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1 Handt-vesten Alckmaer en Hoorn, 90; Fasel, Stadsarchief Alkmaar, summaries 80 
and 81; Guicciardini, Beschryvinghe, 220; Velius, Chronyk van Hoorn, 633.

CHAPTER TWO

FAIRS

2.1 Introduction

In 1447 the town of Hoorn, in West-Friesland, requested permission 
for a new fair in addition to its two existing fairs, to be held at a con-
venient time for the marketing of dairy products. Th e request was 
received favourably: Duke Philip the Good granted a license for a fair, 
to be held on St. Lawrence’s Day (August 10). But the local authorities 
in Alkmaar, about 20 kilometres west of Hoorn, protested. Th e new 
fair was scheduled only two weeks before the fair in their home town; 
moreover, in Hoorn no tolls were levied, whereas in Alkmaar the toll 
to be collected by the ducal offi  cials was set at 2.5%. Alkmaar’s protests 
proved successful: in 1449 the duke withdrew Hoorn’s license. Th e 
Hoorn authorities were not discouraged. Th ey continued to organise 
their dairy fair and even had the audacity to advertise it as far away as 
Flanders. Th e duke reacted by prohibiting his subjects from visiting 
the fair in Hoorn, but apparently to no avail. At the end of the 16th 
century, both the August fair and the pre-existing Pentecost fair had 
developed into important venues for the dairy trade.1

Although in contrast to England and Flanders large international fairs 
were unknown in Holland, the county did have many smaller fairs 
that served the local population or, as with the Hoorn dairy fair, played 
a role in regional or interregional trade. Of course fairs were never the 
only trade venues; in fact, trade in certain commodities—for instance 
wine, beer, or fresh foodstuff s—by-passed fairs almost entirely. In this 
sense, trade at fairs cannot be seen as representative of trade in general. 
However, an analysis of the eff ects of fairs on market performance and 
of the contribution of economic and political factors to the rise of fairs 
does help to answer the questions on which this book focuses.
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36 chapter two

As discussed in the Introduction, views on the role of the lesser fairs 
of the late Middle Ages diff er: sometimes they are seen as pale refl ec-
tions of the institutions of an earlier age, sometimes as fl exible solu-
tions to new economic needs.2 Th e chapter therefore begins with an 
attempt at clarifi cation by positioning these two opposing views in a 
transaction costs perspective. Th e next step is a reconstruction of the 
pace and timing of the development of fairs in medieval Holland. Until 
now, such an overall view has been lacking. In his article on medieval 
fairs in the northern Low Countries, Robert Feenstra gives examples 
but does not present a full survey. Later research has either followed 
the same approach or has been restricted to an individual fair or a 
small cluster of fairs.3 Th is makes it diffi  cult to grasp the role fairs 
played in late medieval trade. A chronological reconstruction of the 
rise of fairs in Holland and a comparison with developments in 
England and Flanders can remedy this situation. Th e chapter then con-
tinues with an analysis of the role of these fairs in local trade and in the 
regional and interregional trade in some of the products of Holland’s 
agricultural specialisation as it took shape from the late 14th century: 
dairy, cattle, and horses. Th e fi nal section focuses on the factors that 
caused the emergence of fairs.

2.2 Fairs and transaction costs

If fairs represent a necessary, but sub-optimal phase in the develop-
ment of commerce, their early decline should be seen as a sign of 
advance: they made way for more effi  cient institutions. If, on the other 
hand, fairs demonstrate commercial and institutional vitality and fl ex-
ibility, it is the proliferation and continuation of fairs that signals pro-
gress rather than their demise. A transaction cost approach, based on 
the distinction between costs for providing security on the one hand 
and costs for matching supply and demand (in this case primarily 
search and information costs) on the other, can assist us here: it pro-
vides a theoretical foundation for the assessment of the contribution of 
fairs to market effi  ciency, which can in turn be used to interpret the 
role of fairs in medieval Holland.

2 For the historiographical background of these two views, see section 1.3.
3 Feenstra, ‘Les foires’, 220–221; Noordegraaf, ‘Internal Trade’; Noordegraaf, Atlas 

Nederlandse marktsteden; Ibelings, ‘Hollandse paardenmarkten’.
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4 Van Houtte, ‘Les foires’, 179–180.
5 Bautier, ‘Foires de Champagne’, 117–126.
6 Wedemeyer Moore, Fairs of Medieval England, 158–166, 285, 287; cf. Greif, 

‘Institutions and Impersonal Exchange’, 185, 189.
7 Van Houtte, ‘Les foires’, 179–180, 201–202.

On the issue of security, fairs traditionally had important advan-
tages over other trade venues. Fairgoers enjoyed the benefi ts of a 
special legal regime that both provided protection from arrest for pre-
viously contracted debts and ensured the quick administration of jus-
tice for transgressions committed at the fair.4 Th e ways in which this 
protection was eff ectuated diff ered. Th e elaborate system employed by 
the counts of the Champagne region in the late 13th century was 
unique. It was based on a series of agreements with neighbouring lords 
that forced these rulers, on pain of exclusion of their subjects from the 
Champagne fairs, to ensure safety on the roads and to grant the gardes 
de foire access to their territories in order to enforce contracts entered 
into at the fair.5 In England the Crown was supposed to respect and 
enforce the right of all merchants to travel freely in the realm since 
Magna Carta. In addition, special royal safeguards were frequently 
granted to individuals and groups of merchants visiting the fairs. 
Beyond this, the role of the Crown was limited; but the individual 
owners of the great international fairs employed guards to maintain 
law and order at the fair, and they installed special fair courts that, just 
as at the Champagne fairs, provided a quick and accessible means to 
resolve commercial confl icts. Th ese courts allowed for a system of con-
tract enforcement based on individual liability, even though commu-
nal elements such as boycotts were also used.6

Special fair courts did not exist in the southern Low Countries, where 
the competence of the local courts was temporarily extended over the 
fair and its visitors. However, the urban authorities fully respected 
the guarantees for a safe arrival, sojourn, and departure granted by the 
counts of Flanders and the dukes of Brabant to visitors to the fairs; in 
fact, the Brabant towns, and Antwerp in particular, actively exerted 
themselves to punish any infringement of these rights and to ensure 
full protection for fairgoers on the road.7 Although the mechanisms 
for providing security diff ered, the eff ects were similar: the costs of 
contracting and of the protection of property rights were kept in check.

Despite the unpretentious character of most of Holland’s fairs, guar-
antees for the safety of visitors appear to have been as common as at 
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 8 OHZ III, 1525.
 9 Van Berkum, Beschryving Schoonhoven, 63–68.
10 De Boer, Faber, and Jansen, Rekeningen grafelijkheid III, 15, 23, 26.
11 Blok, Leidsche rechtsbronnen, 154; cf. Feenstra, ‘Les foires’, 230 n. 3.
12 Kosters, ‘Rechtsmacht over vreemdelingen’, 280–281. Th e implications of burgess 

status with regard to arrest for debts is discussed in more detail in section 7.4.
13 Van Houtte, ‘Les foires’, 180.

the large fairs abroad. Th e grant of a fair to the young town of Schiedam 
in 1270, for instance, promised all visitors, merchants or otherwise, 
foreigners or denizens, known or unknown, a safe arrival, stay, and 
departure under the protection of the count of Holland, ‘according to 
the custom of the other fairs in our county’.8 Th e license for a dairy fair 
in Schoonhoven granted more than two and a half centuries later used 
almost the same words and then went on to specify that visitors to the 
fair did not have to fear ‘capture, encumberment, arrest or harassment 
to their person or to their merchandise because of any debts whatso-
ever, as long as these debts are not made at the aforesaid fair’.9

Th e fairs of Holland had no special law courts: just as in the south-
ern Low Countries, local courts were responsible for administering 
justice. We know that the fairs were policed. In the late 14th century 
the bailiff  of Heusden sent men over to Giessen every year to guard the 
fair in this village.10 Other than that, little is known about the practi-
calities of the safeguards. However, a case from mid-15th century 
Leiden shows that they were not mere standard formulas but had real 
meaning. A man named Th omas Cantels had been trying to recover a 
debt by seizing some property of the debtor—under normal circum-
stances a perfectly legal procedure if the debtor came from out of town. 
He found himself stopped by the local court on the grounds that dur-
ing the fair ‘nobody can be distrained or arrested’.11 Th is is not surpris-
ing. Th e fairs’ special legal regime mattered mainly to foreigners, as 
locals were protected from arbitrary arrest by their burgess status; 
but in medieval Holland, as in other parts of Europe, visitors from a 
neighbouring town or from the surrounding countryside were also 
considered ‘foreigners’.12 Th erefore it is perfectly understandable that 
protection from arrest mattered not only to visitors of large interna-
tional fairs, but also to those of small regional fairs.

Th ere are strong indications that by the end of the Middle Ages the 
comparative advantage of this special legal regime was disappearing. 
In his study of fairs in medieval Flanders and Brabant, J.A. van Houtte 
states that immunity from arrest was restricted to fairs exclusively.13 
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14 Niermeyer, Bronnen Beneden-Maasgebied, no. 177; freedom from arrest is con-
fi rmed in the renewal of Geertruidenberg’s license for a weekly cattle market in 1398 
(Niermeyer, Bronnen Beneden-Maasgebied, no. 713; De Jong, ‘Veemarkt Geertru i-
denberg’, 250–251). Possibly an even earlier reference comes from Schiedam, which in 
1270 received a license for a fair; in the document, the pre-existing weekly market is 
referred to with the term ‘similiter cum omni libertate’ (OHZ III, no. 1524).

15 Cerutti, Geschiedenis Breda, 110 (Breda, 1321); ‘Inventaris Oud Archief 
’s-Hertogenbosch’, summary of inv. no. 3876 (Den Bosch, 1328). Cf. the Brabant village 
of Lith, which was granted a free weekly market in 1359 by its ecclesiastical lord 
(BHIC, ‘Lokale geschiedenis’).

16 Niermeyer, Bronnen Beneden-Maasgebied, no. 320 (Heerjansdam, 1340); 
Chronologisch register vervolg Groot-Charterboek, 14 (Westenrijk, 1439); Breen, 
Rechtsbronnen Amsterdam, 76 (Amsterdam, 1469).

