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London’s Trade in the Time of Richard III 

JOHN OLDLAND 

A new era in foreign trade had evolved by the 1480s as the country recovered 
from the deep depression that lasted from 1450 to 1475. Trade was now 
primarily centred on the route from London to Antwerp, on cloth exports, and 
the imports that cloth financed. Richard III continued his brother’s foreign 
policy which encouraged this trade expansion. He re-affirmed the treaty of 
Utrecht with the Hanse, continued the favoured trading position of Spanish 
merchants, promoted Breton trade, and acted resolutely to resolve frictions 
between England and the Low Countries. He must have given at least tacit 
approval to the six economic acts passed in the 1484 parliament, all of which 
originated from London and had to do either with the cloth industry or alien 
trade.1 The early-sixteenth century has been identified as ‘one of the great free 
trade periods of modern English history’. 2  In fact, expansion was well 
underway by 1500. This paper seeks to understand the changing trade patterns 
that benefited London from 1450 to 1485, arguing that this period was one of 
the critical turning points in London’s economic development as its share of 
national trade increased from 30-40% prior to the mid-fifteenth century 
depression to over 60% by the 1480s, and was to continue to grow to over 80% 
by 1540 (Table 1).3

London’s overseas trade began to grow at the expense of provincial ports in 
the 1460s, as both cloth exports and merchandise imports grew. There was 
nothing inevitable about this development as London’s share of trade had been 
reasonably stable in the first half of the century and had fallen in the 1440s. 
London’s surge relative to provincial ports, therefore, preceded more vigorous 
trade expansion from 1475 onwards. 4  London emerged from the recession 
earlier than the rest of the country, so that by the early 1470s trade had 
overtaken the levels of the 1440s. Overseas trade accounted for only 4-7.5 per 
cent of national income but that understates its importance, since the rise in 
cloth exports provided considerable additional employment in broad areas of   

1 W. Childs, Anglo-Castilian trade in the Later Middle Ages, Manchester 1978, p. 57; T. Lloyd, 
England and the German Hanse, 1157-1611, Cambridge 1991, p. 236. 

2 F.J. Fisher, ‘Commercial trends and policy in sixteenth-century England’, Economic History 
Review (hereafter EcHR), vol. 10 (1939-40), p. 101. 

3 For London’s share of cloth exports, wine imports and general merchandise trade, expressed 
graphically from 1350 to 1540, see C.M. Barron, ‘London 1300-1540’, in Cambridge Urban History 
of Britain (hereafter CUHB), vol. 1, ed. D.M. Palliser, Cambridge, 2000, pp. 414-25; and C.M. 
Barron, London in the Later Middle Ages: Government and People 1200-1500, Oxford 2004, pp. 102-9, 
117.

4 This expansion is discussed in J. Oldland, ‘The expansion of London’s overseas trade from 
1475 to 1520’, in The Medieval Merchant, eds. C.M. Barron and A.F. Sutton, Harlaxton Medieval 
Studies 24, Donington 2014, pp. 55-92. 
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the country, and imports stimulated both wholesaling and manufacturing in 
London and elsewhere, giving a boost to the much larger sector of internal 
trade.5 In the context of an average, tepid, long term economic growth of 0.17 
per cent annually between the 1270s and 1690s, rapid changes in these relatively 
small sectors of the economy could be significant.6

The remainder of the paper examines the combination of geographic, 
economic and political factors that revitalized trade, together with the 
entrepreneurial energy of London’s commercial community, which spurred 
growth from the 1460s. 

1.  The London-Antwerp Axis. 

The growth of trade at the Brabant fairs was, for London, the key factor in its 
economic growth. Many historians have emphasised the importance of 
London’s geographic proximity to Antwerp, which had become, as early as the 
1430s, the fastest growing destination for English trade.7 Antwerp’s share of 
English cloth exports more than doubled to at least 35-40% of the total from 
1440 to 1480.8 Merchant Adventurers, who enjoyed a monopoly of English 
trade with the Low Countries, in 1483, controlled 38% of the national cloth 
trade and 66% of imports.9

The replacement of Bruges by the Antwerp and the Bergen-op-Zoom fairs 
was critical to the growth of cloth exports. English cloth could not be traded at 
Bruges since the 1350s, although packs could pass through Flanders unopened. 
By the 1420s Antwerp had emerged as the best alternative trade emporium in 
north-western Europe. 10  However, it took perhaps half a century before 
Antwerp clearly dominated regional trade, because political problems between 
England and both Burgundy and the Hanse interrupted trade, and the mid-

5 R. Britnell, ‘The English economy and government, 1450-1550’ in The End of the Middle Ages? 
England in the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries, ed. J.L. White, Stroud 1998, p. 94; P. Nightingale, 
‘England and the European depression of the mid-fifteenth century’, Journal of European Economic 
History, vol. 26 (1997), p. 636.  

6 S. Broadberry, B. Campbell, A. Klein, M. Overton, and B. van Leeuwen, ‘British Economic 
Growth, 1270-1870: an output-based approach’, Working Paper (2011), p. 22, 
(www2lse.ac.uk/economicHistory/whosWho/profiles/sbroadberry.aspx), forthcoming in hard 
copy. 

7 G.D. Ramsay, English Overseas Trade during the Centuries of Emergence, London 1957, p. 7; R. 
Davis, ‘The rise of Antwerp and its English connection, 1406-1510’, in Trade, Government and 
Economy in Pre-Industrial England. Essays Presented to F.J. Fisher, eds. D.C. Coleman and A.H. John, 
London 1976, pp. 2-20; J.L. Bolton and F.G. Briscoli, ‘When did Antwerp replace Bruges as the 
commercial and financial centre of north-western Europe? The evidence of the Borromei ledger 
for 1438’, EcHR, vol. 61 (2008), pp. 360-79. 

8 J.H. Munro, ‘Bruges and the abortive staple in English cloth: an incident in the shift of 
commerce from Bruges to Antwerp in the late fifteenth century’, Revue Belge de Philologie et 
d’Histoire, vol. 44 (1966), p. 1143. 

9 C. Ross, Edward IV, London 1974, p. 358. 
10 H. van der Wee, The Growth of the Antwerp Market and the European Economy, vol. 2, The 

Hague 1963, pp. 45-6. 
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century depression reduced it. The decline of the Flemish cloth towns, 
accelerated by the Calais Staple and Bullion Ordinances, which made it more 
difficult and expensive to access English wools on which the Flemish and 
Brabant luxury woollens industry depended, had the effect of making English 
cloth more attractive on continental markets; and the development of an 
Antwerp finishing industry that customised English cloth made it much more 
competitive.11 As early as 1452 the Antwerp finishing industry was complaining 
about the decline in the English cloth trade.12 Further, expanded trade with 
southern Germany based on exchanging English woollens for German linen 
and fustian led to new markets for English cloth in eastern and southern 
Europe. 13  Direct Italian trade with England declined: Venetian galleys had 
diverted their trade from Southampton to London by Richard III’s reign: 
Genoese came less frequently as they lost the alum trade to the Florentines: and 
the Florentines stopped coming after 1478.14 As Antwerp prospered it became 
cheaper, and more convenient, for Italians to buy English cloth there because 
they were subject to higher export cloth duties than denizens or the Hanse, 28d 
per cloth for petty custom compared with 14d for denizens and 12d for the 
Hanse, and they also paid poundage at 12d per £ on cloth which was not paid 
by denizens, Hansards, Spanish, Breton and Veere merchants at this time. The 
reduction in sea-bound trade between the Mediterranean and England, 
therefore, was replaced by overland routes to Italy, in effect diverting trade 
from Southampton to London, increasing volume and reducing cost of land 
routes to southern Europe. There was some increase in denizen trade with Pisa, 
as duties on foreign cloth were removed.15 As Florentine galleys came less 
frequently, English merchants filled the vacuum, and the principal London 
merchants in the trade, mostly in wool and cloth, were Sir William Heryot, one 
of the London MPS in the 1484 parliament, and his sons, who became 
denizens of Milan on the recommendation of Richard III.16

11 J. Munro, ‘Medieval woollens: the western European woollen industries and their struggles 
for international markets, c.1000-1500’, in The Cambridge History of Western Textiles, vol. 1 , ed. D. 
Jenkins, Cambridge 2003, pp. 286-88. 

12 O. de Smedt, De Engelse natie de Antwerpen in de 16e eeuw (1496-1582), vol. 1, Antwerp 1954, p. 
84.  

13 M. Boone, ‘Les toiles de lin des Pays-Bas Bouguignons sur le marché Anglais (fin xive-xvie 
siècles)’, Publication du Centre Européen d’Études Bourguignons (XIVe-XVIe s.), vol. 35 (1995), pp. 66-8. 
Linen from the Low Countries accounted for half the linen trade from 1394 to 1480, German 
linens 41% and French 9%. In 1480-81 the Hanse imported two thirds of all linen.  

