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Guildhall and Market Square

The Cambridge market was founded in Saxon times and grew in size during the Middle Ages. Cambridge was a very important trading centre in East Anglia. Stourbridge Fair was the biggest fair in England! Lots of different items were sold in the market, such as fruit and vegetables, fish, timber, stone, and coal.
Cambridge was in the middle of the fens so almost everything had to be brought in by boat on the Cam, which joins the Ouse and reaches the sea at King’s Lynn. Some goods came all the way from Europe. The city’s coat of arms, issued by Elizabeth I, shows how important river trade was to Cambridge.
Streets were often named after the goods that were sold there, but because the market is so old, many of the words have been changed over time. What do you think was sold on Peas Hill? It wasn’t peas!  ‘Peas’ is a corruption of the Latin ‘pisces’, meaning fish.
Because the market was so important, almost all of the town’s biggest buildings were located around the market. These included Great St. Mary’s Church, the Guildhall; and the gaol. Most of these buildings were rebuilt by the Victorians. Big public events were also held in the marketplace, including executions. Queen Mary I, also called Bloody Mary, ordered that the leading Protestants of Cambridge be burnt at the stake in the marketplace. Two of these Protestants, Martin Bucher and Paul Fagius, were already dead! That didn’t stop Mary: she ordered their corpses dug up and burnt anyway.

The market continued to be very important for the Victorians, but the new railway meant that goods arrived by train, not punt. Today, the market continues to be at the centre of Cambridge life, just as it has been for a thousand years.
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