17 Gelderblom, ‘Decline’, 229.
18 Rollin Coucerque and Meerkamp van Embden, Rechtsbronnen Gouda, 303.

However, in late medieval Holland weekly markets increasingly off ered 
the same kind of protection. One of the fi rst documents to illustrate 
this dates from 1307: in this year the count of Holland forbade his sub-
jects to visit the new weekly market in Heusden, just across the south-
ern border, but he simultaneously promised them immunity from 
arrest at the Geertruidenberg market that they were supposed to visit 
instead.14 Th e episode indicates that competition between Holland and 
its neighbours may have infl uenced the decision; and indeed, contrary 
to Van Houtte’s statement, some Brabant towns just across the border 
(Breda and Den Bosch for instance) also had ‘free’ weekly markets.15 
In the 14th and early 15th centuries, free weekly markets were also 
established in some villages in the south of Holland. Th e fact that in 
1469 the market of Amsterdam is also referred to as ‘free’ suggests that 
by then immunity had also been introduced for at least some pre-exist-
ing markets in other parts of the county.16

Subsequently, the need for any kind of periodic reinforcement of 
protection from arrest seems to have diminished. Firstly, in contrast to 
Bruges and Antwerp, the rise of Amsterdam as an international trade 
centre was not based on a pre-existing cycle of fairs. It relied on the 
commitment of local and central authorities to the safety of Amsterdam’s 
foreign visitors throughout the year and on a system of confl ict resolu-
tion answering to commercial needs as it had developed in regular 
law.17 Secondly, for some of Holland’s local or regional fairs, traditional 
immunity was abandoned and replaced by regular urban law. In early 
16th-century Gouda the authorities issued a proclamation that during 
the next fair urban law would apply; they obligingly added a warning 
to beware of damages that might result.18 Th e immediate cause for this 
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19 Van Houtte, ‘Les foires’, 203–205.
20 Van Mieris, Groot charterboek II, 698 (for a reference to the Frisian visitors 

cf. 604).
21 A more detailed discussion of these systems, their eff ects, and their backgrounds 

follows in Chapter 7.
22 Zuijderduijn, Medieval Capital Markets, 125–126.
23 Breen, Rechtsbronnen Amsterdam, 297, 298, 304–305, 306–307, 309, 311–312, 

317–317, 362, 382, 399, 402. On one occasion a similar safeguard was issued for the 

intervention was probably the unwanted side-eff ect of the immunity 
from arrest. Van Houtte uncovered several instances of abuse for the 
15th-century Brabant fairs: people took advantage of the immunity 
from arrest in order to escape the obligation to repay previously con-
tracted debts.19 In fact, the fi rst reference of this kind in Holland dates 
back to the middle of the 14th century. In 1345 the Alkmaar authori-
ties complained that the fairs were leaving their town ‘lawless’ (rech-
teloes) for weeks on end: they requested and obtained permission to 
apply regular urban law instead.20 Certainly, this was a year in which 
trade was slack, probably as a consequence of the war with the Frisians 
who normally visited Alkmaar. Th at might explain why in this case the 
disadvantages of immunity from arrest outweighed the advantages. Yet 
in both Alkmaar and Gouda it is unlikely that the traditional immu-
nity would have been set aside if effi  cient alternative systems of confl ict 
resolution were not available.21

Th e advance of these alternative systems should not be overrated. 
Events in the last decades of the 15th and the beginning of the 16th 
century make it clear that in times of crisis immunity from arrest could 
still be a valued attribute. In these years many towns and villages in 
Holland were experiencing serious fi nancial problems, caused by a 
combination of economic decline and unrelenting fi scal demands 
from the central government. Th ey had to borrow heavily to provide 
the necessary funding.22 In cases like this, concerning public debt, the 
idea of communal responsibility was still very much alive: travellers 
from indebted communities risked arrest for the debts of their town or 
village of origin. Th is probably explains the series of explicit safeguards 
for visitors to both fairs and weekly markets dating from the late 15th 
and early 16th century. Amsterdam is a good example: between 1494 
and 1512 the magistrate of Amsterdam repeatedly issued ordinances to 
assure the inhabitants from the surrounding towns and villages that 
visitors to the market and the fairs in Lent and September need not 
fear arrest for the debts of their community.23 Similar assurances were 

Jessica Dijkman - 9789004201491
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:06:50PM

via free access



 fairs 41

weeks between October 18 and November 11—perhaps to accommodate the autumn 
cattle trade? (Ibid., 339).

24 Noord-Hollands Archief, Stadsbestuur van Haarlem (stadsarchief van Haarlem), 
inv. no. 666–669 (Haarlem; the 1512 safe-conduct is printed in Handvesten Haerlem, 
186–187); Korteweg, Rechtsbronnen Woudrichem, 334 art. 62 (Woudrichem); 
Handtvesten Enchuysen, 47–48 (Enkhuizen); ‘Octrooi van de wekelijkse marktdag’ 
(IJsselstein); Rollin Coucerque and Meerkamp van Embden, Rechtsbronnen Gouda, 
no. 178 (Gouda); Inventaris van het oud-archief der stad Edam, 7 (Edam).

25 Accessibility to outside traders is a common feature of fairs all over Europe. 
Cf. for Flanders, Van Houtte, ‘Les foires’, 200–201; for England, Wedemeyer Moore, 
Fairs of Medieval England, 93–94. Accessibility of urban markets in general will be 
discussed in section 3.2.

26 Hay, ‘Notes’; Hay, ‘Some Alternatives’; Bromley, Symanski, and Good, ‘Rationale 
of Periodic Marketing’.

given to visitors of the Lucasfair in Haarlem by the central authori-
ties, at the request of the Haarlem magistrate. Likewise, the installation 
(or confi rmation) of free weekly markets in such diverse towns as 
Woudrichem, Enkhuizen, Gouda, Edam, and IJsselstein around this 
time is probably not a coincidence.24 Still, these were extra-ordinary 
circumstances; moreover, the fact that the revival of immunity applied 
to weekly markets as well as to fairs supports the impression that at this 
stage the comparative advantage of fairs with regard to the costs of 
security was no longer of great signifi cance.

But fairs off ered other advantages besides protection from arrest: they 
also provided opportunities to reduce search and information costs. 
Because fairs were periodic events with a low frequency and also 
because—in contrast to permanent and weekly markets in many 
towns—access was usually open to outsiders,25 they were able to attract 
a concentration of supply and demand that other trade venues could 
not always equal. Intuitively we would expect the advantages fairs had 
over permanent trade in this respect to diminish when aggregate trade 
volumes expanded. However, research in present-day developing 
countries has shown that the relation with scale is not as direct as that. 
In some cases periodic markets can be very persistent even when total 
trade volume increases: they lower costs for petty traders serving 
small communities and for merchants buying up small surpluses, and 
they reduce the time investment small producers have to make to sell 
their products.26

Circumstances in medieval Europe were probably similar. Small 
towns and villages were numerous; periodic visits to several of these 
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27 Th is argument is made by James Masschaele (Peasants, Merchants, and Markets, 
53–54) to explain the profusion of rural markets in medieval England; cf. Mitchell, 
‘Changing Role of fairs’, 557–558, for an 18th-century view on the advantages of dairy 
fairs over private dairy trade in the Midlands.

28 Th e system of licensing and the diff erences between England and Holland will be 
discussed in more detail in section 2.5.

communities off ered retailers in non-daily items a chance to spread 
costs. For small producers, especially for peasants producing seasonal 
commodities and living some distance away from the centres of 
demand, fairs provided good opportunities for selling the produce of a 
season without taking up too much time and—because of the competi-
tion between buying merchants—at a better price than in private 
transactions. For the merchants who acted as buyers, fairs saved time 
and money in comparison with the alternative of buying at the farm-
house gate.27

In Holland, with its large number of landowning smallholders, these 
advantages may well have carried even more weight than elsewhere. 
To itinerant traders and smallholding peasants, fairs must have pro-
vided attractive opportunities to reduce search and information costs 
in the 13th and early 14th century. With the rise of market-oriented 
dairy and cattle farming in the late 14th and 15th century, the benefi ts 
of a dense network of fairs must have been even greater.

In short, even if in late medieval Holland fairs were no longer essen-
tial for trade from the perspective of security, their contribution to the 
reduction of search and information costs in local and regional trade 
was still vital. Th e analysis in the next section of the development of 
the number of fairs demonstrates the eff ects of the interaction of these 
two apparently opposite trends.

2.3 Fairs in Holland: a chronological reconstruction

Any attempt to reconstruct the development of fairs in Holland must 
take into account the availability, reliability, and validity of the sources. 
In contrast to England, where early governmental centralisation guar-
anteed both an eff ective royal control over market rights and a fairly 
systematic recording of them from about 1200 onwards, formal licenses 
for markets and fairs do not appear regularly in the Holland sources 
until the late 13th century.28 Only by screening a wide range of sources 
is it possible to gain insight into the development of fairs over time, 

Jessica Dijkman - 9789004201491
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:06:50PM

via free access



 fairs 43

although even then there is no guarantee of completeness. A survey of 
fairs held in medieval Holland has been compiled by systematically 
checking the most important editions of comital and local charters, 
accounts, and by-laws for references (see Appendix A). Th e analysis of 
the development of fairs in the following sections focuses on the 13th, 
14th, and early 15th centuries, but in order to be able to position the 
results in a long-term perspective, the survey also covers the 12th cen-
tury and the latter half of the 15th century.

Table 1 shows three sets of data derived from this survey. Th e fi rst 
column shows the number of newly licensed fairs in each 50-year inter-
val. Th e second column shows the total number of fairs fi rst recorded 
in each 50-year interval. Th e fi gures include the newly licensed fairs 
referred to in the fi rst column but also all other fi rst recordings of 
apparently unlicensed fairs. Th e third column shows the number of 
towns and villages with fairs fi rst recorded in each 50-year interval; 
fi gures are lower than in the second column because many towns had 
more than one fair.

Figure 4 presents the geographical distribution of the towns and vil-
lages with fairs. Th e map shows, unsurprisingly, that fairs fi rst emerged 
in the oldest inhabited districts: the coastal strip and the river area. 
In the central peat district and in the north the share of places that 

Table 1 Number of medieval fairs in Holland

Number of newly 
licensed fairs

Number of new 
recordings of fairs 
(licensed or unlicensed)

Number of new 
recordings of towns 
and villages with 
one or more fairs 
(licensed or 
unlicensed)

before 1200 – 1 1
1201–1250 3 7 5
1251–1300 7 13 9
1301–1350 15 29 12
1351–1400 20* 27 11
1401–1450 6 11 6
1451–1500 6 8 4
Total recorded 
before 1500

57 96 48

Sources: see Appendix A
*: Including formal permission to Monnickendam, as a part of the charter of urban liberties, to 
uphold the three existing fairs.
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Figure 4 Towns and villages with fairs
Sources: see Appendix A
Map: G-O graphics, Wijk bij Duurstede
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were not recorded as having a fair until the late 14th or the 15th cen-
tury is larger.

Once established, not all fairs continued to function throughout the 
period under investigation; in some cases there is reason to believe 
they were never actually launched at all. Since it is not always possible 
to trace the fate of individual fairs with certainty, Figure 5 distinguishes 
four categories. Th e fi rst covers the fairs that have left  traces in the 
sources around or aft er the given date and therefore almost certainly 
still existed. Th e second category covers the fairs that functioned ear-
lier, but for which there is no evidence around or aft er the given date. 
It is possible that these fairs were still there, but it is by no means cer-
tain. A third category covers the fairs for which only an offi  cial license 
could be found, without any additional evidence that the fair ever 
materialised: it is improbable that the fairs in this category ever really 
functioned and, if they did, even less likely that they continued to do so 
for long. Th e fi nal category covers the fairs for which there are clear 
indications that they ceased to exist; in most cases these indications are 
remarks in the comital accounts stating a fair no longer rendered any 
toll revenues because it had decayed.

Although the table and the graph approach the issue from diff erent 
angles, they suggest the same thing: fairs began to emerge in the 13th 
century and multiplied in the 14th century, while aft er 1400 growth 
rates declined. However, results for all three phases require a critical 
evaluation.

Th e number of fairs in the 12th and 13th centuries may well have 
been underestimated as a result of the paucity of early sources: there is 
a very real possibility fairs have been overlooked because they did not 

Figure 5 Survival of fairs fi rst recorded before 1500
Sources: see Appendix A
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29 Vis, ‘De “Historia”’, 124–125.
30 Th e fi rst reference to the two fairs in administrative sources dates from 1246, 

when they are mentioned as the dates for making a payment (OHZ II, 680). For the 
1204 reference to Voorschoten, see Gumbert-Hepp and Gumbert, Annalen van 
Egmond, 323–324.

31 OHZ II, no. 680 art. 59 (Delft ); OHZ III, nos. 1435 (Leiden), 1442 (Haarlem), 
1583 (Alkmaar); Niermeyer, Bronnen Beneden-Maasgebied, no. 39 (Vlaardingen); 
Henderikx, ‘Graaf en stad’, 50.