14 A. Ruddock, Italian Merchants and Shipping in Southampton 1270-1600, Southampton 1951, p. 
206.

15 M.E. Mallett, ‘Anglo-Florentine commercial relations, 1465-1491’, EcHR, 2nd ser. vol. 15 
(1962), pp. 253-4. 

16  Mallett, ‘Anglo-Florentine’, p. 260; A.F. Sutton, ‘Richard III, the city of London and 
Southwark’, in Richard III Crown and People, ed. J. Petre, Gloucester 1985, pp. 293-4; Childs, Anglo-
Castilian, p. 212; A.F. Sutton, The Mercery of London: Trade, Goods and People, 1130-1578, Aldershot 
2004, p. 232. 
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Yet the growth of Antwerp and some decline in Italian exports did not result 
in a fall-off in other alien (non-Hanseatic) trade, as other alien cloth exports 
revived in the 1470s to close to 7,500 cloths, and they remained stable for the 
remainder of the century. Other alien general merchandise trade, mostly 
imports, rose steadily in every decade from the 1450s to the 1510s.17 This was a 
result of the increase in Spanish exports and imports, because, as of 1468, 
Spanish merchants paid only denizen customs duties.18 Most Spanish trade was 
with London: its cloth exports rose from an estimated 1,100 cloths annually in 
the 1470s to 3,900 cloths in the 1480s.19 Imported dyes and oils necessary for 
the cloth industry, and iron for the metalworking industries, were to stimulate 
both metalworking and cloth industries. 20  In addition, there was also a 
noticeable increase in imports from the Low Countries, in particular of luxury 
manufactured goods, in spite of the high duties about which merchants from 
the Low Countries persistently complained in 1483 and 1486.21

2.  The Importance of Woollen Cloth, and the 1484 ‘Cloth Act’. 

Cloth exports were the economic driver of London’s expansion. Cloth 
exported from London, gathered mainly from Western and Home counties was, 
on average, of far higher quality in the 1480s than it had been even forty years 
before, and therefore of far greater value.22 London’s cloth merchants realised 
that, in order to dominate the luxury market, they should increase cloth weight 
and quality in order to fully benefit from the cost advantage they enjoyed on 
wools as their continental competitors, dependent on English wools, had to pay 
high export duties. In addition the English industry had the additional cost 
advantage from mechanical fulling which was prohibited for continental luxury 
cloths. Also, there is some evidence that an all carded woollen was introduced 
in the fifteenth century, earlier than previously thought, and that England may 
have been an early-mover in adopting this productivity improvement.23 Cheap 

17 Oldland, ‘London’s overseas trade’, p. 91. 
18 Childs, Anglo-Castilian, 104-42; Oldland, ‘London’s overseas trade’, pp. 73-74. 
19 Oldland, ‘London’s overseas trade’, pp. 74, 79. 
20 Ibid, p. 66. 
21 The Book of Privileges of the Merchant Adventurers of England 1296-1483, eds., A.F. Sutton and L. 

Visser-Fuchs, Records of Social and Economic History, New Series vol. 42, Oxford 2009, pp. 
317-59.

22 J. Oldland, ‘The variety and quality of English woollen cloth exported in the Late Middle 
Ages’, The Journal of European Economic History, vol. 39 (2010), pp. 222-6; J. Oldland, ‘Wool and 
cloth production in late-medieval and early Tudor England’, EcHR, 67 (2014), pp. 36-37. 

23  J. Munro, ‘Woollens, Worsteds, and (Hybrid) Serges’, Paper presented to International 
Medieval Congress, Leeds 2013 (www.economics.utoronto.ca/munro5/ConferencePapers.html). 
Carded wefts were introduced in the early fourteenth century, but it was not possible with 
existing spinning wheel technology to card the stronger, more consistent warp thread. This was 
only possible with the introduction of the Saxony wheel. The 1464 statute, Statutes of the Realm 
(1101-1713) London 1810-1828 (hereafter Statutes), 4 Edward IV, c. 1, stated that ‘every carder, 
spinster, weaver fuller, shearman, and dyer shall perform his duty’. It could be controversially 
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bastards, westerns and Guilfords were being displaced by better quality 
standard western broadcloths, and a revitalised East Anglian industry that 
switched from low-priced straits to quality broadcloths. Also kersey, now 
longer and of higher quality than it had been fifty years before, was of rising 
importance.24 The wholesale value of cloth exports were fifty-three per cent 
greater than wool exports in the 1470s and double in the 1480s, in comparison 
with less than ten per cent in the 1450s and 1460s.25

Rapid expansion of cloth exports after 1475 led to more fraudulently-made 
cloth on the market, just at a time when England was grasping a greater share 
of the luxury cloth market which depended on a higher quality reputation for 
English cloth.26 London’s leading cloth merchants sought to increase quality 
and uniformity of broadcloth by regulating standards for finishing and dyeing. 
Clothiers were probably less interested in regulation, preferring the freedom to 
make and sell whatever they wished, and to keep alnagers (who checked the 
cloth and levied a subsidy) out of their shops and warehouses. A 1464 act had 
set the width and breadth of cloths, determined that flocks and chalk was not 
to be used to convey the impression of superior cloth, and that cork could only 
be added to cloth that had been ‘perfectly boiled and maddered’, that is dyed 
with woad and then re-dyed with madder.27 Clothmakers were to produce cloth 
according to best practices, although the details of this were not specified, 
except that fullers were to use teasels, and not cards, to row the cloth. In 1467 a 
further act required that cloths be fulled and ‘fully wrought’ before export, 
which again was unspecific about the quality of finishing.28 A 1477 act required 
that all cloths were to be sealed at both ends with wax seals, except in London 
and Bristol where leaden seals were used, and alnagers were to receive half the 
value of the forfeited cloths.29

The 1484 cloth act also built on prior civic regulation as in 1482 London, in 
response to petitions by drapers and tailors, established regulations to check the 
‘falshode and deceite used in the makyng, fullyng drawyng or settyng of lengeth 
in the teyntours sheryng and powderyng with flokkes of wollen cloth’, and 
claiming that shearmen ‘have hurte mennys clothes in their werkmanship as in 

argued that this implied that warp thread could now be carded as there was no mention of 
combing. The first reference to an all-carded woollen was in 1502 at Norwich, see The Records of 
the City of Norwich, eds. W. Hudson and C.J. Tingey, 2 vols. Norwich 1906-10, vol. 2, pp. 105-6.  

24 Oldland, ‘Variety and quality’, p. 233. 
25 Oldland, ‘London’s Overseas Trade’, pp. 90-91. 
26  G.D. Ramsay, The City of London in International Politics at the Accession of Elizabeth Tudor,

Manchester 1975, p. 37. 
27 Statutes, 4 Edward IV, c.1. Black was correctly obtained by first dyeing with woad to 

produce a deep blue colour, and then re-dyeing with the red dye, madder, that required a 
mordant to fix the dye. Only then could cork or other dyes be added to deepen the black. 

28 Statutes, 7 Edward IV, c. 3. 
29 Statutes, 17 Edward IV, c.5. 
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sheryng to lowe and to nygh the trede than thei powdre with flokkes’.30 To 
solve the problem drapers, tailors, fullers and shearmen were authorised to 
search for these illegal practices within their own fellowships. Shearmen’s 
ordinances from the following year stated that ‘no one shall flok powder ne 
stop deceivably with oile or grese after shearing therof, under penalty of the 
pillory and a fine’.31 Also in 1482 all tenter frames had to be located either at 
Fullers’ Hall or Leadenhall, so that they were visible to the public, and no 
freeman was allowed to take cloths to tenter frames out of the city.32 There was 
no similar civic regulation on dyeing, perhaps because there were only a small 
number of master dyers, and they were able to dye to customers’ standards. 
However there was a problem with Southwark dyers who were accused of false 
dyeing.The Dyers’ 1471 charter gave the craft powers of search within twenty 
miles of the city, but it was reduced in the following year to the ‘city and 
suburbs’, and this was restated in the 1482 ordinances, but it was very difficult 
to enforce ordinances outside city walls. 33 There were at least five dyers 
operating off Southwark’s Tooley Street in 1483.34

It was unsurprising then that London would try to incorporate these 
regulations on finishing in a parliamentary act, if only to strengthen civic 
regulations. The objective of the cloth act was very ambitious; to set national 
standards for cloth manufacture, raise quality, and perhaps remove from the 
market small producers who produced shoddy goods. The clause on dyeing 
specified that orchil as well as cork were not to be used unless the cloth had 
been dyed with woad. There were signs that this act was put together hastily 
because it set new standards for cloth dimensions, and provided insufficient 
incentive for clothmakers outside London to enforce it. It unwisely set the 
length of broadcloth at twenty-six yards and the width at two yards, compared 
with twenty-four yards and seven quarters set in 1464. At the same time it 
demanded that fulled cloth was not to be re-stretched. This made it difficult for 
clothiers or cloth finishers to meet the standards, and alnagers reluctant to 
enforce them. 

The penalty for having private tenters was a punitive £5, and fines for faulty 
production were forty shillings, which was to be split three ways between the 
crown, community and alnager. The incentive for the alnager, 13s 4d a cloth, 
was probably insufficient for him to go to a great deal of trouble to ferret out 
misdoings. In this case free trade overcame the protectionism of London’s 
merchants as the law was suspended for most of the country in November 

30 Calendar of the Letter Books of the City of London (hereafter Cal. LB), ed. R.R. Sharpe, London 
1903-12, Book L, pp. 196-97.  

