‘Cheap consumer goods in London’s custom accounts c.1400-1560’
Customs accounts are familiar sources to economic historians, but they have been used overwhelmingly as a basis for aggregate analysis of import and export trends. In the case of pre-modern England, research has primarily focused on the familiar bulk exports of wool and cloth. This paper presents a new approach to the analysis of London’s particular customs accounts. These voluminous sources specify not only values and quantities of imports and exports, but also provide details about individual commodities, consignments, and merchants. The first part of this paper introduces the digitised London Customs Accounts (LCA) and highlights their potential to reframe debates around the late medieval and early modern economy. 
The particular customs accounts for London, c.1275-1560, have been transcribed in full by Prof. Stuart Jenks across 50 PDF volumes, but their scale and format limited their use. Our Anglo-German project, ‘Unlocking Upcycled Medieval Data: North Sea Networks, People, and Commodities in the London Customs Accounts 1380-1560’ (funded by the joint programme of the AHRC and DFG), has transformed these transcriptions into marked-up datasets, unlocking the wealth of intricate detail for analysis at scale. In total, these sources describe over 33.000 ship ladings, each containing, on average, 8 individual consignments, many of which contained varied goods.
The sheer scale of imports is astounding, especially for cheap manufactured goods. The vast quantities of extremely low-value consumer items traded, from straw hats to rosary beads, have profound implications for our understanding of the extent to which even the most humble material culture was already grounded in regional specialisation and international trade by the fifteenth century. By extension, the range and quantities of imported consumer goods have important implications for the purchasing power and material comfort of the wider late medieval English population. The trade in these cheap, varied objects has been ignored by both previous quantitative analyses of customs sources, which have focused on bulk exports, and material culture specialists, with few exceptions in the London Museum, whose collection is made up mostly by cheap objects.
The corde of the paper expands on this discussion with two case studies focused on the imports of skins, hides, and leather. A glossary, which uses Name Entity Recognition (NER) technology and is currently in beta stage, has been essential for collecting data about these products in the wealth of LCA data. . At this moment, we have collected almost 100 types of skins, furs, and commodities made from these materials. Skins, hides and leather were essential for crafting a wide assortment of everyday products, such as clothes, book covers, and saddles. Many of these skins and furs were more affordable than textiles and luxury goods (like tapestries); they were low-cost furs, e.g. squirrels, which differed greatly from luxury furs, e.g. ermine.
To show the range of these commodities, we have selected one case study dealing with skins, hides and furs from northern Europe and another that traces the fur trade from southern Europe. We will highlight the differences between the Baltic, with its focus on skins such as foxes or Baltic squirrels, and the Mediterranean, from where manufactured products such as the cordwains and busgews were exported. We aim to show how these two different markets converged at the port of London since the late fourteenth century. 
Our case studies showcase (1) the wide range of goods and the potential that these have from and economic and social point of view; (2) the wider potential of the London Customs Accounts, not only for the study of cheap goods but also for the reconstruction of complex trade networks across all of Europe; and (3) the usefulness of our glossary  to identify and track medieval commodities  with their variants names and different types.
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