32 Henderikx, ‘Graaf en stad’, 50; Cordfunke, Alkmaar in prehistorie en middeleeu-
wen, 52, 55, 56; Gumbert-Hepp and Gumbert, Annalen van Egmond, 176; Oppermann, 
Fontes Egmundenses, 64, 69, 74, 75, 76, 83.

leave any traces in the documents. In addition, several fairs that are 
fi rst recorded in the 13th or early 14th century probably have older 
roots. It is not a coincidence that the only fair mentioned before the 
year 1200 was held near Egmond Abbey, on the festival of St. Adalbert, 
the abbey’s patron saint. We are informed about it because the author 
of the Miracula Nova Sancti Adalberti, writing in Egmond around 
1140, mentions it: he laments the preoccupation of some of the West-
Frisian visitors to the festival with business and socialising at the fair 
instead of with devotion.29 But the records of Egmond are unique in 
Holland: no other source is as detailed and dates back as far in time. 
Th is obscures the view on similar fairs in the rest of the county. Th e 
rural fairs of Valkenburg and Voorschoten for instance, both situated 
near Leiden, were well-established by the middle of the 13th century. 
As will be discussed later, around that time all kinds of payments were 
scheduled at these fairs. Th is suggests an early start, and indeed there 
is a chance reference to the Voorschoten fair dating from 1204 in the 
Egmond records supporting the suggestion—but that is all we have.30

Likewise we are left  in the dark about the origins of the fairs in Hol-
land’s oldest urban settlements. For Leiden, Haarlem, Delft , Alkmaar, 
and Vlaardingen, fairs are fi rst attested between 1246 and 1272, in all 
cases as existing institutions.31 All of these towns had probably begun 
to develop as regional market centres in the 12th century, even though 
documentary evidence is available only for Alkmaar. Th anks to its 
proximity to and links with Egmond Abbey, we are informed about 
the destruction of the forum of Alkmaar by the West-Frisians in 1132 
and also of the existence in the 12th century of a toll, a monetarius 
(mint master), and an Alkmaar grain measure.32 A market function 
of this kind suggests that the fair in Alkmaar may have pre-dated 
the third quarter of the 13th century, although it is impossible to say 
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33 In 1215 the abbot of Egmond granted, among other rights, half of the toll of the 
‘consecration of the church’ and one third of the toll in Alkmaar to Willem the son of 
the lord of Egmond. Th e Alkmaar toll may or may not refer to a fair; the other toll 
probably does relate to a fair; but since no location is mentioned, this might just as well 
be the fair in Egmond (OHZ I, no. 357).

34 OHZ IV, no. 2385 (Medemblik); Hamaker, Rekeningen grafelijkheid I, 7.
Th e item in the account records the revenues of the Muiden toll. Because the sum it 
renders is very high compared with the entry for the ‘Muiden market toll’ in 1342 (the 
next account available), C.L. Verkerk has suggested that the 1308 entry might refer to 
the revenues of a river toll instead of a market toll (Verkerk, ‘Tollen en waterwegen’, 
111). However, that is unlikely: in both accounts the Muiden toll revenues are directly 
followed by the Ouderamstel toll revenues, referred to as the ‘Ouderamstel market toll’ 
in 1342, which experienced a similar drop. Ouderamstel, as far as we know, has never 
been the location of a river toll.

35 Besteman, ‘Pre-Urban development of Medemblik’, 4, 9, 21–28. Verkerk, ‘Tollen 
en waterwegen’, 110–111; Van Vliet, ‘Utrecht, Muiden’, 19–21.

36 Burgers, Dijkhof, and Kruisheer, ‘Doordringing van het schrift ’, 203–207. 
According to the authors (197–201) some towns, Dordrecht foremost among them, 
began to systematically keep registers and accounts even before the count did, but 
until the late 14th century only a fraction of what the urban clerks produced has 
survived. For the fi rst comital accounts, see Hamaker, Rekeningen grafelijkheid I.

by how much.33 Th is is also true for the fairs in the other towns just 
mentioned. In fact it might be signifi cant that for Medemblik and 
Muiden, the two towns in Holland with a commercial role going back 
to an even more distant past, fairs are also recorded quite early: in 1289 
and 1308 respectively.34 In the Carolingian era, Medemblik was a trad-
ing centre on the Frisian trade route between Dorestad and the North 
Sea; the Frankish kings had a manor here and they probably also levied 
a toll on trade. In Muiden the bishop of Utrecht levied a toll from at 
least the late 10th century onward. At that time Utrecht was the most 
important commercial centre in the northern Low Countries; Muiden 
seems to have served as an outport. Th e relatively early emergence of 
fairs in these towns suggests that a market function on a regional scale 
may have been preserved, even though there is no evidence for conti-
nuity of the fairs themselves.35

With the passing of time the reliability of the sources improves. By 
the end of the 13th century, the chancery of the count of Holland had 
developed into a permanent institution with a staff  of professional 
scribes. Charters were produced and registered in increasing numbers. 
Th e fi rst comital accounts that have survived date from the early 14th 
century.36 But although we gradually reach fi rmer ground, in the 14th 
century fi rst attestations of apparently already existing fairs are still 
frequent. Th e high number of ‘new fairs’ both in the fi rst and in the 

Jessica Dijkman - 9789004201491
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:06:50PM

via free access



48 chapter two

37 See Appendix A for the locations of these fairs and for references.
38 Register van Hollandt en Westvrieslandt, indices over 1580–1590, 1591–1599, 

1600–1609 and 1610–1627; under ‘beestemarkt’, ‘markt’ and ‘paardenmarkt’.
39 Britnell, Commercialisation, 160–161.
40 For the international fairs in general and the fair of St. Ives in particular, see 

Wedemeyer Moore, Fairs of Medieval England; for the proliferation of lesser fairs Brit-
nell, Commercialisation, 88–91; Letters, ‘Online Gazetteer of Markets and Fairs’. Th e 
exact number of fairs recorded before 1350 (2,342) was obtained by communication 

second half of the century is therefore at least partly the result of 
belated recordings of older institutions.

Over time the number of these belated recordings must have faded 
out. Th is sheds a somewhat diff erent light on what looks like a sharp 
drop in the number of new fairs around the year 1400: fi gures for the 
late 14th century are fl attered by late recordings of pre-existing fairs, 
whereas those for the 15th century are probably more realistic. 
However, the diff erence is such that it is most likely there was a real 
decline in growth rates; the number of fairs in operation may even 
have stabilised in the early 15th century. Th is should not be taken as a 
sign that the era of fairs was coming to an end. As Figure 5 illustrates, 
the majority of fairs established before 1400 continued to function 
aft er that date. Furthermore, judging by the number of licenses, new 
fairs continued to be founded even aft er 1500: in the fi rst half of the 
16th century licenses were granted for at least six more fairs.37 Moreover, 
the fact that the Estates of Holland established several new fairs in the 
late 16th and early 17th century, many of them cattle fairs, bears wit-
ness to a continued role for fairs even in the early modern era.38

Th e development of fairs in Holland stands out more clearly when it is 
compared with what happened elsewhere. In a European perspective, 
England is oft en regarded as a special case. Th e English network of 
fairs did not expand in the late Middle Ages; instead, it showed signs of 
contraction. Few new fairs emerged in the late 14th and in the 15th 
century, whereas at the same time several existing fairs decayed.39 
However, England did experience a phase of strong growth in the 13th 
and early 14th centuries. In these years a remarkable proliferation of 
fairs and markets took place. Th e phenomenon has been interpreted as 
both the refl ection of and a further stimulus to rapid commercialisa-
tion. Besides the large international fairs in Winchester, Westminster, 
St. Ives, Bury St. Edmunds, Northampton, Stamford, and Boston, the 
English sources mention more than 2,300 lesser fairs established before 
the middle of the 14th century.40 Yet a comparison with Holland 
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from the Centre for Metropolitan History. Cf. Epstein, who claims that ‘fairs were 
more numerous in England before the Black Death than anywhere else in Europe’ 
(Epstein, Freedom and Growth, 80).

41 Britnell, ‘Proliferation’, 219–220; Masschaele, ‘Multiplicity’, 257–258, 262; 
Masschaele, Peasants, Merchants and Markets, 170.

42 Th e fi gures for Holland are based on the 42 to 45 fairs in operation in the middle 
of the 14th century, a population of 235,000 (Van Bavel and Van Zanden, ‘Jump-Start’, 
505), and on an estimated area of about 4,600 square kilometres, calculated as follows: 
in 1833, when cadastral measuring began, the provinces of North-Holland and South-
Holland covered 5,511 square kilometres (CBS, Jaarcijfers, 1); about 940 square kilo-
metres were agrarian land in new polders added between 1540 and 1815 (De Vries and 
Van der Woude, First Modern Economy, 31). No attempt has been made to correct for 
land loss or reclamations between 1350 and 1540. Th e fi gures for the number of fairs 
per 100 square kilometres in England are based on the information of the Centre for 
Metropolitan History. Estimates of the English population just before the Black Death 
vary considerably. Th e fi gure used here is 4.0 to 4.5 million. Th e fi rst of these two fi g-
ures is the estimate of the population in the late 13th century given by Campbell; the 
second is the lowest of the estimates given by Hatcher for 1347 (Hatcher, Plague, 68; 
Campbell, ‘Benchmarking Medieval Economic Development’, 30).

suggests that pre-Plague England may not be as exceptional as has 
been assumed.

Firstly, thanks to the superior quality of English sources, coverage 
for the early period is better than in Holland: early fairs are less likely 
to have escaped notice. Secondly, many English fairs and markets, 
especially those established aft er the middle of the 13th century, were 
short-lived: they functioned for a while, then decayed and were 
replaced by new attempts of an equally evanescent nature. Few accu-
rate data are available for fairs, but for weekly markets some research 
has been done on 13th- and 14th-century survival rates. In Northamp-
tonshire, only 27 of the 43 markets recorded before 1330 were actually 
functioning in that year. For Huntingdonshire, the corresponding fi g-
ures (in the year 1348) are 9 to 11 out of 18 markets.41 If the two coun-
ties refl ect a wider pattern and if fairs did not do better or worse than 
markets, perhaps half to two-thirds of the fairs recorded before the 
middle of the 14th century were actually functioning at that time. Th at 
would amount to an average of 0.9 to 1.2 fairs per 100 square kilome-
tres or, expressed as a per capita fi gure, 2.6 to 3.9 fairs per 10,000 
inhabitants. Th e corresponding numbers in Holland are 0.9 to 1.0 fairs 
per 100 square kilometres (which equals the English fi gure), or 1.8 to 
1.9 fairs per 10,000 people—somewhat fewer than in England, but not 
inordinately so, especially when the diff erence in the quality of sources 
is taken into account.42

Admittedly there is a striking diff erence between Holland and 
England in another respect. Whereas in Holland fairs were largely 
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43 On the formation of the cycle of the fi ve fairs and the existence of other fairs in 
the 11th and 12th century, see Yamada, ‘Mouvement des foires’. Some examples of 
13th-century fairs are given by Van Houtte, ‘Les foires’, 188. Fairs in small towns and 
villages in late medieval Flanders are discussed by Stabel, Kleine stad, 256–258.

44 Benders, ‘Item instituimus’, 657.
45 Pauly, ‘Foires luxembourgeoises’, esp. 110, 116–117, 119.
46 Assuming that Guelders covered about 6,600 square kilometres (the area of the 

present province of Gelderland plus 33% for the Overkwartier), the total of 72 to 75 
fairs recorded before the middle of the 16th century comes down to 1.1 fair per 100 
square kilometres; the 82 fairs recorded in Luxembourg before the end of the 16th 
century result in a fi gure of 3.2 fairs per 100 square kilometres. In both cases, this 
includes fairs that may not have survived until the end of the period. Th e fi gures 

urban aff airs—of the 96 fairs recorded before 1500, about 85% were 
located in a town—a considerable number of English fairs took place 
in the countryside, in villages or at manors.

