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I FAIRS AND MARKETS . 

FAIRS · AND MARKETS. ~ When a noble
man of the 13th century needed a new sword 
or lance, his lady a new gow~ of state, and his 
peasants a ploughshare or other tool, where did 
they get them 1 

Towns were far apart, and usually contained 
only a few small shops in which merchants dis
played the wares made by their journeymen and 
apprentices in their own workrooms. So both 
nobles and peasants would usually wait to supply 
their varied needs until the tjme of one of the 
large annual fairs, held in certain privileged 
cities commonly at the time of a great Church 
festival. Then they hurried to the town, to gaze 
in wonder at the marvellous goods from far 
and near shown in the booths, and to buy such 
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The " Court of Piepowder " I 
about them crowds of admiring beholders, and 
ballad singers sang their lays. 

Speedy Punishment for Wrongdoers 
· The lord whose right it was to hold the fair 
levied fees and tolls upon the merchants, in 
return for which various privileges were granted 
them. Disputes were settled summarily by the 
''Court of Piepowder'' (French, pied poudreaux, 
meaning "dusty foot"). Quick justice was 
dealt out not only to all who broke their agree
ments, but also to those who cheated their 
customers. 
· For a week or two the fair continued. Then 

the merchants packed up their wares, and with 
a motley vagabond train of people of all nations 
moved on to another fair. · 

THE GREAT BELL MARKET AT NI J NI-NOVGO R O D The right to hold such a 
fair was one of the most highly . 
prized privileges in the Middle 
Ages, and it was one which 
could be obtained only by a 
charter from the king or other 
lord. · Among the most famous 
fairs were those of St. Bar
tholomew at Smithfield, in 
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London, the Leipzig fair in 
Germany, and that of Tr(l)yes 
in France. From the weights 
used at the latter we get our 
system of " Troy " weights, 
and from the laws and cus
toms in force at these fairs we 
get the beginnings of our sys
tem of commercial law. 

Even a modern London stores can scarcely equal the exhibit of wares at Nijni
Novgorod in the days of the old fair. This is only a small corner of the fair, which 

used to attract some 40o,ooo traders and visitors. 

To many towns which did 
not have a fair, and also to 
some which did, was granted 
the privilege of holding a 
market on a certain day of 
the week. Here were sold 
homespun linens and cloths . 

of them as they needed or fancied, and what
ever else their purses, much fuller than on 
other occasions, would allow. 

Wares from All Over the World 
But what a different aspect the to~n wore at 

such a time from its ordinary appearance ! The 
narrow streets were lined with wooden booths 
and stalls, or, perhaps, a special enclosure was 
set aside for the fair at the city's gates. Here 
were woollen cloths from Flanders, and there 
costly spices from the East, with silks and 
velvets of wondrous hues. From Gascony came 
wine, from Norway tar, and from Germany furs 
and amber. Here was the street of the gold
smiths, and there those of armour-smiths, 
weapon-makers, saddlers, and the like. And at 
the end of the street, on raised platforms, jug
glers and tu m biers performed their feats of skill, 
the puppets of a Punch and Judy show drew 
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from the local weavers, as well as the noisy, 
squawking geese, cackling hens, squealing pigs, 
and wheat and rye brought by the peasants 
from near-by villages. In many respects it re
minds us of the markets you may see in many 
towns to-day, to which farmers from the 
surrounding parts take their produce on a set 
day tor days of the week. . 

The Great Fair at Nijni-Novgorod 
The medireval fair survives in some sections 

where commerce is still primitive, as in the 
interior of Asia; and in Russia where the great 
fair of Nijni-Novgorod in quite recent times 
has been attended by 400,000 pers9ns from all 
parts of Asia and Eastern Europe. But in 
Europe generally ·the fair has become special
ized, and in place of all sorts of commodi~ies 
we find ollly one or at niost ~ .few kinq.s o.ffered 
for sale. ' 
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