31 Ibid, p. 205. 
32 Ibid, p.198. 
33 CPR, 1467-1477, p. 236; CChR, 1427-1561, pp. 240-1; London Metropolitan Archives, 

Journals of the Common Council of the City of London, Journal 8, f.266; Cal. LBL, p. 194. 
34 M. Carlin, Medieval Southwark, London 1996, p. 55. 
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1484, with cloth dimensions presumably reverting to those of 1464.35 The act 
was eventually repealed in 1509, and partially replaced in 1514 by a law that 
permitted fullers to re-stretch broadcloth by a yard in length and a quarter in 
width.36 In 1486 the first of several cloth finishing acts were passed, requiring 
that all cloths worth more than forty shillings had to be properly fulled and 
shorn.37 It was not until the mid-sixteenth century that a regulatory system was 
put into place to effectively standardize cloth dimensions and weight, and 
punish poor finishing and dyeing practices.38

3.  London’s Financial Advantage 

All the evidence suggests that London, as the financial centre of the country, 
found it easier to finance trade and access credit during the mid-century 
depression than provincial merchants, and were therefore better placed to 
finance growth when the economy improved. There was definitely a shortage 
of silver coinage that would have adversely affected local trade, but it may well 
have been that there was sufficient gold and credit to finance overseas trade, 
and grant credit to clothiers. There is no consensus among historians on the 
reduction in the fifteenth-century money supply, and whether this made credit 
tighter. 39  Different estimates have coinage per head both increasing and 
decreasing from 1422 to 1470. Jim Bolton recently concluded that, ‘at times 
there must have been great difficulties in buying and selling for the majority of 
the population, especially in the 1450s and 1460s, but this was not in the main a 
society held back by an inadequate money supply’, while Pamela Nightingale 
has argued that, ‘the reduction in prices and credit was strongly influenced by 
the fall in the amount of silver coin per head for most of the fifteenth 
century’.40

Shortage of bullion, credit contraction, and higher interest rates all 
contributed to reduce trade by mid-century, but London was able to manage 
adversity better.41 The shift to gold used to finance high value trade favoured 

35 CPR, 1476-1485, p. 494. The act was ’found hurtful’, and specifically cancelled in all areas 
with the exception of London, Wiltshire, Somerset and Devon. 

36 Statutes, 1 Henry VIII, c.2; 6 Henry VIII, c.9. 
37A. Hanham, The Celys and their World, Cambridge 1985, pp. 296-7; Statutes, 3 Henry VII, c. 

11.
38  Statutes, 3&4 Edward VI, c. 2; 5&6 Edward VI, c. 6; 4&5 P&M, c. 5; M.Zell, ‘The 

Exchequer lists of provincial clothmakers fined in London during the sixteenth century’, Bulletin 
of the Institute of Historical Research, vol. 54 (1981), pp.126-30.  

39 J. Bolton, Money in the Medieval English Economy 973-1489, Manchester 2012, pp. 274-93; N.J. 
Mayhew, ‘Prices in England, 1170-1750’, Past & Present, vol. 219 (2013), p. 26. 

40P. Nightingale, ‘Gold, credit, and mortality: distinguishing deflationary pressures in the late 
medieval economy’, EcHR, vol. 63 (2010), p. 1101; J.L. Bolton, ‘Was there a “Crisis of credit” in 
fifteenth-century England?’ British Numismatic Journal, vol. 81 (2011), p. 162; Mayhew, ‘Prices’, p. 
11.  

41 P. Nightingale, ‘England and the European depression of the mid-fifteenth century’, Journal
of European Economic History, vol. 26 (1997), pp. 635-40. 
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London.42 The city’s growing strength in the wool trade was significant as its 
wool staplers were a source of bullion, especially after 1433, when the Calais 
Staple and Bullion Ordinances required that wool sales be paid a third in 
bullion and the rest in English gold coin.43 Aliens were forced by statute, and by 
hosting regulations, to spend their sales revenues on English goods, and were 
denied more than six months credit from English merchants, which kept 
bullion in the country.44 London merchants could access the credit networks of 
Italian bankers, all located in the capital.45 Also, a favourable balance of trade in 
the 1450s and 1460s may have offset any reduction in the coinage in circulation 
at this time.46 Depreciation of the currency in 1464-5 added to the coinage in 
circulation, and lowered the price of cloth, with an immediate positive effect on 
London’s exports. London, with its large number of scriveners, and easy access 
to the Mayor’s Court and Court of Chancery, made the negotiation of bonds 
easier.

London’s superior credit network contributed to the expansion of inland 
trade to the north and west of London.47 In the fifteenth century twenty-six per 
cent of tailors’ debts were from the West Country, fifteen per cent from the 
eastern counties, and fourteen per cent from northern counties.48 Further, it 
may have been that credit and barter networks were so embedded in the wool 
and cloth industry that they were less affected by the amount of currency in 
circulation, and there was usually sufficient coinage for the leading merchants 
to pay off trade balances. This can be seen clearly in the wool market based on 
the trade of the Cely family.49 There is no analysis of fifteenth-century cloth 
industry credit operations, although it seems to have worked similarly to the 
wool trade, based on a London scriveners’ account book from 1458-9.50

42 Nightingale, ‘Gold’, p. 1095. 
43 J. Bolton, The Medieval English Economy 1150-1500, London 1980, pp. 298-300; Munro, 

‘Medieval woollens’, pp. 286-7. 
44 W. Childs, ‘ “To oure losse and hindraunce”: English credit to alien merchants in the mid-

fifteenth century’, in Enterprise and Individuals in Fifteenth-Century England, ed. J. Kermode, Stroud 
1991, pp. 68-98; The Views of the Hosts of Alien Merchants 1440-1444, ed. H. Bradley, London 
Record Society, vol. 46 (2012), pp. ix-xlix. 

45  J.L. Kermode, ‘Medieval indebtedness: the regions versus London’, in England in the 
Fifteenth-Century, ed. R. Rogers, Stamford 1994, p. 81; J.L. Bolton, ‘London merchants and the 
Borromei bank in the 1430s: the role of local credit networks’, in The Fifteenth Century X: 
Parliament, Personalities and Power. Papers presented to Linda S. Clark, ed. H. Kleineke, Woodbridge 
2011, p. 70.  

46 Oldland, ‘London’s overseas trade’, p. 91. 
47 D. Keene, ‘Changes in London’s economic hinterland as indicated by debt cases in the 

Court of Common Pleas’, in Trade, Urban Hinterlands and Market Integration c.1300-100, ed. J.A. 
Galloway, London 2000, pp. 59-8; Barron, London, pp. 77-8.. 

48 Barron, London, p. 80, quoting from M. Davies, ‘The Tailors of london and their Guild 
c.1300-1500, unpub. D.Phil. thesis, University of Oxford, 1994, pp. 256-7. 

49 Hanham, Celys, pp. 137-140, 186-201, 399-403.  
50  Bolton, Medieval English Economy, p. 303.Credit has been investigated for the sixteenth-

century Kentish Weald, see M. Zell, ‘Credit in the pre-industrial English woollen industry’, EcHR,
2nd ser., vol. 49 (1996), pp. 667-91. 
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4.  Merchant Specialisation 

The greater sophistication of London merchants’ business practices together 
with their greater financial resources, particularly those trading at Antwerp, 
became a competitive advantage. Jim Bolton has suggested that there was 
possibly a fifty per cent literacy rate in London, and that the wealthy could 
acquire a business education at Oxford.51 In 1469 the goldsmiths bewailed that 
some of their apprentices could not read or write, and that this was hurting the 
company’s reputation.52 Mercers’ 1489 regulations stipulated that apprentices 
‘must be able to read or write, or be taught these skills’.53 It is unsurprising that 
one of the first, and leading printer was the mercer William Caxton, who during 
Richard III’s reign, lived in the sanctuary of Westminster Abbey, translating and 
printing books.54

By 1480 the Merchant Adventurers’ Company had assumed an importance 
in overseas trade that even Staplers had never enjoyed a century before, and 
had streamlined trade with the Low Countries. Staplers exported wool through 
Calais, financed imports, but rarely participated in the import trade.55 Merchant 
Adventurers controlled all English trade with the Southern Netherlands which 
increasingly became the dominant focus of English trade. The Company had 
negotiated a permanent residence and special privileges both at Antwerp in 
1474 and Bergen-op-Zoom in 1480.56 While the company was national it was 
controlled by London, the overseas Governor always seems to have been a 
Londoner, and it was dominated by London mercers. In 1478 non-Londoners 
complained of discrimination against northerners by the Governor John 
Pickering, who was to be a London MP in the 1484 parliament, that resulted in 
the king’s council ordering that northerners be treated ‘with all favour and 
honestee’.57 As an overseas company it had no direct political power in London, 
but its Low Countries’ contacts and wealth of its leading merchants made the 
company influential. In 1486 the city first regulated the Company, approving 
ordinances, and establishing that the mayor and aldermen select London deputy 

51 Bolton, ‘Crisis of credit’, p. 161. 
52 C. Barron, ‘The expansion of education in fifteenth-century London’, in J. Blair and B. 

Golding, eds., The Cloister and the World: Essays in Medieval History in Honour of Barbara Harvey,
Oxford 1996, pp. 223-4. 

53 S. Hovland, ‘Apprenticeship in Later Medieval London (c. 1300-c. 1530)’, Unpub. Ph.D. 
thesis, University of London, 2006, p. 184. 

54 A.F. Sutton, ‘Caxton was a mercer: his social milieu and friends’, in N. Rogers, ed., England
in the Fifteenth Century, Harlaxton Medieval Studies, vol. 4, Stamford, Conn. 1994, p. 133 

55 H.L. Gray, ‘English foreign trade from 1446 to 1482’ in Studies in the History of English Trade 
in the Fifteenth Century’, eds. M. Power and M.M. Postan, New York 1966, p. 17. 

56 N.J.M. Kerling, ‘Relations of English merchants with Bergen-op-Zoom, 1480-81’, Bulletin of 
the Institute of Historical Research, vol. 31 (1984), pp. 136-37; Book of Privileges, eds. Sutton and Visser-
Fuchs, pp. 245-69, 294-96. 