Information on fairs in Flanders, apart from the cycle of the fi ve major 
fairs in Lille, Ypres, Messines, Th ourout, and Bruges, is unfortunately 
scanty. A systematic inventory is not available; therefore a quantitative 
comparison with Holland is not possible. At the time the well-known 
cycle of the fi ve Flemish fairs emerged—in the second half of the 12th 
century—a number of other fairs already existed, but they were prob-
ably relegated to a second-rank position when the fi ve rose to promi-
nence. Th ere is scattered evidence that additional fairs were established 
in the 13th century. More importantly, there are clear indications that 
fairs emerged in many small Flemish towns between the 14th and the 
16th century, and with the rise of the rural textile industry also in an 
increasing number of villages.43

For other parts of the Low Countries, more quantitative  information 
is available. Research by Jeroen Benders, partly based on the accounts 
of the counts (later the dukes) of Guelders, has shown that in this 
region by the late 13th century twenty fairs were in operation, while 
the total number of fairs recorded before the middle of the 16th cen-
tury is 72 to 75. Th e dates of establishment of the new fairs, as far 
as they are available, indicate that the 15th and not, as in Holland, 
the 14th century was the period of strongest growth.44 Likewise, for 
Luxembourg (and Lorraine) Michel Pauly describes a steady increase 
in the number of fairs between the 12th and the 16th century.45 At the 
end of the Middle Ages, Luxembourg may have had more fairs per 100 
square kilometres than Holland. Guelders probably had less, but as 
both Luxembourg and Guelders were not nearly as densely populated 
as Holland, per capita fi gures must have been higher than in Holland 
in both cases.46
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A preliminary conclusion about the contribution of Holland’s fairs 
to the functioning of commodity markets in general can now be drawn. 
Th e foundations for a network of fairs was in place well before the mid-
dle of the 14th century, much as it was in England; moreover, and in 
contrast to England, growth continued strongly in the second half of 
the 14th century. As fairs at this stage both improved security and 
reduced search and information costs, the dense network that resulted 
must have given the effi  ciency of commodity markets a boost. In this 
light, the fact that aft er 1400 intensifi cation slowed down is not neces-
sarily a sign of stagnation. Th e development of alternative mechanisms 
for the protection of property rights and the enforcement of contracts 
may have reduced the need for more fairs; and in many cases the den-
sity of the existing network may have suffi  ced to keep search and infor-
mation costs at acceptable levels. We shall return to this hypothesis 
later; but in order to do so, it is necessary to investigate in more detail 
fi rstly the role of economic and secondly the role of political factors in 
the development of fairs.

2.4 Economic function

One way to discover more about the contribution of economic factors 
to the rise of fairs in Holland is by investigating the trade conducted at 
these fairs. Information is scarce, but every now and then glimpses of 
what was occurring do show up in charters or accounts: information 
on the type of transactions, the products that changed hands, catch-
ment areas, and trade volumes. As a frame of reference, it is helpful to 
distinguish between two types of fairs frequently found in medieval 
Holland: predominantly retail and predominantly wholesale. Many 
fairs were characterised by a predominance of retailing by itinerant 
traders and local producers to consumers in a region of limited pro-
portions, usually a town and its immediate surroundings. A wide vari-
ety of products was sold at these fairs. Other fairs were dominated by 
wholesale transactions between agrarian producers in a region and 
merchants buying their products in order to market them elsewhere. 
Trade at these fairs was characterised by a certain degree of specialisa-
tion and oft en—though not always—by larger catchment areas.47

should therefore be compared to a similarly construed estimate for Holland, which 
arrives at 2.1 fairs per 100 square kilometres in 1500.

47 Th e fi rst type corresponds with the ‘lokalen Versorgungsjahrmarkt’ in the classi-
fi cation of fairs proposed by Rothmann (Rothmann, ‘Überall ist Jahrmarkt’, 104–105). 
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Th e second type mirrors Rothmann’s ‘Regionalen Gewerbejahrmarkt’ except for the 
fact that in Holland this type of fair focused on agrarian and not on industrial com-
modities. Rothmann distinguishes fi ve more categories, none of which are clearly rec-
ognisable in Holland, although as will be explained in section 2.5 the oldest markets 
probably originated as ‘Lokaler grundherrschaft lichen Sammeljahrmarkt’.

48 For the Gouda cloth fair at the end of the 15th century, see Ibelings, ‘Markt 
Middeleeuws Gouda’, 48–49; Winnink, ‘Markt in Gouda’. Th e fair was visited by many 
merchants from various towns in Holland; although it is not clear who the buyers 
were, it is likely they included other merchants or retailers besides local consumers. 
For the installation or confi rmation of a cloth fair and fi ve other fairs in Gorinchem 
in 1382, see Bruch, Middeleeuwsche rechtsbronnen Gorinchem I, no. 21; Stamkot, 
Geschiedenis van Gorinchem, 27.

49 De Jager, Middeleeuwsche keuren Brielle, 171–174.

It should be clear that the intention is not to categorise every single 
fair appearing in the sources. Firstly, fairs were rarely exclusively 
devoted to either retail or wholesale functions, and the emphasis some-
times shift ed over time; this can make classifi cation of individual fairs 
hazardous. Moreover, the two types are not exhaustive. Th e rare exam-
ples of cloth fairs, for instance—there were specialised cloth fairs 
in Gouda and in Gorinchem—do not quite fi t the categorisation.48 
Nonetheless, distinguishing between the two types that cover the 
majority of fairs in medieval Holland allows for a better understanding 
of the economic function of these fairs.

Local retailing

In Holland, as elsewhere, the fairs characterised by a predominance of 
local retailing were probably quite numerous. A well-documented 
example is the fair in the small town of Brielle. An urban by-law that 
was revised in 1445—and must therefore date from before this year—
regulates the location of the stalls of a variety of tradesmen. Th e list 
begins with cloth retailers, both from Brielle and elsewhere. Th ey are 
followed by traders of metal objects like locks and scissors, of shoes, 
cake, mercery, jewelry, leather belts and bags, wooden plates, lanterns, 
wooden furniture, and peltry. Certainly the fact that the fi rst fi ve of the 
nine days the fair lasted are referred to as entry days—as at the large 
international fairs abroad—suggests that the urban authorities at least 
hoped to attract trade on a grander scale. However, the enumeration 
of commodities as a whole makes it clear that retailing to locals 
dominated.49

Bits and pieces of information from other locations indicate that 
there were many fairs with a similar role. A clue is provided by the 
fact that in some towns, especially small towns in an early stage of 
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50 Muller, ‘Oude register graaf Florens’, 172 (Vlaardingen); Hamaker, Rekeningen 
grafelijkheid I, 184; II, 21, 126 (’s-Gravenzande); Hamaker, Rekeningen grafelijkheid I, 
268–269 (Monnickendam).

51 Van Gent and Janse, ‘Van ridders tot baronnen’, 42.
52 Hamaker, Rekeningen grafelijkheid I, 64–65.
53 RAL AG, inv no. 334–36 f 27v, 334–37 f 26.
54 Breen, Rechtsbronnen Amsterdam, 76, 533 ; Rollin Coucerque and Meerkamp van 

Embden, Rechtsbronnen Gouda, 301; but see also 363–365 for an enumeration of much 
less valuable articles such as knives, shoes, pots and second-hand clothing. Cf. Noorde-
graaf, Atlas Nederlandse marktsteden, 24: in the 17th century, many fairs specialised in 
luxury items and trinkets.

development, a convenient distribution of fairs over the year was 
scheduled. Vlaardingen, for instance, had a summer fair and a winter 
fair in the late 13th century. In the middle of the 14th century, 
’s-Gravenzande had fairs in March and October, and Monnickendam 
had a ‘fi rst fair’, a ‘middle fair’, and a ‘last fair’.50 Th is suggests a response 
to the need to regularly stock up with some of the necessities of life that 
weekly or daily markets did not provide.

For the 13th and 14th centuries, detailed information on what was 
sold at these fairs is scarce, but cloth was probably an important item. 
We are best informed about the fairs of Valkenburg and Voorschoten. 
Th e owners of these fairs, the lords of Wassenaer, levied impositions on 
the measuring of cloth.51 Moreover, one of the oldest comital accounts—
dating from 1317—has entries for two small purchases of cloth at the 
Valkenburg fair, to be made into items of clothing for the children of 
two noblemen who had been placed in the count’s care.52 If the early 
15th-century situation is any indication, the range of products con-
sumers could buy at these fairs probably also included foodstuff s. In 
1423 and 1424, for instance, the Catharinagasthuis (St. Catherine’s 
hospital) in Leiden sent a servant to the fair of nearby Valkenburg in 
order to purchase cheese.53

Th e Brielle example shows that local fairs were not put out of busi-
ness by the rise of better-equipped, permanent urban markets in the 
course of the Middle Ages, although they may well have concentrated 
more on certain specialised or even luxury consumer items. Late 15th- 
and early 16th-century references to the sale of jewelry at fairs in 
Amsterdam and Gouda confi rm this impression.54 Th e explanation is 
to be found in the fact that for the traders of these commodities fairs 
helped to lower search and information costs: they made it possible to 
spread costs and off er access to a concentration of potential customers 
at the same time.
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Wholesale of agricultural products

Most of the fairs dominated by wholesale trade in a limited range of 
agricultural products came into being aft er the middle of the 14th cen-
tury. A fi rst impression of the commodities these fairs specialised in 
can be gleaned from their occurrence over the year. Figure 6 shows in 
which months the fairs fi rst recorded between 1350 and 1500 took 
place.

Two peaks are clearly visible. Th e one in July has a double back-
ground. Firstly, it indicates the popularity of the dairy trade: July was a 
good time for selling the cheese produced during spring and early 
summer. Some of the July fairs served this purpose. Secondly, several 
other July fairs were horse fairs. Th e peak in October is related to the 
sale of fattened livestock ready for slaughter: many of these fairs were 
cattle fairs. Th e role of fairs in the trade of all three commodities (dairy, 
cattle, and horses) deserves more attention.

Th e timing of the rise of dairy trade at fairs suggests a link with 
the development of commercial dairy farming in the second half of 
the 14th century, stimulated by both ecological changes—the subsid-
ence of the peat soil reduced possibilities for arable farming—and the 
rising demand for dairy products among the urban middle classes, 
who in the aft ermath of the Black Death had seen their purchasing 

Figure 6 Periodicity of fairs fi rst recorded between 1350 and 1500
Source: see Appendix A.
Th e graph covers 44 fairs; for two fairs the dates are unknown. For the dating of the 
fairs that were linked to the movable Christian holidays two options are indicated, the 
fi rst corresponding with the earliest possible date for Easter (March 22) and the second 
corresponding with the latest possible date (April 25).
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55 Hoppenbrouwers, ‘Agricultural Production’, 101; Van Bavel and Gelderblom, 
‘Land of Milk and Butter’, 56.

56 Weststrate, In het kielzog, 106–107.
57 Nirrnheim, Hamburgische Pfund- und Werkzollbuch, nos. 171, 174, 204, 269.
58 Smit, Opkomst, 71.
59 For a detailed calculation per town or village of origin, see Table 3; the translation 

into kilograms is based on the Alkmaar butter barrel of 158 kg and a schippond of 300 
pounds of 0.494 kg each (Verhoeff , Oude Nederlandse maten en gewichten, 3, 119, 123).

60 Sneller, Deventer, 56–63 (trade from Holland to Deventer) and 94 ff . (trade 
between Deventer and the German lands); Van Bavel and Gelderblom, ‘Land of Milk 
and Butter’, 57–58.

