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The price revolution’s greatest effect was on the land. Food prices rose twice as much as others and let ambitious farmers take advantage of it. All over Europe, landlords held their properties in the form of manors. A rural society and economy had evolved on these manors in the Late Middle Ages. By the 15th century, such land was held by peasant-tenants according to copyhold. The tenants had certain rights to the land in return for the performance of certain services and the payment of fees. Principal among these rights was the use of the commons. Arable land was worked according to custom. The land was divided into strips, and each peasant was assigned to a strip. This whole pattern of tillage and rights in the commons was known as the open-field system. In England, landlords pursued the possibilities for profit, which required changes in agriculture, namely, enclosure. The open-field system was geared to providing subsistence for the local village. The commons could not be diverted to the production of crops for sale, and the strips of land made it difficult to engage in profitable agriculture. English landlords launched a two-pronged attack against the open-field system in an effort to transform it. First they deprived their tenant peasantry of the use of the commons; then they changed the conditions from copyhold to leasehold. Copyhold was heritable and fixed, leasehold was not. Restriction of rights to the commons deprived the tenant of critically needed produce. Both acts of the landlord forced peasants off the manor or into the landlord’s employ as a farmer. With tenants gone, fields could be more productive. Subsistence farming gave way to commercial agriculture: the growing of a surplus for the marketplace. Landlords would hire laborers to work the land, or rent it to farmers. These farmers, called yeomen, in English rural society was crucial to the commercialization of farming. They might have not owned much land, but they rented enough to make a surplus. They emerged in the High Middle Ages and were a product of the unique English inheritance custom of primogeniture. Thus, the land remained undivided. Many a landowner enclosed his fields to rent them to yeomen, who were better suited to work the land. Rising prices forced less business like landlords to sell property in order to meet current expenses. The conditions put an increasing amount of land into more productive hands, but rural poverty and violence increased because of the mass eviction of farmers. The effect in the Netherlands was dramatic. The population soared, and people moved to the cities. The Dutch continued to reclaim land from the sea, as they had begun to do in the Middle Ages. During the 15th and 16th centuries, they developed a type of farming known as convertible husbandry. This system employed a series of innovation that replaced the old three-field system. The new techniques used all the land and provided a more diversified agriculture. The techniques combined soil-depleting cereals with soil-restoring legumes and grazing. These methods of increasing productivity, when exported from the Netherlands and applied elsewhere, were essential in the complicated process by which these countries became industrialized. In Eastern Europe, the effects of the price revolution were just as dramatic. Western Europeans turned to the Baltic lands because they outran their food supply. The landlords in the Baltic plain became commercial farmers producing for an international market. There, as in England, enclosure to produce surplus took place on a vast scale. But in contrast to the English way, the peasants were not evicted and did not become laborers. Instead, they remained on the land, and the terms of their tenure shifted toward serfdom. There were two castes: landlords and serfs. 


