
Northampton Market – a wonderful historic legacy or an embarrassing failure? 
 
Week after week letters to this newspaper complain about the decline of 
Northampton market in recent years – and these letters aren’t just from Fitzy. 
People talk about how great the market was in the past and how terrible it is that 
the Lib Dem Council has allowed the market to deteriorate so badly. 
 
Well it’s time for the truth. The market has been failing for at least the past 34 years. 
When I moved to Northampton in 1976 from London I was deeply disappointed by 
the market. I was used to really good London markets – Berwick Street with superb 
fruit and veg, Notting Hill and Camden for clothes and decorative items, Shepherd’s 
Bush market, where I lived, for exotic vegetables for the Africans and Asians living in 
that area. Bustling, thriving, busy markets, offering top quality and great value. 
 
Northampton market in the 70s was a mishmash of stalls. A few fruit and veg stalls, 
not very adventurous, none of them even sold green peppers as I recall. There 
weren’t any mobile phone stalls then, it was mainly records, fabric, jewellery, make-
up, household goods and clothes. There were more stalls than currently, but the 
market wasn’t thronged with people – the customers were almost all older people, 
who had always shopped in the market. 
 
What’s happened now? Well the older customers have died and the younger 
generation have simply gone elsewhere. Where do you go if you want to buy really 
cheap clothes? Primark, Tesco, Asda. They are selling garments cheaper than any 
market stall. What about the fruit and veg? Still selling reasonably well on the 
market, but when it comes to buying heavy potatoes or large quantities of fruit or 
veg, people prefer to drive to the out of town supermarket, park outside and wheel a 
trolley to the car – they don’t want to carry heavy shopping any distance. Household 
goods? Wilkinsons or the Pound Shop. 
 
You can’t wind the clock back, and market traders can’t compete with the chains 
listed above, who are buying in huge bulk from China and selling at rock bottom 
prices.  That’s the problem in a nutshell. Markets used to be places where people 
could buy almost anything, at prices that were substantially less than the shop 
prices, because of the lower overheads. It’s cheaper running a market stall than a 
shop with business rates, heating, lighting etc. Well the price advantage has 
vanished, so market traders have to adapt or die, because if they don’t this will be a 
dead market, a market that has ceased to be, that has gone to join the heavenly 
choir, an ex-market.  
 
The market square is beautiful, and were this France or Belgium we’d see most of 
the area covered with pavement cafes – can we achieve that in Northampton? The 
new ideas which have been introduced recently – continental food markets, art and 
antique markets are a step in the right direction, but when they go away what is left 
behind seems all the more dreary and pointless.  
 



There are successful markets in several towns across the country – why not send an 
officer round to study all these markets and find out exactly why they work and why 
Northampton doesn’t. It can’t be that hard. 
 
Let’s have a discussion about how the market can be improved, but let’s drop the 
pretence that it can go back to what it was years ago. Years ago it wasn’t great, but it 
can be better in future, as long as we embrace the need for change. 
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