61 Van Mieris, Groot charterboek III, 691–693.

power grow.55 Soon, part of the dairy produced in Holland was 
exported to neighbouring regions. Th e late 14th-century accounts of 
the Guelders river tolls on the Rhine, Waal, and IJssel repeatedly men-
tion cheese from Holland, much of it probably on its way to markets in 
the German Rhineland.56 Around 1400, Holland butter and cheese 
were also transported in modest quantities to Hamburg.57 Transports 
of dairy products across the Zuiderzee date back to at least the middle 
of the 14th century.58 Less than a century later they had reached impres-
sive proportions. Th e register of the Kamper pondtol, a toll levied in 
Kampen at the mouth of the IJssel between 1439 and 1441, records 
over these two years a total of 6,700 barrels of butter and 6,800 schip-
pond of cheese, plus another 2,900 large and 97,000 small cheeses: the 
equivalent in total of 532,000 kilogram butter and at least 500,000 kilo-
gram cheese per year.59 Th e dairy products were shipped to the fairs of 
Deventer or one of the other IJssel towns, where they were sold mainly 
to German merchants. From the late 15th century onwards, the Brabant 
fairs had a similar role for dairy exports to the south.60

Several fairs in Holland, especially in the northern part of the county, 
were involved in the regional and interregional dairy trade at an earlier 
stage in the marketing process: they off ered peasants an effi  cient chan-
nel to sell their products under favourable conditions. In 1399 the 
villagers of Schermer, for instance, were granted exemption from the 
imposition on money changing when selling their dairy (and cattle) 
at the fairs of Alkmaar, Haarlem, Beverwijk, and Akersloot.61 Th at 
this was the fi rst step in a supra-local trade network is revealed by 
the accounts of the toll of Spaarndam, a toll post on the main water-
way connecting the north of Holland to the more urbanised regions 
in the south. In July 1391 the toll offi  cials registered the transport 
of 5,500 cheeses and 23 tons of butter, all purchased at the Akersloot 
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62 De Boer, Graaf en grafi ek, 365. Apart from the shipment from Akersloot, the 
direction of the transport is not mentioned in the register; in theory, dairy shipments 
from the south to the north may have been included.

63 Th e distinction between towns and villages is discussed in more detail in section 
3.1.

64 Th e role and development of these rural scales will be discussed in section 4.3.
65 Boschma-Aarnoudse, Tot verbeteringe, 124–125.
66 Usually the weigh house was leased out together with the exchange, but for a few 

years (1384/85, 1385/86, 1389/90 and 1393/94) separate data are available (NA AGH, 
1568 f 18v, 1569 f 19v, 1570 f 18v, 1571 f 10v). Weighing was usually obligatory for 
wholesale transactions, but not for retailing. Although other products were also 
weighed, in dairy-producing regions cheese must have dominated (Noordegraaf, 
‘Waag’, 21–22.)

67 Th e two towns got into a serious confl ict over the dairy fair established by impe-
rial license in Schoonhoven in the 1530s. For a description of the confl ict, see Ibelings, 
‘Confl ict over de zuivelmarkt’.

fair.62 Th is fair, situated in the middle of a dairy production region, is 
therefore a good example of a periodic market linking specialised pro-
duction areas to consumer demand elsewhere. It also seems to be the 
only rural fair with a role in the dairy trade: the other fairs mentioned 
in the charter to Schermer were all urban fairs—and so too was the 
mid 15th-century dairy fair in Hoorn discussed at the beginning of 
this chapter.63

Fairs were not the only option for peasants with dairy products to 
sell. In the northern part of Holland, village scales—where dairy could 
be weighed and sold to visiting merchants—provided an alternative.64 
Th e permanent or weekly urban markets of towns like Edam, 
Monnickendam, and Amsterdam were another possibility.65 In Hoorn 
too, the dairy trade must have been important long before the dairy 
fair was established: at more than 60 lb. Holl. per year at the end of the 
14th century, the revenues from the Hoorn weigh house suggest a 
lively trade.66

In the central and southern part of Holland, the role of fairs in the 
dairy trade was probably less pronounced than in the north; perma-
nent urban markets were more important. References to wholesale 
dairy trade at fairs in these regions are virtually absent before the 
1530s, when the installation of a new dairy fair in Schoonhoven gave 
rise to a serious confl ict with neighbouring Gouda, reminiscent of the 
confrontation between Hoorn and Alkmaar almost a century earlier.67 
Still, there is no doubt that commercial dairy production did take place 
in the central part of Holland well before the 16th century. Th e toll 
register of the Guelders river town of Tiel over the years 1394–1395, 
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68 Westermann, Rekeningen riviertollen Gelderland, 49–88. Th e register records the 
transport of 4,700 cheeses from Gorinchem, Delft  and Gouda upstream over the 
course of 15 months.

69 OHZ I, no. 334. Th e privilege is repeated in 1275, when a fourth fair is added 
(OHZ II, no. 1683).

70 Hamaker, Rekeningen grafelijkheid II, 167, 316–317, 420–424. It is not clear 
whether the people from ‘Oesterlant’ in the list came from northern Germany or from 
a village of this name on the West-Frisian island of Wieringen (cf. Lesger, Hoorn als 
stedelijk knooppunt, 24–25; Gijsbers, Kapitale ossen, 35).

for instance, records upstream cheese shipments from Gorinchem, 
Delft , and Gouda.68

In short, there is a link between the dairy export trade and fairs, but 
it is not a particularly direct one. Farmers visited fairs to sell their but-
ter and cheese, especially in the north of the county; however, they also 
made use of a variety of alternative trade venues.

Th e late 14th and 15th centuries also witnessed the rise of several spe-
cialised cattle fairs in Holland. Some of these were important nodes in 
the developing international cattle-trade network. On a modest scale, 
cattle trade had been taking place for a long time. Th e fi rst indication 
for Holland’s role in this trade is provided by the charter of urban liber-
ties of Geertruidenberg, dating from 1213. Geertruidenberg was situ-
ated on the overland route from Holland to Brabant, which must have 
made it a perfect location for the trade in cattle from the southern part 
of Holland to the markets of the booming towns in the southern Low 
Countries. Apparently this trade took place on a frequent basis. 
Although the charter granted in 1213 does mention three annual fairs, 
it also states that the weekly market (forum ebdomadale) was the com-
pulsory venue for cattle trade for Hollanders and foreigners alike.69

By the middle of the 14th century another concentration of cattle-
trade venues had developed in the northern part of the county. Hoorn 
in particular stands out. In the spring of 1344 and 1345, comital func-
tionaries purchased more than 200 cows and oxen in the north of 
Holland, partly for fattening and consumption by the count’s house-
hold and partly as provisions for a war against the Frisians. About one 
quarter was bought in Alkmaar, the rest in Hoorn. Most of the people 
who sold their cattle to the count’s purveyors were probably locals, or 
came from villages elsewhere in West-Friesland.70 However, there are 
indications that the cattle trade soon developed an interregional 
component.
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71 Blanchard, ‘Continental European Cattle Trades’, esp. 428–429, 431–433.
72 Van Mieris, Groot charterboek II, 604, 626. Th e second document in fact also 

mentions Danish merchants (and merchants from Flanders and Brabant), but in a 
tentative way: they may not have been frequent visitors (cf. Fasel, Alkmaar in het drijf-
zand, 55).

73 Gijsbers, Kapitale ossen, 34–35; Handtvesten Enchuysen, 81.
74 Handvesten Haerlem, 39.
75 Gijsbers, Kapitale ossen, 35. Gijsbers also mentions East-Frisians, but the only 

reference to their presence dates from 1351 when, formally at least, the Lucasfair did 
not yet exist (Van Mieris, Groot charterboek II, 806).

76 RAL AG, inv. no. 334–27 f 29v and 334–41 f 23.

Ian Blanchard places the rise of an expanding system of cattle 
production and cattle trade, in which Holland had a role as a special-
ised fattening zone, in the 15th century, when a growing number of 
lean oxen was transported every year from Denmark to the Low 
Countries, mainly via overland routes.71 But sea transports of cattle to 
the north of Holland started earlier than this, albeit on a more modest 
scale. Two Alkmaar toll tariff s, both dating from 1339, refer to visits of 
cattle merchants from eastern Friesland, just across the Zuiderzee, to 
the Alkmaar fair.72 Eventually it was not Alkmaar but Hoorn—as a 
conveniently situated port town—that developed into the main centre 
for the interregional cattle trade. It was mainly here that imported 
cattle were sold to farmers, to be grazed in Holland during the sum-
mer  months. Another toll tariff , dating from 1389 and stating the 
toll for Danes selling horses and cattle in Hoorn, suggests that by this 
time cattle imports by sea over longer distances were no longer 
exceptional.73

Th e Hoorn cattle market was a weekly market and not a fair, as is 
shown by the fact that all purchases by the count’s functionaries 
in 1344 and 1345 took place on Fridays. At the next step in the produc-
tion process, however, fairs had a more prominent role. In autumn the 
cattle, now properly fattened, were ready for slaughter and consump-
tion. Haarlem’s Lucasfair, offi  cially established in 1355, was an impor-
tant centre for this part of the cattle trade.74 Cattle were sold here by 
farmers from Kennemerland and West-Friesland and by burgesses in 
the area who had invested in the profi table business of ox fattening.75 
Some buyers came from towns in other parts of Holland: the 
Catharinagasthuis (St. Catherine’s hospital) in Leiden, for instance, 
twice purchased cattle in Haarlem around 1420.76 But the Haarlem fair 
may also have functioned as a link in a cattle trade from the grazing 
areas in Holland to the centres of consumption in the southern Low 
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77 Handvesten Haerlem, 186–187. For the dependency of Brabant cattle fairs on sup-
plies from Holland, cf. Van der Wee and Aerts, ‘Lier Livestock Market’, 240, 244; 
Blanchard, ‘Continental European Cattle Trades’, 428–429.

78 Gijsbers, Kapitale ossen, 37. Gijsbers stresses the role of 15th-century Amsterdam 
in the trade of fattened cattle in the autumn, but the sources she mentions may also be 
interpreted as referring to the trade in young animals in spring.

79 Gijsbers, Kapitale ossen, 222; Kistemaker, Wagenaar, and Van Assendelft , Amster-
dam marktstad, 37–39.

80 Scholtens, Uit het verleden van Midden-Kennemerland, 113; Noord-Hollands 
Archief, Archief Stads- en Gemeentebestuur Beverwijk inv. no. 40 (charter changing 
the dates of the leather fairs, 1547).

81 Pols, Westfriesche stadrechten II, 270 (Grootebroek). Th e license for the two fairs 
in Schoorl, fairs which according to the villagers had been destroyed during the ‘trou-
bles’ in the 1570s, was confi rmed by the Estates of Holland in 1609 and again in 1623 
(Register van Hollandt en Westvrieslandt, 1607–1609 page 810 and 1623–1626 page 
214; Regionaal Archief Alkmaar, Gemeentebestuur Alkmaar (oud archief, 1325–1815), 
inv. no. 2318). According to Goettsch, the original license had been granted in 1446; 
however, I have not been able to fi nd evidence in the primary sources to support this 
assumption (Goettsch, Schoorl, 42).

Countries. A safe-conduct granted to the visitors to the Lucasfair in 
1511 refers to merchants from ‘alrehande nacien’ (various nations).77

Amsterdam was also a lively cattle-trade centre, and probably from 
an early date.78 However, it seems transactions took place at the weekly 
market, as in Hoorn, or on a permanent basis. Although in the 17th 
century Amsterdam had both a spring and an autumn cattle fair, nei-
ther is mentioned in the Middle Ages.79 Cattle trade did take place at a 
number of smaller fairs in the county. In the north, the autumn fair of 
Beverwijk probably had a role similar to the Haarlem fair, although on 
a smaller scale (in the 14th century the counts of Blois occasionally 
bought fat oxen here). However, in the 16th century both Beverwijk 
fairs turned into specialised leather fairs.80 Likewise there are doubts 
about the success of the cattle trade at some rural fairs in this part of 
the county. Of the fair in Grootebroek, for instance, nothing is heard 
aft er the early 15th century; and although Schoorl certainly had two 
important cattle fairs by 1600, it is not clear if these fairs actually date 
back to the middle of the 15th century.81 Perhaps at that point the 
attractions of the markets of Hoorn and Amsterdam and the Haarlem 
fair left  little room for competitors.

