
 

 

SHOPPING THROUGH THE AGES 

 by Gilly Halcrow, 11 June 2026 
 

At a time when shopping habits have changed markedly, it was appropriate to 

look as how people shopped in the past. Even in recent times, the High Street in 
our towns has changed, familiar traders disappearing (e.g., BhS, Woolworth, 
Debenhams), and many shoppers now ordering “online”, exploring sites such as 
Amazon, or paying at the retail outlet by debit card rather than cash, or simply 
using shops as showrooms before returning home to surf the web to find the 
same item available at a lower price, maybe with free delivery and bonus points. 
 
In Tudor times (1500s), the country was overwhelmingly agrarian, with bartering, 
self-sufficiency, and market fairs the means of obtaining goods. The pedlar was a 
source of news and gossip for the buyers, largely women, who cooked, cleaned, 
milked, and assisted with the harvest as well. 
 
London, the largest town, had mediæval guilds with official trading rules. There 
were established markets for foodstuffs: Billingsgate (fish), Smithfield (meat), 
Leadenhall (poultry), but there were shops for everything else, where servants 
shopped, rather than their employer of the gentry. Even in the 1600s, Mrs 
Samuel Pepys went shopping at dawn! Given the illiteracy of the time, shops 
originally had signs suspended over the pavement (e.g., a boot signifying a 
cobbler’s premises), but these were later fixed to the wall after a sign depicting a 
pig fell, killing four people. 
 
Looking at her own home town, Hartfield, Gilly explained that, originally, there 
had been a butcher, general stores, stationer, grocer, post office, shoemaker, 
smithy, bakery, doctor, and an undertaker. A 1400s manor house eventually 
became a workhouse, with 54 inmates in 1821, mainly children, sold as slave 
labour and bound to seven-year apprenticeships. Fifty years later, that property 
became The Anchor, selling beer, but is now The Bear (trading off the enduring 
popularity of A. A. Milne’s Winnie the Pooh). During earlier times, one could have 
the meat joint, or a casserole, cooked in the baker’s oven, the barber doubled as 
a surgeon-cum-dentist (without anæsthetics), and poor children could provide 
teeth for transplanting into other mouths. 
 
By 1550, the City of London was separated from the City of Westminster by 
swathes of countryside, but became conjoined two hundred years later, famous 
names, such as Fortnum & Mason, Lock’s (the hatters, an inspiration for Lewis 
Carroll’s Mad Hatter), and Truefitt & Hill (serving nine monarchs) now in business 
in the growing metropolis. Gamage’s of Holborn became the first store in the City 
of London. Conversely, poor slum areas abounded, where one could access old 
clothes, candles, coal, and milk, produced on the premises, but watered down. 
 



 
 
There were more enlightened owners about, including Josiah Wedgwood of 
Stoke-on-Trent (who eventually lost his right leg to smallpox), who ran a factory 
in 1759, providing houses for his staff (philanthropic, yes, but staff could never be 
late for work). His firm went into Administration in 2009, bought by a USA-based 
company, yet one can view the wonderful Wedgwood collection, both at the V&A 
and at the Stoke Museum. 
 
In the 1800s, two adjacent stallholders combined as Swan & Edgar at Piccadilly 
(a curious word describing a type of clothing stiffener), and C. H. Harrod sold tea 
and groceries, a very successful enterprise offering no credit facilities, growing to 
100 employees within 50 years of trading. Eventually there were toy bears and 
fur coats, Harrod’s claiming to have “twice the choice”, but it still cost £15,000 to 
be eligible to meet Father Christmas! 
 
By the 1840s, most people lived in towns, as the country had rapidly 
industrialised during the past eight decades. Napoléon had called us “a nation of 
shopkeepers”, which was true to a great extent, and trade was helped by better 
transport links: improved roads, canals and waterways, and railways. 
 
Generally, one was served in a shop by a male, as unmarried women were 
mainly engaged as domestic servants, governesses, or teachers. If you didn’t 
make a purchase, you could be insulted, for shop owners were known to sack 
staff who let a potential customer leave without making a purchase.  Any female 
serving in a shop was likely paid 50 to 66% of a man’s wage, but there were no 
set hours, fines for misdemeanours and breakages, and one had to be smart, yet 
not overly so, attired in black and white. 
 
In 1875, one Albert Liberty, born 1843, had created the luxury emporium, Liberty, 
on Regent Street, still trading today. A decade later, he acquired a £2,000 loan 
and took a half-lease on the shop. He would display, for example, a carpet in a 
large, beautifully furnished showroom, clearly demonstrating how it would look in 
one’s home. He died quite young, in 1917, but his name is synonymous with 
high-end quality today. 
 
An American, Harry Gordon Selfridge, born 1858, married into the prominent 
Buckingham family of Chicago, and marketed revolutionary ideas: a roof garden, 
window dressers, a “bargain basement”, and the concept that “the customer is 
always right”. 
 
Long after the defeat of Napoléon at Waterloo, our nation’s shopkeepers were 
setting up with names still resonant today: Singer, the Co-op, Boot’s, Thos Cook, 
John Lewis, Waitrose (Mr Wait and Mr Rose), and Marks and Spencer. 
 
 



 
 
Certainly, over the course of several centuries, we have developed from a virtual 
peasant economy to a heavily industrialised society where great towns and cities 
boast superstores housed in shopping malls, as well as out-of-town 
“destinations” such as Bluewater (Kent), Lakeside (Essex), and Meadowhall 
(South Yorkshire). 
 
Even so, as Gilly has shown, one may clearly chart the development from 
bartering in a 14th century village to our “going shopping” in 2026 (a phrase which 
no longer means getting the groceries, but engaging in retail therapy), as we  
move away from having only what is needed to striving for what we feel we want.  
 
Stefan Gatward  

 

 


