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​Robert Kett and the Commonwealth Rising of 1549 

In the summer of 1549, a prosperous Norfolk tanner tore down his own fences, joined the crowd that had come to punish him, and led sixteen thousand men to the gates of England's second city. Robert Kett's rebellion did not begin as revolution. It began as recognition, that the sheep devouring England's common fields had made landlords of ordinary men, Kett among them, and that a kingdom governed by a boy king and a sympathetic Lord Protector might, at last, be made to listen. What followed was six extraordinary weeks in which the Norfolk commons built, beneath a single oak tree, a functioning alternative government: a representative council, a working court, a philosophy of justice precise enough to specify the size of a bushel and radical enough to demand the end of bondage itself. It could not last. Betrayed by a misread prophecy and broken by professional cavalry at Dussindale, the rebellion ended in slaughter, and Kett's own body was left hanging from the walls of the city he had once controlled. This is the story of that summer, of enclosure, faith, and the fragile line between loyalty and treason, and of a man whose reputation would take four centuries to travel from traitor's gallows to bronze memorial. 
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​Chapter 1: A Tanner's England
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There is a particular kind of English town whose importance can be measured not by its size but by its smell. Wymondham in the 1540s was such a town. A traveller coming down from Norwich along the old Roman road, past the low hedgerows and the strip fields still worked in the medieval manner by men whose grandfathers had worked them the same way, would have known he was approaching the settlement before he saw its abbey tower rise above the trees. The tanneries announced themselves first: the sharp, animal reek of hides steeping in lime pits, the sourer tang of the oak-bark liquors in which the leather was cured, drifting on the wind that came off the River Tiffey and settled into the lanes and yards of the town like a permanent resident. To live in Wymondham was to live inside that smell, to stop noticing it, to associate it, without quite realizing the association, with industry, with prosperity, with the ordinary business of a market town going about its work. It was the smell of Robert Kett's life, and it had been the smell of his family's life for longer than anyone then living could reliably remember.

This is not how the story of Robert Kett is usually told. The instinct of most historical narrative, confronted with a man who ended his life hanged in chains from the walls of Norwich Castle for high treason, is to work backward from the rope, to comb his early years for the grievances, the humiliations, the accumulating injuries that might explain how a person arrives at rebellion. It is a natural instinct, and in most cases a reasonable one, because most rebels are made by dispossession. But Robert Kett was not dispossessed. In the summer of 1549, when the crowd that would make him famous arrived at his gates to tear down his fences, they were not liberating a victim. They were, by the plain evidence of the record, attacking a man of the same class as the landlords they had spent the previous week assailing elsewhere in the county, a man who owned land, who had enclosed some of it himself, who held a position of solid, unspectacular respectability in a town where his family had been established for two centuries. To understand what happened next, it is necessary first to understand what Robert Kett actually was before it happened: not a symbol, not yet a leader, but a prosperous tanner and yeoman farmer standing, by every visible measure, on the winning side of the economic transformation that was remaking the English countryside around him.

This is the paradox at the center of this book, and it will not be resolved in this chapter, or perhaps ever completely resolved at all. It will instead be carried forward, examined from different angles, tested against what can be known of Kett's character and circumstances, until the reader arrives at the moment of his conversion with as much understanding as the surviving evidence allows. But paradoxes are best encountered honestly, stated plainly before they are explained, and so it is stated here at the outset: the man who would lead the last great rising of the English commons against the enclosing gentry was, until a particular afternoon in early July 1549, one of the enclosing gentry's own number.

​The Kett Inheritance

The Ketts, sometimes rendered Chett, Ket, or Kett interchangeably in the inconsistent orthography of parish and manorial records, had been established in Norfolk since at least the twelfth century, a claim that can be made with more confidence for this family than for most of their yeoman contemporaries because the name recurs with sufficient regularity across successive centuries of local documentation to establish genuine continuity rather than coincidence of surname. By the time Robert Kett was born, sometime around 1492, the family had accumulated the kind of quiet, distributed wealth that characterized the more successful stratum of the English yeomanry: land held both freehold and by copyhold tenure, a tannery business that connected them to the wider economy of leather goods radiating out from Norfolk toward Norwich and beyond, and a settled position within the social hierarchy of Wymondham that placed them comfortably above the cottagers and landless laborers who made up the poorer majority of the parish, while keeping them well below the gentry families whose manors ringed the town.

