were one of the two

great London companies, the other being the Mercers. We tend to think of  such

companies by the late middle  ages  as cohesive entities, with close social  and'

religious as well as commercial ties amongst their leading members. Dr

Nightingale invites us to think again. The Grocers showed  a  lack of fraternal
religious ties and the building of their hall too far from the Fraternity Church of St
Antonin prevented the emergence of  a  close community on the lines of their chief
rivals, the Mercers. The unused private chambers and the disused chapel of
Grocers’ Hall were symbols of the separation which had taken  place  for  most

grocers  between  the world of their trade association and  that  of their domestic and
parochial lives. If the building of the hall was intended to bridge  that  gap, then it

failed. It did not replace the natural community that  lived, traded and worshipped

together in the neighbourhood of Sopers Lane. Far from being a tighter, more
cohesive body acting in defence of its monopoly rights, the Grocers seem to  have

lost their way in the fifteenth century.

Finally, Dr Nightingale  takes  a long hard look at the argument  that  the city and
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its leading citizens played only passive roles in national politics,  that  their main,
even only, interest was ever to preserve order and property, preferably by never

taking sides. Involved as London merchants were in the two  great  export trades in

wool and cloth, at the centre of the import trade and prime sources of royal finance,
it has always been hard to see how  that  could be. The politics and diplomacy of
war with France and the export trades to the Low Countries demanded continual
political activity to protect the city’s interests. Control of London and the support
of the Londoners was vital to  anyone seeking control of the kingdom. At times the
city as  a  body and the citizens, either corporately or individually, had to make

choices. Dr Nightingale rightly sees them  as active and pro-active agents in the
politics of the thirteenth, fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Her analysis of the

growth  of a body of Yorkist supporters in the Grocers’ Company in the  14505  and
’60s will be of particular interest to the readers of this journal. She shows how

important it was to the Yorkist cause to win and hold that support, especially in the
critical year 1460-61. Some Londoners, influenced not only by the politics of trade
although  they had to be their chief concern, clearly did  take  sides, and were thus
directly involved in the decisions and actions leading to changes of  dynasty.

The chapters on ‘York and Lancaster. Factions in the  City and  Company,

1445-61’ and  ‘The  Yorkist Company, 1461-85’ are very welcome indeed, and
much to be applauded. What of the other arguments in this very substantial

volume? It is clear  that  writing the history of London  chiefly through the eyes of

the  Grocers’ Company does present some difficulties of bias and interpretation  that
are not altogether overcome. Dr Nightingale is stridently anti-alien and especially
anti-Italian.  That  is hardly surprising. Her heroes are the Pepperers and Grocers
and  they suffered  mightily from the protection given the Italians by the crown and

their resolute refusal to allow any breach in their monopoly of trade to the
Mediterranean. But why should the Italians have been more generous in their

attitude to interlopers in the Mediterranean trade than the Grocers’ were to their

presence in England?  What’s  sauce for the goose  .  The failure to break into the

Mediterranean is also seen largely in terms of the crown’s refusal to take punitive
action against the Italians in England to force reciprocity, coupled with lack of

positive  suppon for any English trading ventures there. But the former was never
going to happen. The crown simply needed the Italians and the revenues they

brought far too much, and any Grocer who thought otherwise must have been  more

naive  than  Dr Nightingale’s analysis of their political skills would suggest. And

how was the crown supposed to support English merchants trying to break  into  the

Mediterranean?  ‘Send  out your great warships to guard your great waters’? Hardly
possible when the war in France and the keeping of the seas more than stretched
England’s naval capacity. Nor is the case proven  that, given such support, the

English, led perhaps by the Grocers, could have broken  into  the Mediterranean in  a
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sustained  way.  One or two ventures are not sufficient evidence to prove that they

could  have  done so. As Dr Nightingale shows, most English trading ventures were

for one voyage only. Long standing partnerships did not emerge and capital
accumulation and formation seems to have been fraught with difficulties for the
Londoners.  Perhaps  English business methods were not so far different from those

of the  Italians, although much has been written on  this  subject since Postan made

his supposedly definitive  statement.  But it is worth noting that  William Cantelow

had to trade through the Italians, and the briefest comparison of the Kitson

accounts in the early sixteenth century and the ledger of the Borromei bank in

London between 1436 and  1439  will suggest  that  in terms of accounting

procedures the Italians were light years ahead.

