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that Ellis began to accelerate product promotion in 
his books. Ellis did not have the same range of elite 
connections as Bradley, but his books were read and 
translated in Europe.

This book ably condenses the themes of the great 
mass of Ellis’s writing into digestible form and includes 
a valuable annotated bibliography of his works. The 
wide and disparate range of Ellis’s interests results 
in chapters sometimes leaping disjointedly between 
topics to ensure full coverage. In 1772 the editor of 
an abridged edition of Ellis’s books praised his good 
work in areas such as new crops and manures but 
deprecated the many pages of repetitive rubbish. 
Thick clears a path through the dross to provide a 
succinct synthesis of Ellis’s worthwhile contributions 
to farming literature. He also concludes that Ellis was 
probably too busy writing, travelling, and promoting 
sales to make Little Gaddesden an exemplar of good 
farming practice.
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This latest volume from the Norfolk Record Society is 
a beautifully produced and scholarly work, illustrated 
with colour plates, maps, and engravings. It presents the 
diverse writings of an eighteenth-century clergyman 
and member of the Norfolk gentry, including a comic 
country house drama, poems in various genres, and a 
philosophical essay about minute beings called zgubbs 
that interfere in the affairs of men. The introduction 
provides contextual information on the life of Jermyn 
Pratt, setting him within the community, environment, 
and politics of eighteenth-century Norfolk, and 
highlighting the cultural significance of his works. 
The texts are organized generically rather than 
chronologically, and each is supported by extensive 
explanatory notes. Many of the texts are reprinted 
from manuscripts and are published for the first time. 
Others originally appeared in local newspapers such as 
the Norwich Mercury and were found as clippings in 
the cache of papers from the Norfolk Record Office that 
forms the basis for this collection. The reasons for the 
attribution of each work to Pratt are given in erudite 
headnotes, along with information on the likely date 
of composition, and a physical description of the item, 
often accompanied with an illustration.

For social historians, perhaps the primary interest 
of this collection lies in the insight it provides into the 
reading and writing community that existed amongst 

the gentry and clergy of provincial England in a period 
that is conventionally associated with the capitali-
sation of literature and the increasing dominance of 
commercial print publication. Prior to the publication 
of this anthology, Pratt was primarily known for being 
a friend of the poet Christopher Smart. This volume 
contains works dedicated or sent to a network of minor 
literary and political figures, including an unpublished 
poem ‘To Christopher Anstey’, author of the popular 
political satire The new Bath guide (1762), and a bawdy 
burlesque poem about a lascivious pig, ‘Grunnelia 
or the sow in the dumps’, included in a letter to 
William Windham and previously sent to Soame 
Jenyns. It suggests a loose group of individuals, many 
of whom were connected through school or university, 
who maintain social ties through the exchange of 
literary works. Many of the poems have a satirical 
and mock-heroic tone, with extensive echoes of Pope, 
Swift, and Gay, invoking but not necessarily requiring 
classical education, and reinforcing the sense of a 
genteel community with shared culture and values.

The reading community addressed within Pratt’s 
oeuvre has a regional as well as a social dimension 
since many of the recipients have Norfolk or East 
Anglian connections and Vyroubalová and Wood 
emphasize the use of dialect words (p. 3). The assertion 
of a distinctive local culture at a time when Norwich 
was rapidly losing its status as England’s second 
city suggests an attempt to redress the increasing 
dominance of metropolitan culture. Vyroubalová and 
Wood argue convincingly that the comedy The Grange 
was originally designed for performance at the Theatre 
Royal in Norwich and the prologue anticipates that 
Norfolk playwrights might ‘By Gradual Labours find 
the way to Fame:/ And Norwich plays be heard, in 
Drury Lane’ (pp. 5, 58). Unfortunately, this was not 
to be, since the editors suggest that the play ‘does not 
appear to have been performed at the Theatre Royal, 
much less Drury Lane’ (p. 5) and if it was produced at 
all, it was probably in the form of a staged reading or 
private performance, within the social community of 
a country house.

While many of Pratt’s writings give insights into 
rural life in the eighteenth century, probably the most 
interesting works for students of agricultural history 
are two of the published poems, The inundation or the 
life of a fen-man, a poem (1771) and September: A rural 
poem humbly inscribed to all sportsmen (1780). The 
inundation traces the changing fortunes of a fen-man 
as he abandons his traditional way of life following the 
drainage of the fens, and ‘finds a vast increase reward 
his toil’ (line 32, p. 134). He becomes a model farmer, 
and as his prosperity increases:
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He builds a handsom box on purchas’d ground,
His fields and pastures lie contiguous round,
The neigh’bring hinds admiring as they pass
The red-bricked front, the sashes glitt’ring glass. 