It is worth dwelling on what this position actually meant in practice, because the word "yeoman" has become, in the centuries since, a somewhat romanticized term, evocative of a sturdy, independent English peasantry, self-sufficient and unbeholden, standing as a kind of moral bedrock beneath the more mobile and more corrupt world of the gentry above them. There is truth in this image, but it obscures as much as it reveals. A yeoman family like the Ketts occupied a genuinely ambiguous social position. They were tenants, in the sense that much of their land was held from a lord under customary tenure, subject to fines, rents, and the various obligations that structured the manorial system. But they were also, increasingly, something closer to independent agricultural and commercial operators, men who bought and sold land, who employed labor, who extended credit, and who, crucially for the story that follows, sometimes enclosed common land for their own pastoral use, exactly as the gentry did, when the economic incentive to do so presented itself.

Robert Kett's own landholdings, as best as can be reconstructed from the fragmentary surviving records, were substantial by the standards of his class. He held property both within Wymondham itself and in the surrounding parishes, and he was, by 1549, approximately fifty-seven years old, a man past the middle of his life, with the accumulated standing of decades of steady management rather than the restless energy of a young man on the make. This detail matters more than it might first appear. The rebellion he would come to lead was not the work of a young hothead with nothing to lose. It was undertaken by a man who had, by any reasonable calculation, everything to lose: property, reputation, family standing, and the settled comfort of late middle age in a town where his name commanded respect.

His elder brother William, a butcher by trade, shared in this same pattern of solid provincial prosperity, and the two brothers together represented the kind of interlocking family enterprise, tanning and leather on one side, meat and hides on the other, that was common among the more successful trading families of Tudor market towns. Leather and meat were, after all, two products of the same animal, and a family with interests in both trades occupied a natural position of mutual advantage: the butcher's slaughtering supplied the tanner's hides, and the tanner's finished leather fed back into the wider commercial economy of shoes, harness, and gear that a growing population and an expanding wool trade both required in ever greater quantities.

​The Business of Leather

To understand Robert Kett as a historical actor rather than merely a name, it helps to understand tanning as it was actually practiced in early Tudor England, because the trade shaped not only his income but his daily rhythms, his relationships, and his position within the town's economy in ways that a modern reader, several centuries removed from any direct experience of pre-industrial leatherworking, is unlikely to intuit without some explanation.

Tanning in the sixteenth century was a slow, capital-intensive, and deeply unpleasant business, and its unpleasantness was precisely why it was profitable to those with the patience and resources to practice it properly. Raw hides, delivered fresh from the slaughterhouse, or, in the Ketts' case, quite possibly from William's own butchery, first had to be cleaned of remaining flesh and hair, a process that involved soaking them in lime pits until the hair follicles loosened sufficiently to be scraped away by hand. This alone was work that most respectable townspeople preferred not to witness at close range, let alone perform, and it explains why tanneries were customarily situated at the edges of towns, near running water, downwind of the more fashionable streets, in a physical marginality that mirrored a certain social marginality attaching to the trade even as it generated real wealth for those who mastered it.

Once cleaned, the hides were transferred to tanning pits proper, where they were layered with crushed oak bark, Norfolk's oak woodlands, including those at Hethersett and further afield, supplied the tannin-rich bark on which the entire industry depended, and left to steep for months, sometimes as long as a year or more for the heaviest hides intended for harness leather or sole leather. This was not a business that rewarded impatience or produced quick returns. A tanner's capital was tied up, quite literally, in the ground: dozens or hundreds of hides sitting in pits, slowly transforming through a chemical process that could not be hurried, representing an investment that would not be realized for a year or longer after the initial outlay for the raw hides and the bark. Only a man with reserves of capital, patience, and established credit could operate successfully at this scale, and Robert Kett, by the 1540s, was clearly such a man.

The finished leather, once cured, dried, and worked, fed into an economy of enormous and growing demand. England's population was rising through the middle decades of the sixteenth century, and with it the demand for shoes, boots, harness, saddlery, bookbinding, and the countless other applications of worked leather in a society still overwhelmingly dependent on human and animal locomotion and manual labor. A successful tanner in a well-situated market town, connected by road to the greater commercial hub of Norwich, then the second city of England, and one of the most important centers of the cloth and leather trades in the realm, stood at a genuinely advantageous position within this expanding economy. Robert Kett's prosperity, in other words, was not the prosperity of a man clinging to a marginal inheritance. It was the prosperity of a man whose family business was well positioned to benefit from precisely the kind of commercial and demographic expansion that, elsewhere in the same economy and often in the same county, was displacing and impoverishing the rural poor.

