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EDITOR’S PREFACE

Since a survey of English agriculture is a large part of the economic
history of England in the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, it has seemed
desirable to make the volumes of The Agrarian History of England and
Wales available in a cheaper format to a wider readership. With this
purpose in mind, each of the general chapters published in volume IV
of The Agrarian History, and spanning the years 1500-1640, has been
combined with its partner in volume V, 1640-1750, to give a survey
covering two hundred and fifty years.! Here then is a view of a long
chain of development. And while the individual authors fix a piercing
gaze upon single themes in the sequence, the amalgamation of their
studies reveals a larger pattern unfolding. Particularly striking are the
differences in the economic circumstances ruling between the two
periods, from 1500 to 1650 on the one hand, and from 1650 to 1750 on
the other. Whereas rising food prices boosted the production of
mainstream crops in the first period, stable or falling prices encouraged
diversification, and the commercial production of a more varied range
of plants and animals in the second. These differing circumstances also
obliged landowners and all other classes living off the land to devise
different strategies for survival. Changes in consequence did not follow
one linear path. Human ingenuity turned in two different directions in
the two periods, and, in fact, some of the subsidiary, not to say
frivolous, activities in the first period (such as the production of luxury
fruit and vegetables for the rich) proved to be among the most
rewarding of the strategies for survival in the second.

The authors of all chapters in these two volumes have been given the
chance to bring their surveys up-to-date by drawing attention to new
work published since they first wrote. As volume IV was published in
1967, this means that they have more to say about their earlier writing
than the later (published in 1985-6). These introductions should guide
the reader to the most recent research. But it is also hoped that the
juxtaposition of chapters from both volumes will offer a new perspec-
tive on the period as a whole, and so promote further discussion and

! The only chapters omitted from this paperback series, which appeared in the hardback version,
are those describing regional farming systems, namely chapters 1 and 11 in volume 1v, and all the
chapters in part 1 of volume v.

x1
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xit EDITOR’S PREFACE

understanding of the significance of the two phases within it. For while
some of the solutions to problems in the second half of the period
plainly sprang from developments in the first half, we must also bear in
mind that within this whole web of human activity lay certain notable
successes with new crops, new farming systems, and new ways of
getting a living, which launched another phase of boisterous agricul-
tural, and industrial, expansion in the later eighteenth century. To see
agricultural development in a long view across two-and-a-half centuries
is a particularly salutary experience for us who live in another changing
agricultural world.
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