In the south and centre of Holland a number of urban livestock fairs 
emerged that survived the Middle Ages. Among the six fairs granted to 
Gorinchem by the lord of Arkel in the 1380s was a cattle fair. Nearby 
Woudrichem had a fair for horses and cattle, and similar fairs were 
established around 1410 in Th e Hague, Woerden, and Schoonhoven. 
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82 Bruch, Middeleeuwsche rechtsbronnen Gorinchem, no. 21 (Gorinchem); Nier-
meyer, Bronnen Beneden-Maasgebied, no. 623 (Woudrichem); Plomp, Woerden, 56–57 
(Woerden); Van Berkum, Beschryving Schoonhoven, 56–57 (Schoonhoven); NA AGH, 
inv. no. 203 f 32 (Th e Hague; with thanks to Ronald van der Spiegel, who brought this 
document to my attention).

83 Smit, Rekeningen Hollandse tollen, 238, 239, 240, 275, 280, 301, 340, 345; Ibelings, 
‘Hollandse paardenmarkten’, 93, 106.

84 Kersbergen, ‘Rotterdamsche jaar- en weekmarkt’, 168 (Rotterdam); Soutendam, 
‘Oudste keurboek van Delft ’, 497–498 (Delft ); the comital accounts show that one of 
the two fairs of Gouda was functioning mainly as a horse fair even before 1450: e.g. NA 
GRRek, inv. no. 1707, Gouda f 5.

85 NA GRRek, inv. no. 334, f 65 (Gouda); Handvesten Haerlem, 187–189 (Haarlem).
86 Geselschap, Inventaris oud-archief Gouda, summary no. 243 and 255.
87 Ibelings, ‘Hollandse paardenmarkten’, 93, 106; Ibelings, ‘Confl ict over de zuivel-

markt’, 3.

Th e Schoonhoven fair was actually not new: it had been moved to this 
town from the nearby village of Stolwijk.82

Th is brings us to the last category of fairs: the growing group of spe-
cialised horse fairs. Th ese fairs will be discussed here only briefl y 
because they date mainly from aft er the period under investigation; 
nevertheless, their development provides a good illustration of the role 
fairs could fulfi l. Th e fi rst horse fairs emerged in the late 14th and early 
15th century, but in the course of the 15th century, and especially aft er 
1480, their numbers increased rapidly. Growth continued in the fi rst 
decades of the 16th century. Several existing fairs appear to have grown 
into horse fairs. Th is kind of transformation seems to have occurred 
most oft en at rural fairs. Th e fairs of Voorschoten and Valkenburg (and 
Vlaardingen) are described as horse fairs in the toll accounts of the 
river tolls at Geervliet and De Gleede in the 1520s and 1530s, as is the 
fair of Alblasserdam.83 A prominent role for the horse trade can also be 
observed at some urban fairs, for instance those of Rotterdam, Gouda, 
and Delft , although here it is clear that other merchandise was also 
sold.84

Furthermore, several new horse fairs made their appearance, almost 
all of them situated in towns. Privileges for horse fairs were granted to 
Schiedam in 1483 and to Haarlem in 1512.85 Gouda acquired a license 
for a second horse fair in 1502 and a third one was established in 
1505.86 Th e number of horses sold at these fairs was substantial. Bart 
Ibelings estimates sales for Gouda at 2,000 per year in the early 16th 
century; at the three fairs of Valkenburg, Voorschoten and Vlaardingen 
together, over 3,000 horses were sold around 1550.87
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88 Edwards, ‘Horse Trade’, passim; esp. 113, 121–122, 130.
89 Van Bavel, ‘Land, Lease and Agriculture’, 36.
90 Soutendam, ‘Oudste keurboek van Delft ’, 497–498.
91 Ibelings, ‘Hollandse paardenmarkten’, 105.

Th ere are parallels in other countries. A signifi cant growth of 
the horse trade has also been demonstrated for 16th-century England. 
Th e economic background is not so diff erent from what had occurred 
in the continental cattle trade earlier. Regional specialisation and inter-
regional trade were stimulated by a growing demand for horses and an 
increased variety of uses horses were put to. Certain areas became 
noted for the breeding or rearing of a specifi c type of animal. Fairs 
facilitated the exchange between breeders and rearers of horses, and 
between rearers and users.88 Horse fairs in late 15th- and early 16th-
century Holland may have had a similar role. We know that around 
this time horse breeding developed in Holland’s river area, where 
large-scale farmers could muster the capital required for this trade.89 
We can only assume that despite the predominance of peasant small-
holding in other parts of Holland, horse-rearing and horse-breeding 
also found their way there. Th ere can be no doubt that, by the late 15th 
century, Holland was participating in the interregional horse trade. 
A Delft  toll tariff  of this period distinguished between buyers of horses 
from Holland and buyers from the southern Low Countries.90 Likewise, 
the late 16th-century toll registers of the horse fair of Vlaardingen 
show that half the horses changing hands were bought by merchants 
from Brabant and another 20% by merchants from Flanders.91

In summary, late medieval wholesale fairs in Holland functioned 
much as they did in other parts of Europe: by reducing search and 
information costs for small-scale farmers and for merchants buying 
their products, they facilitated regional and interregional trade in an 
age of growing specialisation. Th ere can be little doubt that wider eco-
nomic developments—in this case the rise of dairy and cattle farm-
ing—stimulated the development of fairs. Th is at least partly explains 
the large number of new fairs in the second half of the 14th century. 
On the other hand, the trade in dairy, cattle, and horses also made use 
of the dense network of fairs that had emerged prior to 1350, when 
agrarian specialisation was not so prominent. Th e fact that such a net-
work had come into being before the needs of regional specialisa-
tion called for it suggests that other factors also played a role in the rise 
of fairs.
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92 Huvelin, Droit des marchés, 102–103, 107–108; Frayn, Markets and Fairs in 
Roman Italy, 121–122; De Ligt, Fairs and Markets in the Roman Empire, 156–157, 169–
170, 202–205.

93 Endemann, Markturkunde und Markt, esp. 40–41, 66–70, 95–97; cf. Fockema 
Andreae, ‘Het marktregaal’. For safeguards to the visitors of Roman fairs and markets, 
cf. Huvelin, Droit des marchés, 113.

94 De Monté Ver Loren, Hoofdlijnen, 212; Coenen, Graaf en grafelijkheid, 43.
95 For the locations and other information on these 57 licenses, see Appendix A.

2.5 Power and politics

Th e oldest fairs

In much of late medieval Western Europe the right to install markets 
and fairs belonged to the regalia: it was a prerogative of the ruler, who 
could either exercise this right himself or enfeoff  it to a vassal. Th e idea 
that markets and fairs required formal, public authorisation predates 
the Middle Ages. Th e Roman empire had its ius nundinarum: permis-
sion to hold a fair or market and collect the revenues was usually 
granted by the emperor, the senate or the provincial governor.92 Th e 
principle was revived in the Carolingian empire in the second half of 
the 9th century. Carolingian rulers wanted more control over markets 
and fairs because of the links with royal responsibilities for food provi-
sioning, preservation of peace and order, and regulation of weights, 
measures, and currency; they also wanted a tighter grip on market rev-
enues. Aft er the disintegration of the Carolingian empire, the Ottonian 
rulers in the German lands continued to exercise control over markets 
and fairs; but in the fragmented west the Frankish kings were no longer 
able to do so. In some regions, the rulers of territorial principalities 
took over almost immediately: the dukes of Normandy are the most 
prominent example. Elsewhere, however, control over markets and 
fairs was fi rst usurped by local lords and only passed on to territorial 
rulers at a later stage.93

In late medieval Holland the right to install markets and fairs lay in 
principle with the count.94 Of the 57 licenses for fairs recorded before 
1500, 36 were granted by him.95 Licenses for fi ve late 13th-century fairs 
in IJsselstein and Vianen were granted by the bishop of Utrecht; at that 
time these two towns still belonged to Utrecht. Another ten fairs—six 
in Gorinchem and four in Woudrichem—were installed in the late 
14th century by the lords of the ‘free’ lordships of Arkel and Altena in 
their capacity as autonomous sovereigns; these lordships were not fully 
incorporated in the county of Holland until later. Enfeoff ment of the 
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96 On ambachten and hoge heerlijkheden, see Janse, Ridderschap in Holland, 146–
155; De Monté Ver Loren, Hoofdlijnen, 141–48.

97 OHZ I, no. 85.
98 Britnell, Commercialisation, 10, 11–16, 19 ; Britnell, ‘English markets’, 187–190.

right to install markets was uncommon before the 15th century. Most 
lords in Holland were ambachtsheren, local lords who had been granted 
lower jurisdictional authority. Many also enjoyed some other rights, 
such as fi shing rights or the right to operate a mill, but not the right to 
license markets and fairs: none of the 57 licenses for fairs was granted 
by an ambachtsheer. Th ere were, however, also lords who enjoyed a 
superior class of rights, the hoge heerlijkheidsrechten: these always 
included higher jurisdictional authority, but at least in some cases also 
the right to license markets. Six of the 57 licenses for fairs were granted 
by lords in this category: one in Heenvliet, two in Purmerend and two 
in Schagen, and one in Vianen (in addition to the fairs already estab-
lished there earlier by the bishop of Utrecht). With the exception of 
Vianen, all these fairs date from the second half of the 15th century. 
Th is is not a coincidence: hoge heerlijkheidsrechten were but sparingly 
granted until 1400.96

When the counts of Holland fi rst acquired the right to license mar-
kets and fairs is another matter. Th is seems to have happened relatively 
late. Admittedly, an 11th-century document, composed to support the 
claims of the bishop of Utrecht to sovereignty over Holland, mentions 
markets, mints, and tolls (marcatis, monetis, theloneis) as comital prop-
erties.97 Nonetheless, the fi rst proof that the count of Holland was actu-
ally able to eff ectuate his authority over markets and fairs is the charter 
of urban liberties granted to Geertruidenberg in 1213, by which he 
gave permission to hold three fairs in this young town; and only from 
about 1270 onward did the extension and consolidation of comital 
power progress to a stage that made licenses for fairs and markets a 
regular feature of public administration.

In England, royal control over fairs and markets was achieved at a 
much earlier moment in time, refl ecting the early rise of central power. 
Before the Norman Conquest, most markets were rather informal 
aff airs, oft en connected to gatherings of people around a church. In 
fact, it is doubtful if the Anglo-Saxon kings ever licensed markets: in 
this respect England diff ered from the Carolingian empire. But in the 
century aft er the Conquest, the Norman and Angevin kings success-
fully claimed the right to license new markets and fairs.98 Markets that 
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 99 Masschaele, Peasants, Merchants, and Markets, 59–60; Masschaele, ‘Multiplicity’, 
262.