​Wymondham Itself

The town over which the Ketts presided, in their quiet yeoman fashion, deserves its own portrait, because Wymondham in the 1540s was not a backwater but a place of genuine consequence within the dense and prosperous landscape of Tudor Norfolk. Situated some ten miles southwest of Norwich along the principal road connecting that city to Thetford, Newmarket, and ultimately London, Wymondham sat astride one of the busiest arteries of commercial and social traffic in eastern England. Travelers, goods, news, and rumor all passed through the town in a more or less continuous stream, and this geographic position, a crossroads town rather than an isolated village, would matter enormously to the events of 1549, both because it exposed Wymondham's population to information from a wider world than a more remote settlement might have received, and because it placed the town within easy marching distance of Norwich itself, a fact whose military significance would become apparent soon enough.

The town's dominant physical landmark was its great Benedictine abbey, founded in the twelfth century, whose church, by a peculiar and long-contested arrangement, served jointly as both the monastic church and the parish church of the town, an ecclesiastical cohabitation that had generated friction between monks and townspeople for generations before the Dissolution finally resolved the question by removing the monks altogether. The abbey's twin towers, one built by the monastic community and one by the parish in a long-running rivalry over precedence and pride, still dominated the skyline in the 1540s even after the monastery itself had been suppressed, its lands sold off, and its buildings partially demolished, a process in which, as later chapters will show, the lawyer and speculator Sir John Flowerdew had played a leading and locally resented role.

Beyond the abbey, Wymondham possessed the standard apparatus of a substantial Tudor market town: a weekly market granted by ancient charter, where the agricultural produce of the surrounding parishes was bought and sold; a range of craft trades beyond tanning and butchery, including weaving, since Norfolk's cloth industry extended its reach even into smaller towns like this one; and a social structure that, while headed nominally by the lords of the various manors into which the parish was divided, was in practice significantly shaped by the accumulated influence of families like the Ketts, whose wealth derived not from lordship but from trade and landholding of the middling sort.

It is important not to romanticize this world, or to suggest that Wymondham in the 1540s was some kind of static, timeless idyll about to be shattered by external forces. The town, like every settlement in England at that moment, was itself a site of active economic transformation, its own commons subject to the same pressures of enclosure and pastoral conversion that were reshaping the countryside more broadly. The friction between Flowerdew and the townspeople over the abbey's demolition and the disposition of monastic property was only the most visible manifestation of tensions that ran through the whole fabric of local life, tensions over land, over rent, over the customary rights of tenants against the expanding ambitions of those with the capital and legal standing to press their claims. Wymondham was not a peaceful backwater about to be disturbed by rebellion arriving from elsewhere. It was itself already a small theater of the same forces that would, within a matter of weeks in the summer of 1549, produce a rebellion of national significance.

​A Man of Substance

What, then, can be said with confidence about Robert Kett the individual, as distinct from Robert Kett the social type? The surviving evidence is frustratingly thin on matters of personality and inner life, no letters survive in his own hand describing his private thoughts, no contemporary who knew him intimately left a detailed character study uncomplicated by the political purposes that shaped nearly every account written after his death. What can be reconstructed comes largely from the shape of his actions, both before and during the events of 1549, and from the scattered documentary traces of his property dealings, which together sketch the outline, if not the full portrait, of the man.

He was, first and clearly, litigious in the ordinary sense that propertied men of his era generally were, willing and able to use the legal mechanisms available to him to defend and extend his interests, as the surviving record of land transactions and disputes in which the Kett name appears suggests. This was not a moral failing by the standards of the time; it was simply how a man of substance conducted his affairs in a society where property rights were established, defended, and contested through an elaborate apparatus of manorial courts, customary law, and increasingly the common law courts of Westminster. A yeoman who did not assert his claims vigorously was a yeoman who would soon have fewer claims to assert.

He was also, and this is the detail that later chapters will return to with much greater weight, a man who had engaged in enclosure himself. The precise scope and nature of Kett's own enclosing activity cannot be reconstructed with the documentary precision a modern historian would prefer, but the essential fact is not in serious dispute among those who have studied the events of 1549 closely: when the crowd arrived at Wymondham to tear down fences in early July of that year, Robert Kett's own enclosures were among the targets, and Kett did not attempt to argue that the accusation was mistaken. He did not claim, as he might have if the charge were false, that his hands were clean. He accepted the justice of the complaint against him.

