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In The Crisis of the Aristocracy (1965), Lawrence Stone published a figure illustrating the ‘Mobility of Land, 1560-1699’ (p. 37). This, drawn in a series of suspiciously straight lines, was based on a sample of Feet of Fine taken from three English counties and the numbers of entries on the Close Rolls under the Letter ‘S’. The experience of the years between about 1635 and 1665 was marked by a dotted straight line. A detailed analysis was certainly tangential to Stone’s major purpose which was to illustrate the mobility of land in the early modern period. But his figures showed a doubling in the activity of the English land market between 1560 and 1620, a pronounced peak in the land market between 1600 and 1630, and a falling off so that the activity in the land market was at much the same level in 1700 as in 1560.

This paper arises from a concern to test the basis of Stone’s figure with new data collected from the Feet of Fines. Feet of Fine, it will be explained, are only indirectly registers of conveyances: they are the record of fictitious suits used to strengthen a purchaser’s title by voiding claims, particularly claims of rights by entail, which the vendor or h is family might advance in the future. But fines were widely and frequently made in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (over 4,000 per year at their peak), and even if it is difficult to establish the relationship of the number of fines to the number of transactions nationally, they offer the only way of looking at movements in the national (or county) landmarket. The character of the land transferred by fine is considered. 

The paper is based on a newly collected dataset of the numbers of feet of fine for two counties, Kent and Yorkshire, 1540-1700, to which it is intended that data for at least one further county will be added over the next few months. Figures are also established for the number of feet levied nationally1640-1700 (for the earlier period the numbers are estimated from the Yorkshire and Kent data, which consistently form about 15% of the national total). 

The data is also compared to the limited data on the number of transactions available from two copyhold manors, Earls Colne (Essex) and Slaidburn (Yorks).

A preliminary analysis of the data shows that Stone was right to identify an increase in transactions in the late sixteenth century and an early seventeenth century peak. What he failed to show was a collapse in the land market in the mid-1640s. A comparison of the county data for Yorkshire and Kent shows subtle differences in overall shape of the curve – the early seventeenth century peak occurs at different moments for instance – but that there is, and especially after 1640, a close correlation in yearly movements in the numbers of transactions in the two counties. This leads to the thought that the turnover of the land market was tied to larger issues of credit and perceived well-being in the national economy, and this is investigated further.