(lines 49–52, p. 135)

Yet when the inundation of the title comes, the farmer 
lacks the resilience that characterized his former 
existence. His crops are ruined, his livestock destroyed, 
and his ‘mansion’ is swept away (pp. 143–4), ‘Whilst 
his deserted cot the storm derides’ (line 178, p. 144). 
The fen-man therefore returns to his former home 
and his former existence, and the poem ends with a 
pastoral celebration of his life as an idyll of health, 
happiness, and independence, and a manifestation of 
God’s providence. Perhaps the most striking aspect 
of this poem is its ambivalence. While the benefits 
of improvement are recognized and celebrated, the 
drainage project is presented as ultimately futile. The 
land will return to its natural state, just as the fen-man 
will return to ‘what he was before’ because this is the 
will of providence (lines 211–14, p. 147).

A similar ideological ambivalence is evident in 
September, which addresses the ethics of hunting. 
Despite the mock-heroic style, the references to ‘sons of 
rapine’ and ‘tyrants of the chace’ (line 183, p. 177), and 
the satirical portrait of a ‘sporting squiret’ (line 484, 
p. 192), the poem is ultimately equivocal, and condemns 
hunting only when it is pursued to excess, as might 
perhaps be expected in a writer who is addressing a 
reading community grounded in the rural gentry.

Some of the works in this collection tend towards the 
derivative and jejune, but others are quirky and highly 
entertaining. Even in the more pedestrian pieces of 
poetry, the subject matter ensures that there is much 
to engage anyone interested in rural communities and 
the role of the gentry in the eighteenth century, and 
the edition has been put together with consummate 
scholarship and professionalism.
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regulation in the premodern world: Essays in honour 
of Peter Hoppenbrouwers (Comparative Rural History 
Network vol. 20; Brepols, 2022). 310 pp. 9 illus. €88.

At the heart of the latest CORN (Comparative Rural 
History Network) volume is the issue of premodern 
societies’ relationship with their environments. Given 
that this subject requires inquiry into the vertical and 
horizontal relations between different individuals, social 

groups, and institutions in the process of managing 
resources, it is quite a fitting celebration of the career 
of medieval historian, Peter Hoppenbrouwers, who has 
long placed communities – capable of producing both 
solidarity and discord – at the center of his research 
agenda. Indeed, medieval village communities – their 
governance, institutions, resources, and relationships 
between inhabitants (and non-inhabitants) – are part 
of Hoppenbrouwers’ earliest work in his (in my view 
under-appreciated) doctoral thesis on a rural area of 
the western part of the central Dutch river area in the 
late Middle Ages [Een middeleeuwse samenleving. Het 
Land van Heusden (ca. 1360–ca. 1515) (AAG Bijdragen, 
1992)] and have continued through to his most recent 
reconstruction of the social and legal framework 
behind conflict resolution in medieval rural Drenthe 
in the eastern Netherlands [Village community and 
conflict in late medieval Drenthe (Brepols, 2018)].

The chapters of the volume are all written by close 
colleagues and friends of Hoppenbrouwers, and the 
charm of the book is heightened by a more personal 
introductory elaboration of his life and career up to 
now. There is some coherence to the volume, although 
more implicit rather than explicitly demonstrated 
– lacking a proper synthesizing conclusion, beyond 
three pages describing the contents of the individual 
chapters. Most of the chapters tend to look at how 
societies, and the different ways in which they were 
arranged, affected the ways in which environments 
were managed. Thus, for example, in one chapter on 
agriculture and climate (Soens, ‘No second lord’), the 
reader finds that while historians now take climate 
change seriously as a variable of significance, not 
always the case in the past historiography, still very 
significant local or regional differences in production 
strategies led by variations in social relations within 
communities mediated the impact of climate and 
weather ‘on the ground’ (p. 95).

In a way, the volume nicely reinforces a lot of the 
messages we have been hearing from premodern 
environmental history in the past decade or more. 
The lines between who ‘owned’ resources (such as 
water) and who was ‘responsible’ for management of 
resources were often blurry and complicated, as were 
distinctions between those providing labor and those 
providing finance for their maintenance (Van Berkel, 
‘Who owns and controls the water?’). In one fascinating 
chapter on shipwrecked goods in the medieval coastal 
Low Countries (Sicking and De Klerk, ‘The law of 
the wreck’), explicit attention is devoted to – the 
overlapping and competing claims on the resource 
from an assortment of social groups from territorial 
lords and local seigneurs to merchants and general 