This acceptance is worth pausing over, because it tells us something important about the man, even in the absence of fuller biographical detail. A person confronted with an accusation he believes to be unjust typically resists it, argues against it, seeks to distinguish his own conduct from that of the truly guilty. Kett did none of these things. Whatever combination of practical calculation, genuine conscience, family pride, or simple recognition of the moment's momentum led him to his decision, the decision itself presupposes a man capable of a certain kind of self-assessment, a willingness, however sudden, to see his own actions as continuous with the abuses the crowd had gathered to protest, rather than as a separate and defensible case.

It would be a mistake, however, to read this quality backward into the whole of Kett's earlier life, to imagine him as a man secretly troubled by his own enclosures, awaiting only the right catalyst to repent of them. The evidence does not support such a reading, and the house style of honest historical narration requires resisting the temptation to manufacture a psychological continuity that the sources cannot bear. What can be said is more modest and, in its way, more interesting: Robert Kett, in the years and decades before 1549, appears to have conducted himself as an entirely ordinary member of his class, participating without apparent scruple in the same economic practices, enclosure among them, that were producing genuine hardship for smallholders and laborers across Norfolk. He was not a hidden radical. He was not, so far as the evidence shows, a man of unusual religious intensity or unusual political conviction, at least not in any form that left a documentary trace before the summer of 1549. He was a prosperous tanner, a yeoman farmer, a man of standing in a market town, going about the business of accumulating and defending property in the ordinary manner of his time and place.

​The Weight of Two Centuries

There is one further dimension of Kett's position that deserves attention before this chapter turns from the man to the world around him, and it concerns not his wealth or his conduct but his lineage, the two centuries, or something approaching it, of continuous family presence in Wymondham that preceded his own generation.

This kind of deep local rootedness carried a particular social meaning in Tudor England that is easy for a modern reader, accustomed to high rates of geographic mobility, to underestimate. A family established in a single parish across many generations accumulated something beyond mere property: a kind of embedded social credit, a presumption of trustworthiness and belonging that no amount of newly acquired wealth could fully replicate. The gentry families who had purchased former monastic lands in the wake of the Dissolution, men like Flowerdew, whose fortune was recent and whose local reputation was correspondingly thin, occupied a genuinely different social position from a family like the Ketts, whose standing derived not from a single advantageous transaction but from generations of accumulated presence, marriage, and reputation within the same small world.

This distinction matters for understanding what happened when Kett changed sides, because it helps explain why his leadership was accepted so readily and so completely by men who might otherwise have had every reason to distrust a wealthy landowner suddenly professing solidarity with their cause. Robert Kett was not an outsider claiming affinity with the commons for opportunistic reasons. He was a known quantity, a man whose family the assembled crowd's own families had known, traded with, perhaps rented from or been employed by, across multiple generations. When he stepped forward to lead them, he was not asking strangers to trust him. He was asking neighbors, in the fullest and most literal sense of that word, to extend to him the kind of trust that only deep local rootedness could earn.

It is this combination of qualities, substantial wealth without gentry status, deep local rootedness without political prominence, a record of ordinary participation in the economic practices under protest without any prior public dissent from them, that makes Robert Kett such a genuinely difficult figure to categorize, and such a revealing one. He was not an aristocrat playing at popular leadership for factional advantage, as some later, more cynical readings of Tudor rebellion have suggested was the pattern elsewhere. He was not a desperate laborer with nothing to lose, mobilized by hunger into violence. He occupied a middle position, structurally and psychologically, between the gentry above him and the commons below him, and it was precisely this middle position, as later chapters will argue at greater length, that made him capable of the kind of leadership that followed: a man with one foot in each world, able to speak the language of property and legitimacy that the gentry understood, while commanding the loyalty and shared grievance of the men and women whose interests he now claimed, however suddenly, to represent.

​The Storm Not Yet Arrived

None of this, in the early summer of 1549, before the feast at Wymondham and the arrival of the crowd at his gate, would have marked Robert Kett as a man of any particular historical significance. He was, to all outward appearance, precisely what his life to that point suggested he was: a prosperous, respectable, unremarkable tanner of late middle age, managing his lands and his business in a Norfolk market town, participating in the ordinary economic life of his era with the same mixture of self-interest and conventional propriety as thousands of men of his class across England.