57 A.F. Sutton, ‘The Merchant Adventurers of England: the place of the Adventurers of York 
and the north in the late middle ages’, Northern History, vol. 46 (2009), pp. 219-24. 
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governors annually, one a mercer, and one from other companies.58 In contrast 
with expanding Antwerp trade, prospects were dimmer elsewhere. English 
merchants were cut out of the Baltic and Iceland, and faced restrictions in many 
Hanse towns. The wine trade had never fully recovered from the loss of France 
and the growing taste for beer. Trade with Spain and Portugal was expanding 
but much of it was falling into alien merchants’ hands.59

 The rise of the London-Antwerp axis changed the balance of power among 
London’s merchant companies, whose membership had been expanded to 
eleven in the fifteenth century to include Salters, Tailors and Haberdashers. It 
affected the availability of imported goods, and favoured those who enjoyed a 
strong position in the cloth trade. Historically, most merchant companies, as 
their names suggest, were importers and distributors, specializing in specific 
goods. Mercers concentrated on importing linens, silks, small goods of silk and 
linen and haberdashery items, and wholesaling them in London: Grocers 
imported drugs, dyes, confections and canvas, fishmongers fish, some salters 
imported salt, ironmongers iron, skinners furs, vintners wine, haberdashers 
haberdashery. Further, because of their concentration on a particular 
assortment of imports, they often tended to have a specific geographic focus; 
fishmongers on the Baltic, mercers and grocers on the southern Netherlands, 
salters on Brittany, vintners on Gascony, ironmongers on northern Spain. They 
exported the few English products that they could sell in those markets, and 
also opportunistically purchased a limited selection of other goods. Mercers and 
grocers were fortunate in that much of their trade was in the Low Countries, 
although grocers were facing far greater competition as Antwerp overtook 
Bruges, and its participation in the wool market diminished.60 Drapers’ fortunes 
had revived. They had lost their trade in imported cloth by the mid-fourteenth 
century, and had become wholesalers and retailers of domestic cloth; but by the 
mid-fifteenth century drapers had used their expertise to become cloth 
exporters, first to Spain, and then at Antwerp.61 Similarly a few leading tailors 
and haberdashers started to trade cloth at Antwerp. Goldsmiths remained 
powerful because in addition to making gold and silver plate, they were also 
responsible nationally for the quality of the currency. 

There were losers as well as winners among the merchant companies in the 
face of a changing competitive environment, several losing their overseas 
trading connections by the 1480s: so they became even more reliant on their 
wholesale and retail trade. Vintners no longer controlled wine imports, the 

58 Ibid, p. 43. 
59 Childs, Anglo-Castilian, pp. 81, 118; W. Childs, ‘Anglo-Portuguese trade in the fifteenth 

century’, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 6th ser. vol. 2 (1992), p. 212. 
60 P. Nightingale, A Medieval Mercantile Community: The Grocers’ Company and the Politics and Trade 

of London 1000-1485, London 1995, pp. 543-50. 
61 Childs, Anglo-Castilian, p. 211; E. Quinton and J. Oldland, ‘London merchants’ cloth exports, 

1350-1500’, in Medieval Clothing and Textiles, vol. 7, eds. R. Netherton and G. Owen-Crocker, 
Woodbridge 2011, pp. 132-3. 
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ironmongers now brought in little iron, and the salters not much salt. 
Fishmongers had declined as they lost their Baltic trade. Mercers gradually lost 
their trade in the retailing of fustians and clothing accessories, as they 
concentrated on cloth exports and linen imports. 62  Even the Grocers, the 
second merchant company in the city, found its spices and dyes trade 
undermined as spices moved from Bruges to Antwerp, and were to be further 
threatened as Antwerp became the mart for Portuguese spices. Drapers and 
others had even closer connections with provincial dyers in many regions of the 
country than grocers. Skinners’ overseas fur trade was falling as fashion 
changed and supplies of many fur-bearing animals dwindled.63

Merchants became more specialized. Rapidly expanding Brabant trade 
required more capital and became more competitive, so many merchants 
needed to choose between exporting and importing goods, or wholesaling them. 
The overseas cloth merchant or stapler had to develop relationships with 
clothiers and graziers, work with factors and apprentices to manage trade, and 
master credit and currency exchange. Wholesalers had to forecast home 
demand for a selected range of products, develop a distribution network of 
customers that included shops, relationships with key customers, selling to 
chapmen or at fairs, and then manage credit. The successful leatherseller and 
wholesaler of mercery goods, John Skirwith, in 1486, had doubtful and 
desperate debts of £1,004, most of which were probably uncollectable, which 
considerably exceeded his current trade inventory of £275.64

Antwerp impacted the wholesale market almost as much as it affected 
overseas trade, because of the rapid growth of imports, and the broadening 
range of available merchandise. One repercussion was mounting friction 
between those leading merchants who were trying to restrict wholesaling to 
London, and lesser merchants who wanted to trade at the fairs. Mercers were 
particularly affected because haberdashers were aggressively penetrating the 
clothing accessories market. 65  In 1479 Mercers and sixteen other crafts, 
including Tailors and Drapers, went to the common council to prevent freeman 
attending fairs. The council was split, seventeen trades in agreement, eleven 
against.66 Mercers had to concede that their younger members could attend the 
fairs as long as their competitors did. In 1482 they tried again, with the support 
of many leading merchants, to restrict fair attendance. Interestingly, Robert 

62  A.F. Sutton, ‘The shop-floor of the London mercery trade, c.1200-c.1500: the 
marginalisation of the artisan, the itinerant mercer and the shopholder’, Nottingham Medieval Studies,
vol. 14 (2001), pp. 36-8; J. Oldland, ‘London Clothmaking, c.1270-c.1550’, Unpub. Ph.D. thesis, 
Univ. of London 2003, pp. 190-3. 

63 E. Veale, The English Fur Trade in the Later Middle Ages, London Record Society, vol. 38 
(2003), pp. 149, 170-80. 

64 A.F. Sutton, ‘John Skirwith, king’s pointsmaker, 1461-(?)86, and leatherseller of London’, 
The Ricardian, 137 (1997), pp. 69-80. 

65 Sutton, Mercery, p. 215. 
66 M. Davies, ‘Artisans, Guilds and Government of London’, in Daily Life in the Late Middle 

Ages, ed. R.H. Britnell, Stroud 1998, p. 144. 
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Billesden became the first haberdasher mayor in 1483-84, and he would have 
favoured freedom of trade in his company’s goods. Again in 1487, the common 
council ordered that freeman could not visit the fairs for seven years, on 
penalty of £100, but the pull-back was immediate, parliament passing an act 
later that year allowing Londoners to sell at the fairs.67

The surge in imports must have also resulted in more competition and 
specialisation in manufacturing. This must have been particularly true in 
metalworking, as trades based on imported iron and copper competed with 
those reliant on English tin and lead. Metalworking was second only to 
victualing, and equal to mercantile interests, among the occupations in 
fifteenth-century London.68 For example, over 48,000 pins were imported in 
1480-1, mostly made from copper alloy.69 Thirteen metal trades claimed to be 
adversely affected by alien imports in 1484.70  Pewterers, for example, were 
delighted with the act preventing alien merchants importing a whole variety of 
manufactured goods, many made from metal, that competed with household 
pewter goods.71 Pinners were particularly hard hit as the craft, with perhaps 
sixteen master craftsmen in 1462, had fallen to fourteen including journeymen 
in 1495, and, impoverished, were forced to amalgamate with the Wiremongers 
to become the Wiresellers in 1497.72 It seems that, while amalgamations of 
metal trades suggest increased competition and production decline in specific 
products, metalworking was flourishing based on the increase in iron imports 
and tin production.73 Iron imports increased from 1,000 tons at mid-century to 
3,500 tons by 1500. Since local production was probably around 1,000 tons, 
iron consumption had more than doubled. Tin and lead production also rose so 
many metal trades must have prospered.74 The goldsmiths could clearly hold 
their own as very little plate seems to have been imported, and they 
enfranchised skilled foreign workers to keep the craft competitive. From 1478 
onwards, alien craftsmen fequently become freemen of the company.75 London 

67 Statutes, 3 Henry VII, c. 9. The year before tailors and drapers had agreed to prevent their 
members going into the country to buy cloth in order to better control cloth quality, see Davies, 
‘Artisans’, p. 144. 

68 Barron, London, p. 66. 
69 The Overseas Trade of London Exchequer Customs Accounts 1480-1, ed. H. Cobb, London Record 

Society, vol. 27 (1990); C. Caple, ‘The detection and definition of an industry: the English 
medieval and post-medieval pin industry’, Archaeological Journal, vol. 148 (1991), p. 242. 

70 Statutes, 1 Richard III, c. 12. 
71 A.F. Sutton and L. Visser-Fuchs, Richard III’s Books: Ideals and Reality in the Life and Library of 

a Medieval Prince, Stroud 1997, pp. 245; Statutes, 1 Richard III, c. 12. 
72 The Pinners’ and Wiresellers’ Book 1462-1511, ed. B. Megson, London Record Society, vol. 44 

(2009), pp. xviii-xxvii. 
73 W. Childs, ‘England’s iron trade in the fifteenth century’, EcHR, 2nd ser. 34 (1981), p. 36; 

R.F. Homer, ‘Tin, Lead and Pewter’, in English Medieval Industries, eds. J. Blair and N. Ramsey, 
London 2001, pp. 60, 70. 