That  is an equally partisan but perhaps no less valid point of view. The crown,
for the wrong reasons, may have  made the right decision in allowing the  Italians
freedom to trade in commodities that might not otherwise have reached England in

such quantities. Nor would wool growers and cloth exporters necessarily have
agreed with the Grocers’s attitude to aliens. And therein perhaps lies the major

problem with this impressive study. The history of London, and of its economy, is
being written largely from the  point  of view of the Pepperers and the Grocers.  That

point of view was particular in the sense  that  they participated  in a luxury impoxt

trade and were heavily dependent on the wool export trade for their profits. That

made their enterprise peculiarly susceptible to fluctuations in the bullion supply,
short or long term, and in the fifteenth century it meant  that  they lost their place as

the city’s leading mercantile group to other companies, and notably the Mercers

and Drapers. If we look simply at the fortunes of the Grocers as  a  paradigm of
what  was happening to London generally, we may be getting a slanted  View.  How

slanted  must  be  a  matter of opinion until such  time  as there are further studies of
other companies, and especially the Mercers and Drapers, and of  London’s  role in

the late medieval economy, based on a wider-ranging analysis of its trade and

industry. The notion of the flight to the suburbs in the fifteenth century, in the  face
of increasing and intolerable guild restrictions is simply not borne out by studies of

the goldsmiths or of the tailors or of the alien artisans in the city.  They,  the studies,
show  that  until the last decade of  that  century there was  a  vast difference between

theory and practice, that labour shortages were so severe that outsiders, foreigners

and aliens, working and selling retail in the  city simply had to be tolerated if the

market was to be supplied. Nor were heroes for the Grocers’ Company necessarily

heroes for the rest of the city. Brembre is  a  case in point. Playing politics is and
was  a  dangerous game, and like it or not in 1386-87 Richard II was generally
unpopular, except amongst his own cronies, of whom Brembre was one. Dr

Nightingale’s own analysis (pp. 310-11) shows that there were deep divisions in
the city and  that  the Mercers in particular were bitterly opposed  to Brembre, not
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because they supported John of Northampton, but because of bitter disagreements
over the location of the wool staple. Brembre may well have been the scapegoat for
the failure of government policy and of economic difficulties  that  put the small
men on the side of the rebels.  But, that  is the price of playing politics in a brutal
age. and quite clearly there were many in the city who did not  feel  that what was
good for the Grocers was necessarily good for them. One company’s  hero  could
easily be another’s villain.

That  sums up the main problem with this extraordinarily complex  study; it

takes partial view, be it upon Brembre or on strictly monetarist and bullionist
explanations for economic change, almost  to the exclusion of all others. Does that

negate its wonh? Not at all, provided this imponant caveat is borne in  mind.  Dr
Nightingale has produced one of the most challenging books on medieval London
for many years. Let us hope  that  it only begins, rather than ends, debate.

Research Notes and Queries

Richard  in  Utrecht
Livia  Visser-Fuchs  writes:-

A  recent issue (May/June  1996, pp. 60-61) of a Dutch local historical journal, Oud-
Utrecht,  contains two notes  about  Richard, entitled  a  little erroneously ‘Richard III

in  Utrecht’ — I am grateful to Dr Jan Willem  Verkaik  for bringing them to my
attention. In the first a reader relates how she was given a copy of Josephine Tey’s
Daughter  of Time, which she had never heard of, and she very briefly explains its

contents.  It is clear she went through the stages of surprise and indignation  that

Ricardians know so well and, having asked an ‘expert’, she progressed to

Kendall’s  Richard  III.  She ends her note with expressing her interest in the  fact

that Richard is said to have visited Utrecht and says  that  the town archives at
Utrecht were unable to  help her with more information.

The second note is a response to the first from  a  slightly more knowledgeable

reader, who consulted the  Dictidnary of National Biography and knows  about

Richard’s and  George’s flight  to the continent, dating it  —  like  Charles Ross and

Michael Hicks  — to shortly after 17 February 1461, the day of the second battle of
St Albans. Research has shown, however, that  it is more  likely the  boys  were sent

to  safety immediately after  Wakefield, at the very beginning of the year, as Sir
George  Buck has it.
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