But the world around him was not standing still, and it is to that wider world, the structural forces of inflation, enclosure, and agrarian transformation that were reshaping the English countryside through the middle decades of the sixteenth century, that the next chapter must turn. Robert Kett did not create the crisis that would engulf him. He was, until the moment of his conversion, one of its quiet beneficiaries, a man whose family's two centuries of accumulated prosperity in Wymondham stood as a small but genuine example of exactly the kind of success the enclosing, commercializing agricultural economy of Tudor England could produce for those positioned to seize it. To understand why a man in his position would abandon that success, throw in his lot with the dispossessed, and lead them to a scaffold on Norwich Castle's walls, it is first necessary to understand the forces that were, even as Kett went about his ordinary business in the spring of 1549, already tightening around the men and women of his county who had not been so fortunate. It is to those forces, the wool kingdom, and the crisis it was producing across the English countryside, that this book now turns.
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​Chapter 2: The Wool Kingdom
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An acre of English pasture, properly stocked with sheep, could in the middle years of the sixteenth century return a landlord several times the income that the same acre would yield under the plough, worked by tenant families who paid customary rents fixed by the slow-moving conventions of manorial tradition rather than by the fast-moving arithmetic of the market. This single fact, more than any other, explains the transformation that was remaking the English countryside in the decades before Robert Kett's conversion, and it is worth stating plainly, in its bluntest arithmetic form, before the human consequences of that arithmetic are traced in the pages that follow. Sheep were more profitable than people. A landlord who understood this, and who possessed the legal standing and the will to act upon it, stood to multiply his income by converting arable land worked by many tenant families into pasture requiring only a shepherd or two. The tenants displaced by this conversion were, from the narrow perspective of estate management, simply an inefficiency to be eliminated.

It is easy, reading this sentence in the twenty-first century, to recoil from its coldness, and the recoiling is not misplaced. But it is important to understand that the men who acted on this logic in Tudor England did not, for the most part, experience themselves as monsters. They experienced themselves as rational economic actors responding to genuine and dramatic market signals, in a world where the concept of an economy operating according to impersonal laws of supply and demand was only beginning to be articulated in anything like modern terms, and where the traditional obligations of lordship, the reciprocal, if unequal, relationship between a landlord and his tenants that had structured English rural life for centuries, were being tested by opportunities for profit that the medieval moral economy had never been designed to accommodate. Understanding the economic logic of enclosure is not the same as excusing its consequences. But it is a necessary precondition for understanding why so many otherwise unremarkable men, of exactly the kind described in the preceding chapter, found themselves drawn into practices that, when aggregated across the whole of England, produced a crisis serious enough to bring the country to the edge of open class war.

​The Golden Fleece

England's wool had been famous, and valuable, since long before the Tudor century. The country's damp climate and its particular breeds of sheep produced a fiber of exceptional quality, prized across the trading networks of medieval and early modern Europe, and the wool trade had for centuries formed one of the central pillars of the English economy, generating customs revenue for the Crown, fortunes for merchant families, and the endowments that built many of England's finest parish churches, the so-called wool churches of East Anglia and the Cotswolds standing even today as monuments to the wealth that fleece alone could generate.

By the early sixteenth century, this ancient trade was entering a new and more intense phase. The expansion of the cloth-finishing industry in the Low Countries, together with growing continental demand for English wool and, increasingly, for finished English cloth, drove prices upward across the first half of the century in a sustained and, for contemporaries, genuinely disorienting fashion. Wool that had once been a valuable but stable commodity became, through the 1520s, 1530s, and 1540s, an increasingly lucrative one, and the gap between the return available from wool production and the return available from traditional mixed arable farming widened correspondingly with each passing decade.

This widening gap created an unmistakable incentive structure. A landlord holding manorial rights over arable land worked by customary tenants, and over the common pastures and wastes that surrounded that arable land, faced a choice that grew starker with every rise in wool prices. He could continue to extract from his tenants the traditional, custom-bound rents and services that had governed the relationship between lord and tenant for generations, rents that were, by their nature, resistant to rapid adjustment, fixed as they often were by manorial custom, by the terms of copyhold tenure, or by long-standing local practice that carried something close to the force of law even where it lacked formal legal protection. Or he could seek to convert some or all of that land to sheep pasture, either by direct seizure of common land through enclosure, by refusing to renew customary tenancies on their traditional terms, or by the various other legal and semi-legal mechanisms through which the more aggressive landlords of the period pursued the same underlying goal: replacing a population of tenant farmers with a much smaller population of sheep.