74 Davies, ‘Artisans’, p. 141. 
75 T.F. Reddaway, ‘The London Goldsmiths circa 1500’, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society,

5th ser., vol. 12 (1962), p. 59. 
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glaziers, on the other hand, found that the superior skills of alien artisans 
working in Southwark were taking away much of their business.76

5.  Government and Trade 

As Caroline Barron concluded, ‘the fifteenth century marked the apogee of 
London’s success: not in terms of population, nor in terms of wealth, but in its 
ability to exercise effective self-government’.77 The city managed the economic 
transformation well, because although oligarchic, it was remarkably attuned to 
the commercial interests of the city, and individual crafts were able, on occasion, 
to exert considerable influence. In 1475 the annual election of the mayor and 
sheriffs was put in the hands of the liverymen of all the crafts.78 Common 
Council, which approved all taxation and served as a body to resolve many 
disputes and advise the court of aldermen, had grown to 188 members by 1458-
9.79 Almost without exception the leading overseas merchants, wholesalers and 
manufacturers were self-made men who had risen through their craft’s ranks 
and were skilled at balancing the various interests within the crafts, while for 
the most part retaining authority and unity. It was meritocracy with 
opportunities not just for its leading merchants, but also many of the middling 
sort. The court of aldermen became more representative in the second half of 
the fifteenth century. The first salter to be mayor was in 1475, the first 
haberdasher to be elected alderman was in 1471, and the first tailor in 1474. In 
1485, because of deaths in that year, there were thirty-three aldermen 
representing twenty-six wards: eight mercers, four grocers, seven drapers, three 
goldsmiths, two fishmongers, two skinners, one ironmonger, two salters, one 
haberdasher, two tailors, and the prior of Holy Trinity. At least eighteen, and 
maybe more, were probably involved in the cloth and clothing industries. Most 
of these merchant companies were primarily concerned with overseas trade and 
wholesaling, but also had to manage their junior members who were retailers 
and journeymen. Goldsmiths, skinners, and tailors were manufacturers, and 
drapers and haberdashers were dependant on their cloth and clothing accessory 
suppliers. In 1482 drapers and tailors were negotiating with fullers and 
shearmen over various fraudulent production practices, which resulted in each 
of the companies searching their members. The leading manufacturing crafts 
such as dyers, leathersellers, shearmen, fullers and pewterers, had considerable 
resources, and could exercise influence through the wards where they lived or 
the city’s Common Council. Both pewterers and leathersellers petitioned the 
1484 parliament, and others must have also participated to secure the 

76 D.R. Ransome, ‘The struggle of the Glaziers’ Company with the foreign glaziers, 1500-
1550’, Guildhall Miscellany, vol. 2 (1960-68), p. 12. 

77 Barron, London, p. 305. 
78 Davies, ‘Artisans’, pp. 134-5. 
79 Barron, London, pp. 129-36. 
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prohibition of alien imports of a wide range of manufactured metal and 
haberdashery goods.80

Edward IV and Richard III were far more supportive of London’s interests 
than Henry VI had been in the later 1450s. Unfortunately the relationship of 
London to the crown has not been studied from 1460 to 1510, in the same 
depth as the periods that either preceded or followed it.81 London opened its 
gates to Edward IV in 1460 and 1471, and accepted Richard III in 1483.82

Edward was a merchant himself throughout his reign, trading in wool, cloth, tin 
and other commodities.83 The city seems to have benefited from Edward’s 
commercial interests since important trade treaties were signed, the king 
provided naval support for some trade convoys, the city added to its privileges, 
and he had an easygoing relationship with several leading merchants.84 Richard 
III needed London’s support, went along with the city’s requests in the 1484 
parliament, spent generously with merchants, and even offered to give part of 
the borough of Southwark to the city which, if implemented, would have 
helped regulate artisan competition.85

6.  Alien Competition. 

The mid-century recession focused alien trade on London, as both the Hanse 
and Italians concentrated their activities in the capital, as did merchants from 
Spain and the Low Countries. Many leading merchants must have resented 
alien commercial advantages, but it undoubtedly increased London’s rate of 
trade growth, and made the market for cloth exports and many imports, like 
linen and metal goods, very competitive. This tended to reinforce London’s 
commercial pre-eminence. Alien merchants fared at least as well, if not better, 
than denizen merchants as London’s trade recovered. Denizen share of the 
cloth trade was actually declining in the 1470s as Hanseatic merchants had their 
full trading privileges restored, and Cologne merchants resolved their 
differences with other Hanse towns, and were fully re-admitted to the London 
Steelyard in 1479.86 The Hanse enjoyed preferential duty rates both on cloth 
and imported general merchandise, paying only 3d on the pound petty custom; 
while denizen and Spanish merchants paid poundage of 6d on the pound, while 
all other alien merchants were subject to both petty custom and poundage. This 

80 Statutes, 1 Richard III, c. 12. 
81  C. Barron, ‘London and the Crown 1451-61’, in The Crown and the Local Communities in 

England and France in the Fifteenth Century, eds. J.R.L. Highfield and R. Jeffs, Gloucester 1991, pp. 
88-109; J.L. Bolton, ‘The City and the Crown, 1456-61’, London Journal, vol. 12 (1986), pp. 11-24; 
G. Gronquist, ‘The relationship between the City of London and the Crown, 1509-1547’, unpub. 
Ph.D. thesis, University of Cambridge, 1986. 

82 Bolton, ‘City’, 11-24; Barron, London, 28. 
83 Ross, Edward IV, pp. 351-3. 
84 Ibid, pp. 353-5 
85 Sutton, ‘Richard III, the city of London’, pp. 289-95. 
86 Lloyd, England and the German Hanse, pp. 271-73, 282-83. 
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enabled the Hanse to dominate alien linen imports. 87  In 1438-9 Hanseatic 
merchants accounted for only 29% of London’s alien general merchandise 
imports; by 1480-81 their share had increased to 51%, although this excluded 
Spanish imports (Table 2).88 For the Coldmarket fair at Bergen-op Zoom that 
ran from October to December 1480, Hanseatic merchants imported £4,147, 
much more than other alien imports which totalled £2,380; and throughout the 
1480s it has been estimated that the Hanse accounted for fifty-one per cent of 
all alien general merchandise imports.89

In Michaelmas 1482-3, cloth and wool exports, and merchandise imports, 
fell back as a result of ‘civil discord in the Low Countries, war there against the 
French, constant talk from 1482 of war between England and France, and the 
restraint against trade in the Low Countries initiated by the Adventurers 
themselves’(Table 3). 90  In 1483 there was no trade at the most important 
Antwerp fair of the year, the Sinxen Mart. In 1482-3 Hanse cloth exports 
exceeded that of denizens, and Hanse general merchandise trade fell off far less 
than that of denizens. London’s overseas merchants must have disliked Hanse 
competition but they could do nothing about it, since it was set by recent treaty, 
and welcomed by many London wholesalers who were dependant on their 
trade. None of Richard III’s economic legislation touched the Hanse. 

Other alien cloth exports had revived in the 1470s to around 7,500 cloths, 
and they remained stable for the remainder of the century; but general 
merchandise trade, mostly imports, rose steadily every decade from the 1450s 
to the 1510s. 91  This, most likely, was a result of the increase in Spanish 
imports.92 There is unfortunately no study of London’s late-fifteenth century 
Italian trade.93

There was always some antagonism towards London’s aliens, 3,400 living in 
London and its immediate suburbs in 1483 out of a population of 40-50,000.94

They were accused of only employing aliens, depriving local artisans of work 
and making it difficult to learn their skills, of taking bullion out of the country, 
envied for their success and disliked for their separateness. 95  Occasionally 

87 For Flemish complaints about discriminatory taxes, see, Book of Privileges, eds. Sutton and 
Visser-Fuchs, pp. 317-59. Spain paid denizen duties from 1468-89. 

88J.L. Bolton, ‘Alien merchants in England in the reign of Henry IV’, Unpub. B. Litt. Thesis, 
Oxford University 1971, Table 10; Overseas Trade, ed. Cobb. General merchandise imports were 
all goods, except wine, wax, hides and leather.  

89 Kerling, ‘Relations of English merchants’, p. 137; Oldland, ‘London’s overseas trade’, p. 77. 
90Carus-Wilson and Coleman, Export Trade; Hanham, Celys, pp. 284-300; Sutton, Mercery, p. 

293; Book of Privileges, eds., Sutton and Visser-Fuchs, pp. 15-29. 
91 Oldland, ‘London’s overseas trade’, p. 62. 
92 Childs, Anglo-Castilian, pp. 104-42; Oldland, ‘London’s overseas trade’, p. 74. 
93 For reasons for decline, see A. Ruddock, Italian Merchants and Shipping in Southampton 1270-

1600, Southampton 1951, pp. 206-18. 
94 The Alien Communities of London in the Fifteenth Century, ed. J.L. Bolton, Stamford 1998, pp. 8-9. 
95 Statutes, I Richard III, c.9; S. Thrupp, ‘Aliens in and around London in the fifteenth 

century’, in Studies in London History Presented to Philip Edmund Jones, eds. A.E. Holleander and W. 
Kellaway, London 1969, p. 265; Views of the Hosts, ed. Bradley, pp. xxiii-xxv, xxx-xliii. 
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trouble broke out on the streets: the Dutch had been attacked in 1483.96 Most 
artisans were Doche, which included Flemings, Dutch and Germans, but the 
Dutch clearly predominated. 97  There were only fifty Italians in 1483. The 
number of aliens was probably similar in 1440 and 1480 but had fallen 
substantially in between, and was probably growing fast from the mid-1470s as 
London’s economy improved.98 Most alien craftsmen in the City were either 
guild members or subject to their control, and therefore manageable, with the 
craft benefiting from alien expertise. Those in Southwark however, around 400, 
were largely outside London guild control.99 Thirty-six per cent of London’s 
alien households were employed in the clothing, clothing accessories, leather, 
and metal-working trades in London in 1483, compared with sixty per cent at 
Southwark in 1440.100

All economic acts in the 1484 parliament, except the cloth act (chapter 8), 
were concerned with alien trade (chapters 9, 10, 11, 12, 13).101 Three might be 
considered housekeeping. The act forbidding the import of silk laces was 
essentially a restatement of an act that had been passed in the previous two 
reigns and would be re-passed in the following reign.102 The act forcing the 
import of bowstaves was a refinement of an act passed under Edward IV; and 
the act standardizing the size of a butt of malmsey, at the time only imported by 
aliens, was an attempt to control the rising price of these sweet wines as they 
became more fashionable.103 The other two were more deliberatively anti-alien, 
reflecting pent-up concerns and frustrations by some of London’s merchants 
and artisans: an act to circumscribe Italian trade (‘Anti-Italian’ act), and another 
to prevent the import of certain categories of clothing accessories and metal 
small wares (‘Anti-Alien’ act), imported mainly by merchants from the Low 
Countries.

