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During the medieval period the suburb of 

Redcliffe became a thriving commercial centre. 

As a major trading port, the medieval harbour 

would have been a bustling place, with cloth 

and other goods loaded onto waiting ships, and 

dyestuffs and wine off-loaded and taken to 

market. Ships were also repaired here. As 

Bristol grew, a new stone bridge was built 

across the River Avon in 1247, joining Redcliffe 

to the centre of Bristol. 

The cloth trade was very important to medieval 

Bristol. Loomers converted wool (brought in from 

surrounding areas) into cloth, and fullers then 

cleaned it. The cloth might then be dyed before 

being taken by merchants to the market or 

harbour. Craft guilds were eventually formed to 

protect individuals working in specific trades such 

as tanning, weaving and cloth-making. Guilds 

played an important role in society as they 

protected their members and provided a way for 

skills to be learnt and passed on.

With their growing wealth and 

control over the harbour, the 

merchants built large and highly 

decorative houses in Redcliffe. 

One of the most famous 

Merchant Venturers, William 

Canynges the Younger, 

built a house on 

Redcliff Street overlooking 

the river. This was largely 

demolished in the 20th century, 

though parts survive as a Grade 

II Listed Building. 

By the 14th century, Bristol was one of England’s largest ports. Despite 

the outbreak of plague in 1348, Bristol continued to trade in cloth and 

many other commodities. This generated huge wealth for the 

merchants working in Redcliffe. 