The mathematics were not subtle, and contemporaries understood them perfectly well, even if they lacked the statistical apparatus that a modern economic historian would bring to the analysis. Thomas More, writing decades before the events of this book but describing a process already well underway, had famously observed that sheep, once meek and tame, had become so ravenous that they ate up men themselves, a line so often quoted in modern accounts of Tudor enclosure that it risks losing its force through repetition, but which captures with genuine precision the contemporary perception that England's agricultural economy was being reorganized around the needs of livestock at the direct expense of the human population that had previously worked the same land.

​The Anatomy of Enclosure

The word "enclosure" covers a range of distinct practices that later historiography has sometimes flattened into a single undifferentiated process, and it is worth pausing to distinguish among them, because the distinctions mattered enormously to contemporaries and would matter enormously to the specific grievances articulated in Kett's later petition to Somerset.

At its simplest, enclosure meant the physical fencing, hedging, or ditching of land that had previously lain open, either open-field arable, farmed in unfenced strips according to the communal rotations of the traditional English field system, or common waste and pasture, over which the tenants of a manor held collective rights of grazing, fuel-gathering, and other traditional uses. The physical act of enclosure was often the least controversial element of the process in purely legal terms, since a landlord who held clear title to land could, in many circumstances, enclose it without technically violating the letter of existing law. The controversy arose from what enclosure did to the customary rights that had grown up around the land's previous open condition, rights that were real, economically significant, and deeply woven into the subsistence strategies of smallholders and cottagers, but which existed in a legally ambiguous space, protected more by tradition and communal memory than by any document a court of common law would readily enforce.

A smallholder's formal landholding might be modest, a few acres of arable, perhaps, held by copyhold tenure from the lord of the manor, but his actual economic survival typically depended on a much wider bundle of customary rights attached to that holding: the right to graze a cow or a few sheep on the common pasture, the right to gather fuel and building material from the common waste, the right to glean after harvest, the right to fish in the local watercourses. These rights, taken together, could make the difference between a precarious but sustainable subsistence and outright destitution, and they were precisely the rights that enclosure, in its various forms, systematically eroded. A lord who enclosed the common pasture for his own sheep flock was not merely inconveniencing his tenants. He was removing a load-bearing element of their household economy, one whose loss could not be compensated by any formal rent reduction because it had never been reflected in the formal rent in the first place.

Beyond physical enclosure lay a second, related practice that contemporaries called engrossment: the consolidation of multiple smaller tenant holdings into larger units, typically accomplished by a landlord refusing to renew the leases or copyholds of several smaller tenants and instead granting the combined land to a single larger tenant, or retaining it in demesne for his own direct pastoral use. Engrossment achieved much the same economic effect as physical enclosure, the reduction of the number of families supported by a given area of land, but it operated through the mechanism of tenurial consolidation rather than through the literal erection of fences and hedges, and it was, if anything, even more difficult for displaced tenants to resist through legal channels, since a landlord's decision not to renew a expiring lease was, in most circumstances, entirely within his legal rights.

​The Mathematics of Rack-Renting

A third mechanism, distinct from both enclosure and engrossment but operating alongside them to the same ultimate effect, was the practice contemporaries called rack-renting: the aggressive raising of rents, entry fines, and other tenurial payments to levels that reflected the full market value of the land rather than the traditional, custom-bound rates that had governed the relationship between lord and tenant for generations.

To understand why rack-renting generated such intense grievance, it is necessary to understand something of how customary tenure actually functioned in pre-Tudor England. A significant proportion of English agricultural land was held not freehold, in the fullest and most legally secure form of ownership, but by various forms of customary tenure, most commonly copyhold, so called because the tenant's title was evidenced by a copy of the relevant entry in the manorial court roll rather than by an independent deed. Copyhold tenure carried real legal protections, but it also carried real ambiguities, particularly around the question of what rent and what entry fine, the payment due when a new tenant took up a holding, typically on the death of the previous tenant or the expiry of a lease, a lord could legitimately demand.

In a stable economic environment, where prices and land values moved slowly if at all across a generation, this ambiguity mattered relatively little in practice, because custom and precedent provided a workable, if informal, ceiling on what a lord could reasonably charge. But the sixteenth century was not a stable economic environment. It was, across its middle decades, a period of sustained and, for contemporaries, alarming inflation, driven by a combination of factors including the debasement of the coinage under Henry VIII and the influx of American silver into the European economy more broadly. Prices for agricultural produce, and correspondingly the market value of agricultural land, rose across these decades at a pace that far outstripped the slow-moving adjustments of customary rent, creating a widening gap between what tenants traditionally paid and what a landlord could, in principle, extract if he chose to treat his tenurial relationships as pure market transactions rather than customary obligations.