The ‘Anti-Italian’ act had three parts. The first dealt with inland trade. It 
forbade any sale at retail, made aliens sell their goods within eight months or re-
export them, and use the proceeds to buy English goods.104 They could not buy 
and sell wool or cloth, or organise cloth production. 105  Many of these 
restrictions were not new: prohibiting aliens selling retail in London had existed 

96 Acts of Court 1453-1527, eds. L. Lyell and F.D. Watney, Cambridge 1936, p. 145.  
97 Alien Communities, ed. Bolton, p. 29; Thrupp, ‘Aliens’, p. 259. 
98 Thrupp, ‘Aliens’, pp. 270-72. 
99 Carlin, Southwark, p. 163. 
100 Carlin, Southwark, p. 151; Alien Communities, ed. Bolton, p. 20. 
101This was far more economic legislation than in any of Edward IV’s later, and Henry VII’s 

early parliaments. Edward IV’s early parliaments passed a large number of trade acts. 
102 Statutes, 33 Henry VI, c. 5; 3 Edward IV, c.3; 22 Edward IV, c. 3; I Henry VII, c, 9; 19 

Henry VII, c.21. 
103 Statutes, 12 Edward IV, c. 2. A similar act on malmsey was passed in 1492, see Statutes, 7 

Henry VII, c.8.  
104 For anti-Italian sentiment in the 1450s, see Bolton, ‘City’, p. 18. 
105 Presumably the intent was to prevent aliens buying unfinished cloth and then having it 

dyed and finished to their specifications. 
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a Total includes trade small amounts of trade from other Italian cities. 
b Includes Catalans. 
c Norman/Breton goods are unpriced, total exports exclude Normans/Bretons 
d Includes £2,160 of tin. 
e These imports are an underestimate because they exclude 9,000 ells of linen, over 8,000 ells 

of other cloths and haberdashery products worth at least £500. Priced products included £971 
16s 8d of flax; £696 Cologne thread, £432 fustian, £422 steel, £332 1s 8d  ashes; £170 13s 4d 
madder, £163 10s 10d skins, £147 13s 4d buckram 

f Includes £3503 16s 8d of pepper, £963 8s ginger, £725 12s 4d silks, £456 wine, £420 2s 10d 
brasil, £333 6s 1d  kermes dye, £295  cinnamon, £279 1s 8d raw silk, £154 2s paper. 

g Included in other aliens. 
--------------------- 
from the early fourteenth century, although they were allowed to sell at 
provincial fairs and markets; and the requirement that they sell their goods 
within eight months, and that they spend their revenues on English goods had 
been enacted in 1439, and re-stated in Edward IV’s reign.106 The second part 
was concerned with alien artisan employment. Alien artisans coming into the 
country must now work only for denizens, and those already here could hire 
only Englishmen as servants or apprentices. The third part was to allow aliens 
to both import books, and print them in England.107

The clauses concerning alien craftsmen were probably added under pressure 
from petitioning London crafts, as merchants realised that such draconian 
legislation would not stand the test of time, especially restricting aliens’ hiring 
practices. The English economy depended on Italian and Spanish trade, their 
artisan skills were valued, and many alien craftsmen lived outside the City where 
they eluded city and craft regulation. In January 1485, two aldermen and four 
councilmen met with the king’s council to discuss the act. The Italians were 
lobbying hard for the act’s repeal or modification.108 So it was likely that it 
would have been modified at Richard’s next parliament, and indeed it was 
repealed in Henry VII’s first parliament, although in the following parliament 
an act was passed requiring alien merchants to spend their profits in the 
country, restating legislation of Edward IV’s reign.109 London continued to try 
and restrict alien retailing as, on payment of £5,000 in 1498, London citizens 
were granted a monopoly of retail trade in the city.110 Merchants intended to 
needle the Italians; mercers and haberdashers wanted to restrict their activities, 
if only for a limited time. Certainly this pressure may have contributed in some 
small way to Italians’ diminishing presence as suppliers to the Great Wardrobe 
under the early Tudors.111

106 Statutes, 18 Henry VI, c.4, 4 Edward IV, c. 6; Views of Hosts, ed. Bradley, p. xxvi. 
107 Sutton and Visser-Fuchs, Richard III’s Books, pp. 243-50. 
108 HMC, 11th Report, App. Part 3, The MSS of the Corporations of Southampton and King’s Lynn,

London 1887, pp. 105-6. I am grateful to Anne Sutton for this reference. 
109 Statutes, I Henry VII, c. 10; 3 Henry VII, c. 8. 
110 A.F. Pollard, The Reign of Henry VII from Contemporary Sources, 2 vols., London 1914, vol. 2, p. 

141.
111 The Great Wardrobe Accounts of Henry VII and Henry VIII, ed. M. Hayward, London Record 

Society, vol. 47 (2012), pp. xxxviii-l. 
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Table 3. London’s denizen and Hansard cloth, and general merchandise, trade, 1475-83
Year -
Michaelmas

Denizen
cloth
exports, in 
cloths
(Index
1474-
5=100)

Estimated
denizen
general
merchandise
trade, pounds 
(Index 1474-
5=100)a

Hanse
cloth
exports, in 
cloths
(Index
1474-
5=100)

Hanse general 
merchandise
trade, in 
pounds Index 
(1474-5=100)b

Hanse
wax
imports

1474-5 11,959 (100) 28,653 (100)  3,095 
(100)

 4,288 (100)    294.25 

1475-6 19,167 (160) 24,481 ( 85)  80 ( 3)  7,908 (184) 1,300 

1476-7 15,305 (128) 23,108 ( 81)  8,304 
(268)

 7,488 (175) 1,161.25 

1477-8 12,923 (108) 51,539 (180)  5,264 
(170)

 6,539 (152)    820 

1478-9 28,723 (240) 37,799 (132)  11,448 
(370)

14,921 (348) 2,174 

1479-80 20,748 (173) 66,306 (231) 10,068 
(325)

16,701 (389) 1,628 

1480-1 23,105 (120) 86,555 (302) 14,079 
(455)

22,281 (520) 2,839 

1481-2 20,557 (193) 72,410 (253) 13,386 
(433)

22,534 (526) 3,560.5  

1482-3  7,069 ( 59) 41,647 (145)  7,490 
(242)

16,246 (379)    481.5 

1483-4 14,871 (124) 56,410 (197) 13,074 
(422)

20,601 (480)    892 

Source; Hovland from Carus-Wilson and Coleman, Cloth Exports; J.D. Fudge, Cargoes, 
Embargoes, and Emissaries: The Commercial and Political Interaction of England and the German 
Hanse 1450-1510, Toronto 1995, p. 213; The Enrolled Customs Accounts (PRO, E356, E372, 
E364) 1279/80-1508/9 (1523/24) Parts 1 12, ed. S. Jenks, List & Index Society, 
2004 2013 and forthcoming, Part 10, pp. 2490-2501. 
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a The estimates for merchandise trade are based on petty custom and poundage accounts. The 
following calculations are required to work out denizen general merchandise trade. The estimated 
value of non-Hanseatic cloth other than Spanish cloth, which at this time was not subject to 
poundage, is subtracted from poundage. Spanish cloth exports are broken out in the enrolled 
customs accounts. Then estimated other alien merchandise totals gained from an analysis of the 
petty custom merchandise is subtracted which gives the denizen trade. The other alien trade 
figures are accurate, except for the last year, because petty custom merchandise custom was only 
paid by aliens, and the Hanse figures are broken out separately. The denizen merchandise trade 
figures for 1482-3 and 1483-4 are less reliable because poundage was not levied from 26 June 
1483 until 1 March 1984, requiring estimates for 1482-3 and 1483-4. Poundage was £104,947 in 
1481-2, an estimated £70,000 in 1482-3, and £85,000 in 1483-84. Poundage was paid in 1482-3 
on £56,437, and in 1483-4 on £34,112, plus £7,046 on alien exports between Sept. 1483 and 
March 1484. 

b For 1475-82, the Hanse trade figures are from the enrolled customs accounts: 1482-3 figures 
are estimated. 
--------------------- 

The ‘Anti-Alien’ act was, on the surface, a restatement of an act that had 
been brought forward by London’s merchants in 1461, but delayed until 1464, 
when the depression was in its second decade, exports had fallen, and English 
merchants could only find domestic markets for essential imported goods.112 It 
forbade both denizens and aliens importing a whole range of goods to protect 
the English clothing accessory and metal trades. By 1480 this had long been 
forgotten, overridden by subsequent trade agreements and the passage of time. 
The 1480-81 petty customs account shows aliens bringing in whatever they 
liked. 113  The preamble to the 1484 act went through the motions of 
complaining that imports were taking work from the trades as in 1464, but the 
act now applied only to alien merchants. The obvious result was that English 
merchants were given a monopoly of much sought-after imported 
manufactured goods such as belts and buckles, pots and pans, candlesticks and 
painted cloths. In addition they were able to import household items for 
personal use without tax, which was obviously susceptible to considerable 
abuse.

