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Our July talk was titled, “An Abundance of Riches” and we did not know quite what to 

expect. Our speaker, Mrs Cris Tarr, explained that the riches referred to the spice trade from 

the East which made huge fortunes for some of the merchants involved in it. You also had to 

be rich to use spices as they were very expensive and used, not so much for their flavour, 

but as an ostentatious show of wealth. Chris thought it likely that the Abbots of Ramsey 

Abbey would have been good customers of the spice merchants. Although some spices, like 

pepper, were introduced by the Romans, it was the Medieval period which saw a huge 

expansion of the trade. 

An unusual aspect of the talk was the chance to sample some of the spices that we were 

told about. Chris had brought a selection unlabelled for us to feel and smell and try to guess 

what they were. Some were easier than others to identify. Over the course of the evening 

we had Cassia, Nutmeg, Ginger, Mace, Pepper, Grains of Paradise and Cardamom.  

Although the long and dangerous journey from the east made spices expensive, tactics were 

used by the merchants to inflate the price for their Medieval customers even further. For 

instance, records show that the merchants claimed that Cassia was made from twigs taken 

from the nest of a Phoenix found only on the highest cliffs! The huge price that spices 

commanded resulted in a flourishing trade in fraud. Unscrupulous travellers tricked 

unsuspecting housewives of the middle and lower classes into buying “nutmegs” made from 

carved pieces of wood. The fortune to be made encouraged Christopher Columbus to sail 

West in search of an easier route to the spice islands. We all know how that turned out. 

Altogether it was an informative and entertaining evening. 

The next talk is on 6th August “The Confessions of a Locksmith”  