Landlords who chose to close this gap, by raising entry fines to levels that effectively priced out the heirs of existing tenant families, by reinterpreting ambiguous customary terms in their own favor, or by simply refusing to honor traditional rent levels at all, were, again, acting within a real and expanding zone of legal permissibility, even as they violated what their tenants experienced as a fundamental and long-standing social contract. The later article in Kett's petition demanding that copyhold rents and fines be pegged to the levels prevailing in the first year of Henry VII's reign, 1485, chosen precisely because it predated the sharpest phase of Tudor-era inflation, was not an abstract or nostalgic demand. It was a direct response to this specific and, for tens of thousands of tenant families across England, entirely concrete mechanism of dispossession: the slow, legal, paperwork-mediated transformation of a customary relationship into a market one, conducted one entry fine and one renewed lease at a time.

​From Common Right to Market Instrument

What united enclosure, engrossment, and rack-renting, beneath their differences of mechanism, was a single underlying process that modern historians have come to describe as the conversion of customary tenure into a market instrument, the slow transformation of land from something held and worked according to inherited, communally understood obligations into something bought, sold, leased, and priced according to the impersonal logic of an expanding commercial economy.

This transformation was not experienced by contemporaries as an abstract economic shift. It was experienced, household by household and village by village, as a series of concrete losses: the common where a widow's few sheep had grazed, now fenced and stocked with a lord's much larger flock; the strip of arable that a family had worked for three generations, now absorbed into a larger holding because the lord had declined to renew the copyhold on the death of the previous tenant's father; the entry fine that had been a modest and manageable sum within living memory, now demanded at a level that could only be met by selling off the family's remaining stock or borrowing at ruinous rates from a moneylender. Each of these losses, taken individually, might be defended by the landlord responsible as a reasonable exercise of his legal rights, a rational response to changed economic circumstances, or simply the unfortunate but unavoidable operation of forces beyond any individual's control. Taken together, across a county, and repeated across decades, they amounted to something that felt to those on the receiving end like a systematic assault on the foundations of rural life.

The displaced were not, for the most part, reduced to literal beggary overnight. The process was gradual, uneven, and experienced differently depending on a family's particular circumstances, whether they held freehold or copyhold, whether their lord was an aggressive improver or a more conservative traditionalist, whether alternative employment could be found in the expanding cloth trade or in the growing towns. But across the aggregate, the direction of change was unmistakable, and it produced a rural population increasingly divided between a shrinking class of secure smallholders and a growing class of landless or near-landless wage laborers, dependent for their survival on employment that was itself becoming less reliable, precisely because the pastoral agriculture that was displacing them required so much less labor than the arable farming it replaced.

​A Family's Fortune Traced Backward

It is worth pausing, at this point, to return the reader briefly to the ground-level texture established in the previous chapter, because the abstract mechanisms just described were not experienced by contemporaries in the abstract. They were experienced as the specific, cumulative history of a specific family's fortunes, and the surviving fragments of evidence for families across Norfolk in these decades, court rolls, rental surveys, the occasional surviving lease or deed, allow the historian to reconstruct, in outline if not in full detail, exactly the kind of trajectory that thousands of Norfolk households followed in the years before 1549.

Consider, as an illustrative composite drawn from the patterns visible across the surviving Norfolk manorial records of the period, a family holding perhaps ten or fifteen acres of arable land by copyhold tenure, supplemented by grazing rights on the manor's common pasture sufficient to support two or three cows and a small flock of sheep. In the first decades of the sixteenth century, such a family might have lived modestly but securely, producing enough grain for their own subsistence with a small surplus for market sale, and relying on their common rights to provide the dairy products, wool, and grazing that rounded out their household economy. This was not wealth, but it was sufficiency, and sufficiency, in the agrarian world of Tudor England, was not a trivial achievement.