A comparison of prohibited imports in 1464 and 1484 shows that a similar 
group of trades were involved (Table 4). Silk items were covered by a separate 
act in 1484. It is not a complete list because all goods made by twenty-one 
trades were covered by the act; those of the girdlers, pointmakers, pinners, 
pursers, glovers, cutlers, bladesmiths, blacksmiths, spurriers, goldbeaters, 
painters, saddlers, lorimers, founders, cardmakers, hurers, wiremongers, 
weavers, horners, bottlemakers and coppersmiths. In 1464 tawed fur and 
leather goods were proscribed. Caps and hats are not specifically included in the 
1484 act, as they were in 1464, although hurers were one of the petitioning 
trades. Playing cards and tennis balls were no longer excluded. 

112 The Parliament Rolls of Medieval England 1275-1504, vol. 13, ed. R. Horrox, London 2005, pp. 
113-5.  

113 Overseas trade, ed. Cobb, passim. 
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The primary proscribed category was metal goods. A few might be 
considered products mainly for the rich; accessories for horses, spurs, stirrups 
and saddle trees, harnesses, boots and bits. Some were industrial metal products; 
cards, shears, scissors, nails, and hammers. But many were consumer items; 
knives and spoons, dishes, cooking and washing hardware, keys, locks, hinges 
and curtain rings. For example, aliens brought in 46,000 knives (a gross was 
worth 5s in 1505) and daggers of various sorts in 1480-81 (cheap daggers were 
worth 13d each in 1558).114 The one category that was excluded in 1484 was 
battery ware, brass or latten sheets, valued by weight, that were usually 
hammered out to make frying pans, basins and kettles. In 1505, frying pans 
were 10s/cwt, general battery 26s 8d/cwt, and basins 33s 1d/cwt.115 Aliens 
continued to import battery ware after 1484 presumably because it was 
considered raw material and not finished goods. In 1480-81, aliens imported 
around £833 at their purchase price, over two per cent of alien imports, and 
roughly equivalent to 62,600 lb of these metal goods, at 3.2d/lb. 

The other important category was clothing accessories; laces, fringes, points, 
pins, gloves, purses, clasps, buckles and brooches. Many of these household 
and fashion items were within the purchasing ability of a widening middle class. 
Thread girdles were estimated to cost four shillings the gross in 1507, less than 
a halfpenny each.116 Aliens imported 28,600 leather, latten, wire, thread and silk 
girdles, at least 20,600 buckles, and 7,700 pouches. An unrestricted import that 
grew rapidly was the trade in hats and caps. 

Table 4. Restricted imports, 1464 and 1484

1464 1484 
   

Cloths, leather, clothing and 
household cloth

Woollen caps Leather 

 Woollen cloth  

 Hats  

 Anything from tawed 
leather 

 Tawed furs  

 Buskins, shoes, galoches  

Cork soled sandals  

114 Overseas trade, ed. Cobb, p. xxxvii; T.S. Willan, A Tudor Book of Rates, Manchester 1962, p. 21. 
115 Overseas Trade, ed. Cobb, passim. 
116 N.S.B. Gras, The Early English Customs System, Cambridge Mass. 1918, p. 698. 
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Industrial Tools, and raw 
materials

Hammers Beaten gold and silver 
wrought in papers 

 Pincers Latten nails with iron 
shanks

 Brushes  

 Wool cards Wool cards, except 
Roan (leather)cards 

 White wire  

 Tailors’ shears Tailors’ shears 

 Scissors Scissors 

Personal products/ haberdashery Corses and ribbons  

 Fringes of silk and thread  

 Twined silk  

 Laces of thread Laces 

 Embroidered silk  

 Laces of gold   

 Tires (head-dresses) of silk 
or gold 

 Purses Purses 

 Gloves Gloves 

 Girdles Girdles 

 Harness for girdles of iron, 
latten, steel, tin or alkaline 

Harness for girdles 

 Rings of copper, latten gilt Chains 

 Points Points 

 Pack needles Pouches 

 Pins Pins 

 Rings for curtains Clasps for gowns 

 Brushes Buckles for shoes 

 Pattens (footwear) Broaches 

Household goods Andironsa Andirons 

 Gridirons Gridirons 

 Locks Stocklocks 

 Fire tongs Tongs, Fireforks 

 Dripping pans Iron candlesticks 

 Hanging candlesticks Hanging candlesticks 

 Ladles Tin and lead spoons 

 Feumers Grates 

 Counterfeit basinsb
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 Ewers Turnetsc

 Knives Knives 

 Bodkins Standing candlesticks 

 Wood knives Cupboards 

 Razors Keys 

 Sheaths Hinges and garnets 

 Chafing dishesd Hanging laverse

 Chafing balls  

 Feumersf Curtain rings 

 Caskets Latten and iron ware 

 Forcerg

 Rings of copper or latten  

Horse equipment Saddles and harnesses Saddles, saddle trees, 
horse harness 

 Spurs Spurs 

 Stirrups Stirrups 

 Bosses of bridles Boots 

  Bits 

Painted goods Any painted ware Painted glasses 

  Painted papers 

  Painted forcers 
(chests) 

  Painted images 

  Painted cloths 

Military equipment Daggers Hangersh

Miscellaneous Dice  Horns for lanthorns 

 Tennis balls Bells, except hawk’s 
bells

 Playing cards Holy water stopps 

 Sacring bellsi

a Firedogs 
b Counterfeit means decorated 
c Small rings 
d Vessel for heating 
e Washing vessel 
f Perhaps a vessel that carried scents 
g Chest or casket 
h Type of short sword 
i Small bells rung at the elevation of the host 

--------------------- 
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There is some reason to believe that the ‘Anti-Alien’ manufactures act was 
never implemented. Antwerp merchants never complained about the act in 
1486, as would have been expected since merchants from the Low Countries 
were the primary importers, and these small goods may not have been of great 
importance to London’s leading merchants.117 Harry Cobb noted that there was 
only one action, in 1508, concerning goods imported from Flanders, and this 
was dismissed at the personal wish of the king.118 Yet, in the small, damaged, 
petty custom account for August-October 1485 there is no record of any of the 
proscribed imported items. 119  This may have been, however, because the 
scribes no longer recorded these small goods. Shearmen’s shears were being 
imported, but this was allowed since only tailor’s shears were on the list. 
Custom particulars from 1490 also indicate no alien import of these prohibited 
goods, although once again shearmen’s shears were legally imported.120

7.  Wholesale Trade, especially in Manufactured Goods 

Growth in wholesale trade, because it involved far more English merchants 
than did overseas trade, was at least as important to London’s growth and 
competitive advantage relative to provincial ports. And much of this growth 
seems to have been in relatively inexpensive manufactured goods. The ‘Anti-
Alien’ manufactures acts of 1464 and 1484 were a reflection of this increase 
from the 1440s to the 1480s that is apparent from the 1481 petty customs 
account.121 This must have worked to strengthen the city’s wholesalers, and to 
widen their distribution networks as London was the only source for many 
imported goods. 

The value of imports grew even faster than exports from the 1450s to the 
1480s. 122  The most valuable imports were linen and fustian. Linen was 
inexpensive, most of it selling well under 10 pence a yard.123 In 1438-9 the 
Hanse had only brought in around 10,000 yards.124 In 1481-2 alien imports of 
linen, excluding household linens and clothing, were 374,225 ells, and denizen 
imports, almost exclusively by mercers, were substantial but probably less than 

117 Privileges, eds. Sutton and Visser-Fuchs, p. 319. 
118 Overseas trade, ed. Cobb, p. xxxiii. 
119 The National Archives (hereafter TNA), E 122/78/3. 
120 TNA, E 122/78/9. 
121 Overseas trade, ed. Cobb. The same trend is apparent at Ipswich. Alien imports were almost 

exclusively raw materials in the 1390s, but mercery and haberdashery goods accounted for 22% 
of imports in 1459-60 and 25% in 1491-2, see N. Amor, Late Medieval Ipswich: Trade and Industry,
Woodbridge 2011, pp. 52, 128, 179. 

122 Oldland, ‘London’s overseas trade’, p. 91. 
123 In 1480-1, the average purchase price of imported linen ranged from 2.4d per ell for 

Pickling, 3.6d for Soultwich, 4-5d for much German, 5-6d for Ghent and Brabant, and 6-9.6d for 
Holland linen.  

124 Bolton, ’Alien merchants’, Table 10. 
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that brought in by aliens.125 Mercers seemed to have total control of linen 
distribution.126 In addition fustian, a softer linen, cotton mixture, was coming in 
from southern Germany, worth £1,900.127  It has been estimated that linen 
imports increased tenfold between 1425 and 1530.128

There had been a restructuring of the Southern Netherlands economy as 
many Flemish towns, losing their woollens industry, had replaced it with a 
range of manufactured goods.129 There was specialisation in iron goods at Liège, 
copper at Mechelen, and carpets and tapestry in many Brabant towns.130 In 
1420-1 London had been an exporter of metal and leather products, but by 
1480 there were considerable imports of armour, guns, and metal products, as 
well as a whole range of clothing accessories. Brass (latten) was mostly 
imported, because it was an alloy of copper and zinc, and there were good zinc 
(calamine) deposits in the Meuse region.131 It seems probable, given the large 
quantity of copper imported and very small quantities of calamine in 1480-1, 
that English copper alloy manufacture was bronze with a rich tin and lead 
content.132 In particular high zinc content alloys gave a golden colour that ‘was 
more amenable to finishing or decoration’.133 For example, goods coming from 
Antwerp in the ‘Margaret Cely of London’ in 1487 included small quantities of 
combs, kettles, bottles and pans, a settle, a chest and a cupboard.134

John Skirwith, a leatherseller who died in 1486, diversified his business to 
capitalize on the import trade. He made leather products from sheep and wild 
skins, and was perhaps the most prominent leatherseller of his time.135 He had 
become pointsmaker to Edward IV in 1461; points being the metal-tipped 
leather thongs or straps used to tie one piece of clothing to another. Although 
imported points were prohibited in both the 1464 and 1484 acts, they may have 
introduced him to imported goods, as many were entering the country in 1481-
2. His closing inventory reveals that he had three shops: one sold the metal 

125 Boone, ‘Les toiles de lin’, annexe 3; A.F. Sutton, ‘Some aspects of the linen trade c.1130s to 
1500, and the part played by the Mercers of London’, Textile History, vol. 30 (1999), p. 167. A 
Flemish ell was 0.765 metre. 