100 Pauly, ‘Foires luxembourgeoises’, 112–113.

could credibly claim long usage were referred to as being held ‘by pre-
scription’ and left  undisturbed; but by 1200, even in the most remote 
corners of the realm, a royal license was considered to be a prerequisite 
for a new market or fair. As we saw, literally thousands of these licenses 
were issued between 1200 and 1350. Lords, lay or ecclesiastical, applied 
for market licenses because of their potential as a source of revenues, 
and market rights became an object of competition and confl icts 
between lords. Th is ‘scramble’ for market rights probably goes a long 
way in explaining the large number or English fairs recorded before 
1350. Enfeoff ment of the royal prerogative to license markets and fairs, 
as in 15th-century Holland, did not take place. Royal jurisdiction over 
markets and fairs culminated in the Quo Warranto campaigns of the 
late 13th and early 14th century, when organisers of unlicensed mar-
kets (and people infringing other royal rights) were called before the 
royal courts to substantiate their rights.99

In Holland a public system of licensing of markets was not in 
 operation until the late 13th century, but as we have seen, this did not 
mean that there were no fairs. Several of Holland’s oldest fairs devel-
oped without formal authorisation from the count. If a license was 
granted aft erwards, it was no more than a formal confi rmation of a 
pre-existing situation. Originally these fairs may have developed on 
the estates of abbeys or lay lords, as a comparison with Luxembourg 
can illustrate. According to Michel Pauly, the oldest fairs of Luxembourg 
formed near the centre of a manor, where tenants would come to pay 
their rents. If they paid in kind, the lord would be happy to sell some of 
the surpluses; if rents had to be paid in cash, the peasants would wel-
come opportunities to market their products. Since many large man-
ors belonged to abbeys or other ecclesiastical institutions, the centres 
of these manors were oft en also religious centres. In these cases, rent 
payments were usually scheduled on the day of the festival of the 
patron saint, and the gathering of people provided an extra stimulus 
for trade.100 In Holland, the fair at Egmond Abbey may well have been 
of this type.

To complicate matters, the count of Holland represented not only 
public power, but was also the ‘private’ owner of several manors. In his 
capacity as a landowner he may have established fairs on some of them. 
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101 Oppermann, Untersuchungen, 33; Fockema Andreae, Warmond, Valkenburg en 
Oegstgeest, 54.

102 Th e oldest reference to Flemish merchants visiting Holland dates from 1128, 
when the countess of Holland promised free passage to the merchants of Flanders if 
they would support her son’s candidacy as count of Flanders (Galbert van Brugge, 
Moord op Karel de Goede, 239–240).

103 OHZ I, 334.
104 Feenstra, ‘Les foires’, 219.
105 De Monté Ver Loren, ‘Hoven in Holland’, 111, 115–120, 123–124; Fockema 

Andreae, Warmond, Valkenburg en Oegstgeest, 50–52; Hoek, ‘Hof te Vlaardingen’, 85.

Likely candidates are the oldest fairs in the heartland of the counts of 
Holland, the region around Leiden and the Meuse delta. Four fairs in 
this region—in Valkenburg, Voorschoten, Delft , and Vlaardingen—
date from before the middle of the 13th century. Oppermann believed 
that these fairs formed a cycle, as in the Champagne region and 
Flanders, and suggested they were mainly visited by Flemish mer-
chants. Th e idea was taken up by Fockema Andreae, who assumed the 
count of Holland established the Valkenburg fair at that particular site 
to make it fi t into the cycle.101 It is certainly possible that Flemish mer-
chants visited the fairs. Th e fi rst reports of their presence in Holland 
date back to the 12th century.102 And although the charter of urban 
liberties of Geertruidenberg does not mention a specifi c location when 
it states that merchants and their merchandise have free passage to the 
Holland fairs, the fairs of Valkenburg, Voorschoten, Vlaardingen and 
Delft  may well have been intended.103 Th e Holland fairs probably pro-
vided Flemish traders with opportunities to sell their merchandise to 
the local population with a minimum of expenditure on search and 
information costs. However, as Feenstra has pointed out, there are no 
indications whatsoever that the four fairs provided a platform for 
international trade comparable to the fairs in the Champagne region 
or in Flanders.104

Since Valkenburg, Vlaardingen and Delft  all evolved around comital 
manors, it is much more likely that at least these three fairs fi rst devel-
oped as manorial fairs. In fact the fi rst reference to the Valkenburg 
fair dates from 1246, just before the dissolution of the manor there.105 
Th e Voorschoten fair is a somewhat more complicated case. Th ere is 
no evidence that the count of Holland ever had a manor at Voorschoten, 
or, for that matter, that the Voorschoten fair ever belonged to him. It is 
possible that the Voorschoten fair developed without comital authori-
sation on the estate of the lords of Wassenaer; they held the fair at the 
end of the 13th century and had long been infl uential noblemen and 
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106 Van Gent and Janse, ‘Van ridders tot baronnen’, 7–11; De Monté Ver Loren, 
‘Hoven in Holland’, 121–122; Muller, ‘Oude register graaf Florens’, 171–172. For a con-
trasting opinion see Van Gent and Janse, who suggest that in the early 13th century 
Count Willem I granted the Voorschoten fair to Philip of Wassenaer as a reward for his 
support in a succession confi ct.

107 Gumbert-Hepp, Annalen van Egmond, 323–324.
108 Van Mieris, Groot charterboek II, 619, 715–716, 806–807.
109 A survey of the published sources between 1250 and 1350 shows the following 

references to the fairs as payment date: Niermeyer, Bronnen Beneden-Maasgebied 39; 
Van Mieris, Groot charterboek II, 104, 277, 298, 300, 337, 437, 531; Hamaker, 
Rekeningen grafelijkheid I, 164, 173, 185; Hof, Egmondse kloosterrekeningen, 9, 10; 
OHZ II, no. 870; OHZ III, no. 1747; OHZ IV, nos. 1871, 2084; OHZ V, no. 2385 (vol-
ume V was not systematically checked).

landowners in the region.106 Th e Voorschoten fair certainly does date 
back to a time when the comital licensing system did not yet exist: the 
fi rst reference dates from 1204.107

Holland’s oldest fairs, then, were rural fairs. However, with the emer-
gence of towns several of these oldest fairs seem to have lost their 
prominent position. In the towns, economies of scale permitted 
permanent trading and facilitated the development of facilities such 
as quays, cranes, a weigh house, carrying services, storage, brokerage 
and money changing. In Dordrecht all these facilities were already pre-
sent by the end of the 13th century; by the middle of the 14th century 
Holland’s smaller towns also off ered at least some of them. In Schiedam, 
for instance, a weigh house, brokers and money changers were all 
available before the middle of the 14th century.108 Although these facil-
ities were off ered on a permanent basis, fairs held in towns profi ted 
from them as well. As was mentioned earlier, towns moreover pro-
vided reliable legal mechanisms for contract enforcement.

Th e rise of urban markets and the possibilities for the reduction of 
transaction costs that they provided thus eroded the position of pre-
existing rural fairs. Nevertheless, two of these fairs continued to play 
an important role: the fairs of Voorschoten and Valkenburg. From at 
least the middle of the 13th century onwards, many types of payments 
were scheduled at these two fairs. Some were rent payments connected 
to land or other rights, while the 14th-century comital accounts also 
mention the payment of tithes and comital taxes (beden) from the 
regions of Rijnland and Delfl and.109 Th e fairs of Voorschoten and Valk-
enburg therefore had a commercial, but also a fi nancial and an admin-
istrative function. It may well have been this combination of functions 

Jessica Dijkman - 9789004201491
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:06:50PM

via free access



 fairs 67

110 Hamaker, Rekeningen grafelijkheid I, 7, 268, 311, 318.
111 Van der Laan, Oorkondenboek van Amsterdam, nos. 421 and 828.
112 NA GRRek, inv. no. 2904 f 2 (account over the year 1449–1450); 2951 f 6 (account 

over the year 1500).
113 Hof, Egmondse kloosterrekeningen, 9, 10, 13, 15.
114 Blok, ‘Holland und Westfriesland’.

that explains why the two fairs continued to exist, even though—unlike 
Delft  and Vlaardingen—Voorschoten and Valkenburg did not grow 
into towns.

Rural fairs that did not assume the same versatile role were much 
less likely to survive. Th e fair of Ouderamstel is a good example. 
Th is fair is fi rst mentioned in the mid 14th-century accounts for 
Amstelland.110 Two references from the end of the 14th century make 
it clear that at this fair rent payments were scheduled, although there is 
nothing to indicate taxes or tithes were also paid there.111 In contrast to 
the Voorscho ten and Valkenburg fairs, the Ouderamstel fair fell into 
decay in the 15th century: the comital accounts mention the fair no 
longer rendered any tolls, despite eff orts to revive it.112 Th e fact that 
aft er the early 14th century the Ouderamstel fair was not supported by 
a fi nancial and administrative function, as the fairs of Valkenburg and 
Voorschoten were, may explain its demise.

Perhaps this is also what happened in Egmond. Th e mid 14th- 
century abbey accounts do not mention the Egmond fair as the date for 
the payments of rents by the abbey’s tenants. For the abbey’s posses-
sions in the central part of Holland, the Valkenburg fair is frequently 
referred to; but for its properties in the north, either no date is men-
tioned, or rents are due on October 1 or November 1.113 In fact, in the 
north of Holland a tradition of scheduling payments of rents and taxes 
at fairs seems to be lacking altogether: the comital accounts for 
Kennemerland, West-Friesland, and Waterland also do not refer to it. 
It is possible that this is related to the fact that in the 11th century 
the counts of Holland lost much of their control in the north. Th eir 
power base shift ed to the central and southern part of Holland; in the 
region north of the IJ, central authority was virtually absent until the 
counts reclaimed it in the 13th century.114 Th e fact that the Egmond 
fair is no longer referred to in the sources aft er the early 13th century 
confi rms the idea that in Holland’s oldest rural fairs had little chance of 
survival unless they were bolstered by a fi nancial and administrative 
function.
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115 Kowaleski, Local Markets, 65, provides an English example of the value attached 
to fairs, even if there were no toll revenues. For a description of the business fairs 
brought to locals, cf. Wedemeyer Moore, Fairs of Medieval England, 287.

116 Brokken, Ontstaan Hoekse en Kabeljauwse twisten, 21–22.
117 Niermeyer, ‘Dordrecht als handelsstad’ IV, 194; Hamaker, Rekeningen grafelijk-

heid III, 311.
118 Van Mieris, Groot charterboek III, 31–35 (Edam); Ibid. II, 866 (Monnickendam); 

Ibid. II, 831–835 (Enkhuizen); Handvesten Haerlem, 39 (Haarlem).
119 Hamaker, Rekeningen grafelijkheid I, 268–269, 318–319, 382.

Towns: negotiation and competition

It is easy to see why not just urban elites, but also craft smen, innkeep-
ers, petty traders, and local consumers would have wished for a fair in 
their town. Fairs, even if the tolls belonged to the count of Holland, as 
they did in many of the smaller towns, attracted people and business, 
off ered an extra outlet for the products of local industry, provided the 
townspeople with commodities that could not easily be obtained 
locally, and may well have been seen as an enhancement of urban sta-
tus.115 In the 13th, 14th and even 15th century, licenses were probably 
not that diffi  cult to obtain—but they did not come for free either. Th e 
principle of an exchange of privileges in return for fi nancial, political, 
or military support is a familiar one. Exactly how it aff ected the rise of 
fairs in medieval Holland is demonstrated by some of the licenses from 
the 14th century.

Between 1339 and 1342 the towns of Alkmaar, Rotterdam and 
Dordrecht received licenses for a total of fi ve fairs. Around this time 
Count Willem IV (1337–1345) was in constant need of money because 
of his luxurious lifestyle and military ambitions. One way to meet 
this need was to donate privileges liberally—in exchange for payment, 
of course.116 Dordrecht, for instance, paid a large sum for the exten-
sion of its staple rights for all shipping on the Meuse in 1344.117 Whether 
the grants of fairs to Alkmaar, Rotterdam and Dordrecht were moti-
vated by fi nancial considerations cannot be proven, but it is a good 
guess.