Now trace that same family's fortunes across the following three or four decades, as rack-renting raised their entry fines beyond what an heir could readily pay, as their lord enclosed a portion of the common pasture on which their few animals had grazed, and as inflation eroded the value of whatever modest cash income the family's surplus grain sales could generate. The family's ten or fifteen acres might, in strictly legal terms, remain entirely unchanged, the same copyhold, the same nominal rent, the same parcels of arable strip farming. But the economic viability of that holding, once its supporting structure of common rights and stable entry fines had been stripped away, could collapse with startling speed. A single bad harvest, a single unexpectedly steep entry fine demanded on the death of a father or grandfather, a single winter without adequate grazing for the family's animals because the common that had once sustained them now carried a lord's much larger flock instead, any of these shocks, which a family with intact common rights might have absorbed, could prove fatal to a family whose margin of safety had already been eroded by the slow accumulation of the processes described above.

The end point of this trajectory, repeated across enough households, was the swelling population of landless or near-landless laborers and vagrants whose presence so alarmed Tudor authorities and whose punishment, through instruments like the 1547 Vagabonds Act discussed in the previous chapter, reveals as much about the anxieties the crisis generated among the propertied classes as it does about the actual character of the displaced population itself. These were not, for the most part, men and women who had chosen idleness. They were men and women who had been systematically deprived of the customary economic base that had previously sustained their industry, cast into a labor market that pastoral agriculture's reduced demand for workers could not absorb, and left to survive on wages that, in a period of sustained inflation, purchased steadily less with each passing year.

​The View From Above

It would be a distortion, however, to present this process purely as a story of villainous landlords and innocent victims, satisfying as such a framing might be to modern moral sensibilities. The reality, as the previous chapter's portrait of Robert Kett himself should already suggest, was considerably more complicated, and understanding that complication is essential to understanding why the crisis produced a rebellion led not by the poorest of the dispossessed but by a prosperous yeoman who had, until recently, participated in the very practices under protest.

Many of the men driving enclosure, engrossment, and rack-renting across England in these decades were not remote aristocrats indifferent to the fate of tenants they had never met. They were, very often, precisely the kind of middling landowners described in the preceding chapter, men whose own family fortunes derived from trade, from the law, from the purchase of former monastic land, or from the accumulated profits of earlier generations of careful estate management, and who understood the arithmetic of wool versus tillage with the same clarity that any rational economic actor would bring to a genuinely profitable opportunity. Some were newly risen men, purchasers of secularized monastic estates who had none of the inherited, generational relationship to their tenants that older gentry families might have felt some residual obligation to honor, and who consequently pursued the full commercial logic of their holdings with a directness that older, more traditionally minded lords sometimes hesitated to match. Sir John Flowerdew, introduced in the preceding chapter as the despoiler of Wymondham Abbey, exemplifies this type with particular clarity, and his career will receive fuller treatment in the chapters that follow.

But it would be equally mistaken to imagine a clean division between a rapacious new commercial gentry and a traditionalist old gentry content to forgo profit in the name of paternal obligation. The pressure to enclose, to engross, to rack-rent, was general across the propertied classes of Tudor England, old families and new alike, because the underlying economic incentive was general. Even lords who might have preferred, out of genuine conviction or simple habit, to maintain the traditional relationships of the manorial economy found themselves under competitive pressure to match the practices of their more aggressive neighbors, if only to maintain their own relative position within a rapidly commercializing rural economy. This is, in the end, the deepest reason why Robert Kett himself had engaged in enclosure before his conversion in July 1549: not because he was an unusually cold or calculating man, but because he was an entirely ordinary man of his class, operating within an economic system whose logic pressed toward exactly this outcome regardless of any individual landlord's particular temperament or moral sensibility.

​The Crisis Comes to a Head

By the late 1540s, the cumulative pressure of these processes, enclosure, engrossment, rack-renting, all operating against a backdrop of sustained inflation and, as the following chapters will show, the additional disruption caused by the Dissolution of the Monasteries, had produced a rural population across large stretches of England in a condition of genuine and widespread desperation. This was not a crisis confined to Norfolk, or even to East Anglia more broadly. Similar pressures were generating unrest across the Midlands, the West Country, and elsewhere, and it is this wider national context that explains why the events that would unfold at Wymondham in July 1549 were not an isolated local disturbance but one flashpoint among several within a summer of coordinated, if not centrally organized, popular unrest that contemporaries would come to call the commotion time.

What made the crisis politically explosive, rather than merely economically severe, was the sense, examined in detail in later chapters, that the Crown itself, through the sympathetic rhetoric of Protector Somerset and the establishment of royal enclosure commissions, had signaled its willingness to intervene against the very practices described in this chapter. A population suffering
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