126 Sutton, ‘Some aspects’, p. 167. 
127 H. Kellenbenz, ‘The fustian industry of the Ulm region in the fifteenth and early sixteenth 

Century’ in N.B. Harte and K.G. Ponting, eds., Cloth and Clothing in Medieval Europe, London 1983, 
pp, 259-76. 

128 W. Prevenier and W. Blockmans, The Burgundian Netherlands, Cambridge 1986, pp. 99-100.  
129 H. Van der Wee, ‘Structural changes and specialization in southern Netherlands Industry, 

1100-1600’, in The Low Countries in the Early Modern World, ed. H. van der Wee, Aldershot 1993, pp. 
201-22. Examples were wood carving and furniture, textile tools, tapestry, embroidery, painting, 
music, enamel and jewellery, copper and bronze metal work, and arms manufacture. 

130 Prevenier and Blockmans, Burgundian Netherlands, pp. 83-8. 
131 English Medieval Industries, eds. Blair and Ramsey, p. 83. In 1445 the common council of 

London resolved a dispute between the plumbers and latteners over finishing each other’s work, 
so there probably was some London brass production, see Barron, London, p. 134. 

132 English Medieval Industries, eds. Blair and Ramsey, p. 83. 
133 Ibid, 103. Brass could deliver a more golden colour and was more stress-resistant. 
134 Hanham, Celys, p. 380. 
135 Sutton, ‘Skirwith’, pp. 58-9. 
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points and the skins used to make the straps; and purses, many of which came 
from Bristol. But more interestingly he ran haberdashery and mercery shops. 
We cannot determine the provenance of all his goods but the haberdashery 
shop sold inexpensive Flanders pins, Brussels worsted girdles and knives, and 
Oudenarde and Bruges thread. The mercery store carried imported cloth; linens, 
silks, worsteds and mixed cloths, laces and thread (Table 5). Further, in his 
cellar he stored battery, latten basins, galls for dyeing, and Cologne hemp, and 
in other places he stored wool and leathers. John was a fifteenth century 
conglomerate. 

Table 5. Prices of some manufactured metal and haberdashery articles from the inventory of 
John Skirwith, 1486

Metal goods Haberdashery Horse
equipment

Little goblets of 
alkamine

7d Girdles, 
worsted,
Brussels

1.6d Stirrups, of 
old fashion 

2d/pair

Razors, fine 10d Worsted 
girdles, fine 

.83d Spurs, fine 2.5d/ 
pair

Daggers 10d Worsted 
girdles, coarse 

.875d Spurs, 
coarse

1d

Thaxted knives .39d Worsted 
London
girdles, feeble 

.21d Bits for 
bridles

3.7d

Brussels knives ½d Girdles of red 
leather

½d Cloth

Battery 400d/ 
cwt

Laces, thread, 
of London 

7.3d/
gross

Linen,
Holland

5-
12d/yd 

Latten basins, 
plain hollowa

5d/lb Laces, coarse 
worsted

.05d Linen, 
Hastred

5d/yd 

Latten basins, 
counterfeit

5d/lb Laces, Flanders .053d Linen, 
Ghent

4d/yd 

Hanging latten 
candlesticks

6d Pouches with 
double rings 

4.7d Fustians 120d/ 
piece

Latten
candlesticks of 
various sorts 

1¾d Pouches,
coarse

3.8d Tapestry 
verdure

180d/
piece

Chafing dish, 
latten

9d Pouches, best 
sort

7.7d Miscellaneous

Hanging laver, 
latten

20d Bags, Bristol 3-6d Inkhorns ¼d 
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Kettle of brass, 
nailed

40d Purses, plain 9d Spectacles .28d 

Kettle of brass 12d Purses, 
women’s

4-5d   

Pots, brass 12-44d Gloves, 
cheverel

30d/
dozen

Frying pan 4d     
Gridiron 3d     
Trivet 6d     
      

Source: A.F. Sutton, ‘John Skirwith, king’s pointsmaker, 1461-(?)86, and leatherseller of 
London’, The Ricardian, 11 (1997), 69-83. 

a Latten was a copper alloy, bronze or brass. 
--------------------- 

Most metal goods in Skirwith’s inventory were less than 12d, equivalent to 
perhaps three days’ work, luxuries for the middling sort. Luxury is a relative 
concept: it changes over time, by place, and is different for every social class. It 
is what people could not acquire before, what people in a higher station of life 
can afford and those below cannot, what is cool and fashionable. It may mean 
just more of something, an extra set of clothing, eating meat more frequently. 
Christopher Dyer has pointed out that only the aristocracy could afford silks, 
jewels and plate, more expensive furs, cloth of gold, and regularly overeat. 
Luxury even for knights was often just better woollen cloth, linen, several 
changes of clothing and pairs of shoes. 136  Only around 16-17% of urban 
occupations were involved in what might be considered luxury trades in the 
late-medieval and early Tudor period so demand was limited, and only a few in 
towns owned goods worth two pounds or more.137 However, considering that 
lodging, food and clothing accounted for almost all family income, even these 
seemingly low prices were beyond most pocketbooks. An increasing number 
could afford clothing accessories, but to set up a kitchen, for example, was still 
open only to the most successful. John Skirwith’s ironmongery for his well-
stocked kitchen and buttery at his principal residence was valued at £9 3s 4d; 
and even the equipment for the kitchen and buttery at his house at London 
Wall, probably where he had started his leather business, was worth 50s 11d.138

There was rapid growth of manufactured imports from 1440 to 1480, 
particularly linen, fustian, cheap metal goods and clothing accessories, while 
many commodities showed little growth. In 1438-39 cloth and clothing only 
accounted for 8.3%, and other manufactured goods 3.9% of all alien imports in 

136 C. Dyer, ‘Luxury goods in medieval England’, Commercial Activity, Markets and Entrepreneurs 
in the Middle Ages: Essays in Honour of Richard Britnell, eds. B. Dodds and D. Liddy, Woodbridge 
2011, pp. 217-38. 

137 Dyer, ‘Luxury’, p. 232. 
138 Sutton, ‘Skirwith’, pp. 75-6, 82. 



London’s Trade in the Time of Richard III 

29

1438-39 (Table 6).139 In 1481-2, alien imports of linen and fustian alone were 
around 25.7% of total imports.140 Growth in cloth production probably had 
only minimal effect on the import of dyes and mordants because an increasing 
percentage of cloth was dyed in Antwerp, although the import of oils used in 
clothmaking must have matched production growth. There were noticeable 
fluctuations in some goods. The import of hops rose, while demand for furs 
declined. Certainly aristocratic consumption cannot have accounted for the 
increase in imports. 

Table 6. Alien Imports to London and Southampton, and Hanse London imports,  
1438-9, in Pounds

 All alien 
imports from 
London and 
Southampton, 
1438-9

% of total 
value

Hanse, to 
London,  
1438-9

% of total 
value

     

Raw materials and 
dyestuffs

12,800 39.2 3,201 69.2 

Foodstuffs and wine 6,569 20.3 49 1.1 

Drugs and spices 6,559  20.2 10  

Cloth 2,601 8.3  595 12.9 

Manufactured goods 1,278 3.9  570 12.3a

Furs and skins 433 1.3 164 3.5 

Gold, jewellery etc. 174  0.3 30 0.1 

Animals 28  0.1   

Miscellaneous 29 0.1 4  

Total calculated 30,470 93.67 4,623 100.0 

Source:. Bolton, ‘Alien Merchants’, p. 112, Table 10. 

a Battery £229, cards £225, pots £30, shearmen’s shears £10. 
--------------------- 

London’s trading position had significantly strengthened from 1450 to 1480. 
All the changes in trade patterns favoured London, and London merchants 
were able to capitalize on these advantages. They were better capitalized, better 
informed, and as a result of competition with alien merchants, more highly 
skilled than almost all provincial merchants. Both central and city government 
was generally supportive, adopting a laissez faire approach; expanding overseas 

139 Bolton, ‘Alien merchants’, p. 112.  
140 374,225.5 ells of linen at 5d an ell, plus £1,900 in fustian, for a total of linen and fustian of 

£9,696. Total imports were £37,698. 
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markets and reducing barriers to trade. London extended its control over cloth 
and wool exports, but perhaps more importantly, its wholesale trade rapidly 
developed, capitalizing on the growing demand for luxury, but mostly 
inexpensive, imported manufactures. Free trade trumped protectionism. 
Attempts to restrain wholesaling outside London, reduce alien trade, restrict 
imports, and regulate cloth, all eventually failed. Alien trade also became more 
centred on London, as the Hanse concentrated its activities on the London 
Steelyard, Italian seaborne trade was replaced by overland trade through 
Antwerp, and merchants from the Low Countries sold their manufactured 
goods in the capital. Alien share of total trade had fallen from the 1450s to the 
1480s but still remained above forty per cent. For the rest of the century 
denizen’s share of London’s overseas trade declined, but then rebounded in the 
sixteenth century.141 London now had a stranglehold over overseas trade, and a 
commanding position in wholesale distribution. The competitive advantage of 
London over provincial ports achieved during this period was to strengthen 
further in the first half of the sixteenth century. 

141 Oldland, ‘London’s overseas trade’, p. 91. 