Another upsurge of fair privileges can be observed between 1355 
and 1357: a total of eight fairs was granted to Edam, Monnickendam 
and Enkhuizen (to all three towns as part of a grant of urban liberties), 
and to Haarlem.118 It is not clear which fairs were new—certainly not 
all of them, for the charter of Monnickendam explicitly gives permis-
sion to uphold the existing three fairs, and the revenues of these fairs 
are listed in the comital accounts for the years 1342 to 1345.119 
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120 Van Engen, ‘Geen schraal terrein’, 83; Boschma-Aarnoudse, Tot verbeteringe, 
86–87.

121 Boschma-Aarnoudse, Tot verbeteringe, 121 (Edam); the 14th-century comital 
accounts for Waterland, available for the years 1343 to 1375, do not mention the Edam 
fairs; the 15th-century accounts state the fairs have decayed (e.g. NA GRRek, inv. no. 
2904 f 4v, inv. no. 2951 f 13); Kersbergen, ‘Rotterdamsche jaar- en weekmarkt’, 166 
(Rotterdam).

122 Smit, Rekeningen Hollandse tollen, xxvii. Dordrecht received exemptions from 
the market tolls of Woudrichem, Heusden and Gorinchem in 1414 (Van Mieris, Groot 
charterboek IV, 301).

Nevertheless, the accumulation of so many privileges in such a short 
time-span is remarkable. Th is time there are no signs of money trans-
fers; in fact, in at least one case (Enkhuizen), it was the count who bore 
the costs.120 Count Willem V had just won the succession confl ict that 
had torn Holland apart for several years. Th e grants of liberties to a 
number of towns can be seen as part of a strategy to consolidate his 
powers: the towns gained a certain degree of autonomy, but in return 
they were expected to confi rm their loyalty to the new ruler. No doubt 
some towns used the situation to reinforce any existing rights to hold a 
fair, or obtain new privileges to this end.

Not all fairs established in this way were equally successful: the fairs 
of Edam, for instance, never prospered, and those of Rotterdam were 
not a great success either.121 But others did well: the Lucasfair in 
Haarlem, for example, developed into a major cattle trade venue. It is 
obvious that at least some of these fairs did answer to an economic 
need, even if the immediate cause for the granting of the license was a 
political one.

In the fi rst years of the 15th century many towns received exemp-
tion from the market tolls of the fairs in Woudrichem, Giessen, 
Heusden, and sometimes also Gorinchem, in return for supporting 
Count Willem VI in the war against the lord of Arkel.122 However, no 
more peaks in the granting of licenses for fairs can be discerned com-
parable to those of the middle of the 14th century. As we saw, this was 
not because fairs were no longer needed: they still provided attractive 
opportunities to reduce search and information costs. Th e reasons are 
to be found in a combination of other factors. Firstly, it has already 
been suggested that—aft er the rapid growth of the number of fairs in 
the 14th century—a saturation point may have been reached, espe-
cially when in the 15th century economic growth was more hesitant. 
Still, it is questionable if that alone would have deterred individual 
towns from trying to better their position.
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123 Handtvesten Enchuysen, 32.
124 E.g. the fair of Medemblik, which according to the 1289 license was to begin on 

St. Boniface (June 5), whereas the 1343 comital accounts refer to it as the fair on St. 
Odolfsday (June 12) (OHZ IV, no. 2385; Hamaker, Rekeningen grafelijkheid II, 271), or 
the autumn fair of  ’s-Gravenzande, which in 1334 took place on St. Victor (October 
10) and in 1500 on St. Bavo (October 1) (Hamaker, Middeleeuwsche keurboeken Leiden 
I, 184 and II, 21, 126; NA GRRek, inv. no. 334 f 27).

125 Benders, ‘Item instituimus’, 649–651, 655, 664.
126 As an example of the situation in Holland, the schedule for the fairs in the north-

ern part of the county around the year 1450 has been reproduced in Appendix A. Th e 
Guelders situation is given by Benders, ‘Item instituimus’, 659; for a similar situation in 
Germany cf. Rothmann, ‘Überall ist Jahrmarkt’, 101.

Th e events around the Hoorn dairy fair illustrate what could happen 
if towns did make the attempt: they risked a confrontation with their 
neighbours. Certainly, there are also incidents that suggest an amicable 
solution. In 1462 the urban authorities of Enkhuizen, at the eastern-
most tip of West-Friesland, were given permission, by comital charter, 
to change the date of their fair from the Sunday before September 14 to 
September 29. Th e reason for the request was a wish to avoid competi-
tion with the nearest fair in eastern Friesland, on the other side of the 
Zuiderzee.123 Rescheduling was probably common practice, but the 
fact that Enkhuizen asked offi  cial permission is exceptional: over time 
several small changes in the dates of fairs were brought about without 
any evidence of offi  cial authorisation.124 In this respect Holland diff ers 
from Guelders, where even though the initiative also came from the 
towns, rescheduling usually took place by formal charter.125 However, 
the result was similar: just as in Guelders and, in fact, many other parts 
of Europe, on a regional level systems of fairs emerged that showed 
very little overlap in dates.126

Self-regulation did not always work: in some cases confl icts arose. 
Th e way these confl icts were resolved does not indicate a very active 
involvement of the central authorities. Intervention took place only as 
a last resort, and even then the outcome depended largely on the ability 
of the towns to put up a fi ght and take advantage of favourable circum-
stances. As we saw, the authorities in Hoorn did not comply when in 
1447 Duke Philip the Good withdrew the license for the dairy fair. 
Why the duke let this pass is unknown, but perhaps the reason is to be 
found in problems with Holland’s dairy trade at the Deventer fairs. 
Th ese problems originated in complaints about the weight of the butter 
tons, but gained momentum under the infl uence of the political and 
military struggles between Holland, Guelders, and Utrecht. In 1463 
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127 Sneller, Deventer, 75–76; Weststrate, In het kielzog, 161–169.
128 Ibelings, ‘Middeleeuwse visstapel’, 57.
129 Th e confl ict is described in detail by Ibelings, ‘Confl ict over de zuivelmarkt’. For 

the reasons for Schoonhoven’s withdrawal from the lawsuit, see Van Berkum, 
Beschryving Schoonhoven, 72–77.

130 Handvesten Haerlem, 187–189.
131 Noordkerk and Farret, Handvesten, 321–322.
132 Van Alkemade, Van der Schelling, and Matthijssen, Beschryving Briele II, 

171–173.

the confl ict even led to a temporary embargo: the duke forbade his 
subjects to visit the Deventer fairs.127 Th e possibility of establishing a 
fair in Hoorn, Enkhuizen, or one of the other towns of Holland as an 
alternative to Deventer had already been under discussion during the 
1450s.128 As a consequence, Hoorn may well have profi ted from a leni-
ent attitude of the central authorities. Likewise, the quarrel between 
Gouda and Schoonhoven over the new dairy fair established (by impe-
rial license) in Schoonhoven in 1535 resulted in prolonged judicial 
proceedings at the Grote Raad (Supreme Court) in Malines; and in 
1540 small Schoonhoven was pressured into ‘voluntarily’ giving up its 
dairy fair because it could no longer aff ord to spend time and money 
on the lawsuit.129

Only in the 16th century did the fi rst signs of a pro-active central 
policy become manifest. When Haarlem requested licenses for three 
new horse fairs in 1512, Emperor Charles V fi rst asked for the advice 
of the Council of Holland. Th e fairs were granted, but only two instead 
of three, and only for three days each instead of the four Haarlem had 
wanted.130 Eleven years later the lord of Brederode wished to establish 
a horse fair in Amstelveen; this time not only the Council, but also the 
steward and the treasury were asked for advice.131 Th e request made by 
Brielle in 1551 to split the existing November fair into two new fairs, 
one in November and one in September, was treated with even more 
care: the procedure included an investigation of possible damages to 
the fairs of nearby towns and villages and of the consequences for 
imperial revenues.132 Notably, in England a standardised coordination 
mechanism had come into being at a much earlier stage. Soon aft er the 
year 1200 it had become customary for market licenses to be granted 
with a ‘buyer beware’ clause. If the new fair or market gave rise to pro-
tests by owners of pre-existing nearby markets, the matter was brought 
before one of the royal courts. If the court judged the complaint to be 
justifi ed, the new owner ran the risk of losing his license, plus the eff ort 
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133 Britnell, ‘King John’s Early Grants’.

and money he had spent to acquire it.133 Th e fact that in Holland a 
more or less comparable system did not develop until much later is a 
clear sign that central control was not nearly as strong.

In short, urban ambition was an important factor in the pattern of 
development of fairs in Holland. It contributed to the rapid rise of fairs 
in the 14th century, when towns were sometimes able to make use of 
a favourable bargaining position to ensure their rights to hold a fair. 
It also put restrictions on further expansion in the 15th century. Th e 
direction of urban ambition depended on economic possibilities; the 
capacity to act upon it was determined by social and political 
relations.

2.6 Conclusions

In view of earlier research stressing the proliferation of lesser fairs in 
post-Plague Europe, perhaps the most striking aspect of the develop-
ment of fairs in Holland is the fact that many fairs date back to the early 
14th, the 13th, or even the 12th century. By 1350 much of the network 
of fairs was already in place, and densities were not much lower than in 
England. Considering Holland’s ‘late awakening’, this is remarkable, 
and it demonstrates the speed with which the region was catching up 
with the rest of Europe.

Although Holland’s oldest fairs probably had manorial origins, 
urban economic needs and urban ambition seem to have been the 
main driving forces behind the expansion of the 13th and early 14th 
century. With guarantees of immunity from arrest, fairs provided the 
security needed to stimulate commercial activity. For petty traders and 
for peasants selling a small surplus they also reduced search and infor-
mation costs. Holland’s fragmented pattern of urbanisation—large 
towns were lacking, while small and very small towns were plentiful—
ensured a rapid growth in the number of fairs. Th e establishment of a 
fair required comital permission, but the counts could usually be per-
suaded to grant a license without a great deal of trouble: a right to the 
toll revenues or, in times of political turmoil, some much-needed 
fi nancial or military support was probably all that was required.

Th is picture did not change in the second half of the 14th century. 
In fact, in these years an extra element was added that stimulated the 
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rise of fairs: the cost advantages fairs provided were particularly suited 
to the needs of Holland’s growing group of dairy and cattle farmers 
looking for markets for their products. Both pre-existing and newly 
established fairs came to fulfi l a role in the dairy and the cattle trade, 
always as a complement to other trade venues, such as weekly markets, 
permanent trade in towns, or informal trade in the countryside.

In the early 15th century, further intensifi cation of the network 
of fairs slowed because of a combination of factors. Although in times 
of crisis the fair’s traditional immunity from arrest could still be a valu-
able asset in a country characterised by a high degree of urban auton-
omy, under normal circumstances a special legal regime protecting 
fairgoers was no longer needed: regular law provided good alterna-
tives. But the rise of a number of horse fairs in the 15th and 16th cen-
tury suggests that cost benefi ts for small agrarian producers seeking 
distant markets had not disappeared, and the persistence of local fairs 
indicates that this is also true for retailers—or at least for retailers in 
certain specialised products. It is likely that saturation, in combination 
with a reduced pace of economic growth, provides at least part of the 
explanation: in such a situation there was much less room for urban 
ambitions. Inter-urban competition may well be accountable for the 
remainder of the slowdown.

A warning note is in place here. Th e driving force of urban ambition 
in the development of fairs should not blind us to the fact that a pro-
cess of commercialisation also took place in Holland’s countryside. 
In part, trade in rural products took place via urban markets; but rural 
trade venues, many of them of a less formal nature, also had an increas-
ingly important role. It is to these rural trade venues that we now turn.

Jessica Dijkman - 9789004201491
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:06:50PM

via free access


	PART I THE INSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORK: TRADE VENUES
	CHAPTER TWO
	FAIRS
	2.1 Introduction
	2.2 Fairs and transaction costs
	2.3 Fairs in Holland: a chronological reconstruction
	2.4 Economic function
	2.5 Power and politics
	2.6 Conclusions






