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Historians’  sense  of  the  significance  of  the
early modern alehouse has shifted over time. Sid‐
ney and Beatrice Webb saw the alehouse as  an
important object  of  state regulation.  Peter Clark
clearly demonstrated the central place of the ale‐
house  in  the  economic  and  social  life  of  early
modern communities, while Keith Wrightson rec‐
ognized it as a site of social conflict. More recent
work by Thomas Edward Brennan, B. Ann Tlusty,
Beat  Kümin,  Phil  Withington,  and James Brown
have  read  the  practices  and  sociability  of  early
modern drinking places as illuminating wider at‐
titudes,  values,  and  beliefs  among  the  middling
and upper ranks.[1]  Mark Hailwood’s  Alehouses
and  Good  Fellowship  in  Early  Modern  England
seeks to integrate social and cultural history per‐
spectives to establish the significance of the ale‐
house among the plebeian members of rural com‐
munities in seventeenth-century England. 

Hailwood  challenges  what  he  takes  to  be  a
shibboleth  of  social  historians  that  there  was  a
“battle of the alehouse” in the seventeenth centu‐
ry in which the authorities, fearful of insubordi‐

nation, sedition, and disorderliness, sought to sup‐
press the sociability and “recreational  drinking”
of the lower social ranks. Hailwood shows that the
spirit of the legislative and regulatory framework
of the alehouse cannot be taken as its social reali‐
ty. Alehouse licensees and their patrons used the
law  and  custom  to  resist  local  authorities  who
sought  to  suppress  sociable  drinking.  Moreover,
whether animated by paternalistic  sentiment  or
the  use  of  patronage  to  cement  their  authority,
justices of the peace could be supportive of a local
alehouse  keeper.  Finally,  those  of  the  middling
sorts, upon whom the duties of surveillance and
regulatory enforcement fell, were often enthusias‐
tic  patrons  of  the  alehouse.  Thus,  Hailwood  as‐
serts that the degree of contention over the seven‐
teenth-century alehouse varied depending on lo‐
cal factors. 

Various  forms  of  evidence  suggest  the  ale‐
house  was  a  significant  site  for  wide-ranging,
sometimes contentious, popular discussion of con‐
troversial political, religious, and social issues. On
the one hand, Hailwood argues that this casts “se‐



rious doubt” on Clark’s view that the “political cul‐
ture of the alehouse” posed no threat to the com‐
munity’s  “established order”  (pp.  73-74).  On the
other  hand,  Hailwood  wholly  accepts  neither
James C. Scott’s view in Domination and the Arts
of Resistance (1990), which casts alehouses as “se‐
questered  social  sites”  where  the  “hidden  tran‐
scripts”  of  radical  worldviews  were  articulated
“backstage,” nor Wrightson’s model in which de‐
termined elite control of plebiean drinking spaces
eventually  diminished  their  significance  (p.  65).
Hailwood’s  alternative  to  these  accounts  holds
that an ethos and practice of “good fellowship” at
the alehouse entrenched it as a key local institu‐
tion. 

Hailwood  contends  that,  after  the  Reforma‐
tion-era suppression of church ales and other fes‐
tivities involving the popular consumption of al‐
cohol, alehouses became key, new sites for com‐
munal  recreation  and  the  fostering  of  social
bonds. He uses broadside ballads concerned with
recreational drinking, together with a variety of
judicial or regulatory records and diaries, to illu‐
minate the values, attitudes, and practices of the
good fellowship that made the alehouse so impor‐
tant in the construction of social bonds. A “good
fellow” in company relished the convivial rituals
of toasting, was proud of his capacity for heavy
drinking,  and  demonstrated  self-sufficiency  and
generosity by willingly shouting his fair share of
rounds,  all  this  while  maintaining  physical  and
behavioral  self-control  so as  to  avoid the exces‐
sive  drunkenness  that  was  mocked  as  ignomin‐
ious and antisocial. 

Hailwood’s  nuanced  reading  of  various
broadside ballads yields complex constructions of
gender identity and relations within the context
of good fellowship. The alehouse was not an ex‐
clusively male space, yet the fellowship of women
and the  manner  of  their  keeping  company was
clearly  distinguishable  from  that  of  men.  The
themes of drinking ballads suggest that the most
significant  divide  was  not  “between  men  and

women, but between the upholders of patriarchal
values  on  the  one  hand  and  participants  in  a
counter-code of prodigal masculinity on the other
—with some men and some women standing on
either side of the battle lines” (p. 165). The prac‐
tices  of  alehouse  fellowship,  such  as  toasting,
gaming, talking politics, pursuing sexual encoun‐
ters, etc., were taken up in various ways by those
of different social identities. Thus, patriarchy was
defied and mocked by those who were typically
young, single men of limited property for whom
the role of patriarch was unattainable and its pu‐
tative virtues were largely unattractive. Hailwood
argues  that,  regardless  of  their  social  identity,
those  who  cultivated  alehouse  good  fellowship
should be seen as creating “meaningful and en‐
during bonds of ‘friendship’” that were “both in‐
strumental and affectionate” (p. 221). Although di‐
verse kinds of people came to the early modern
alehouse and fostered such friendships, Hailwood
says  that  it  was  not  a  place  where  all  patrons
drank together as a group. All  alehouse patrons
did  not  bond  as  a  community  in  the  manner
thought  characteristic  of  the  pre-Reformation
church ale. By the seventeenth century, company
was kept in distinct groupings defined by kinship,
similar  social  status,  common  employment,  or
neighborhood  connections.  Still,  Hailwood  cau‐
tions us against slotting this picture of alehouse
sociability into a narrative of the decline of a com‐
mon popular  culture  in  the  face  of  modernity’s
advancing forces of social fragmentation. Rather,
we are urged to recognize that, for alehouse pa‐
trons, the bonds of its good fellowship were “ev‐
ery bit as important to them as their membership
of wider forms of community—whether that was
the village, the parish, or of overarching classes or
sorts—that historians tend to privilege” (p. 222). 

That is a big claim to make, and it relies upon
a positive finding to the book’s key question: “Did
participation  in  the  sociable  rituals  of  good fel‐
lowship contribute to the formation of meaning‐
ful social bonds that endured beyond the context
of a given instance of ‘keeping company,’ or was
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involvement in a drinking company an opportuni‐
ty  to  briefly escape from the bonds and obliga‐
tions of wider society, and to simply enjoy a mo‐
ment of fleeting liberation in company with indi‐
viduals  to  whom  connections  were  ephemeral
and  unobligating?”  (p.  214). The  book  marshals
much evidence in support of the former proposi‐
tion. This argument does not require that every
alehouse  gathering  involved  “the  formation  of
meaningful  social  bonds”—after  all,  there  must
have been the occasional patron who sought “un‐
obligating”  escape  in  “drunken  oblivion.”  Yet
readers might wonder just how did the alehouse
fit  into the wider process of  constructing mean‐
ingful social bonds. Hailwood establishes that the
range of social ranks present in the alehouse was
quite broad; yet we might ask how closely its pa‐
trons mirrored the social composition and cultur‐
al orientations within the wider local community?
How closely did the weighting of the various ale‐
house voices expressed in ballads, diaries, and ad‐
ministrative  records  correspond  to  either  the
range or relative significance of the values and at‐
titudes in the wider community? This does not di‐
minish the central point of the book that the ale‐
house  is  an  important  and  generally  historio‐
graphically overlooked site in the formation of so‐
cial relations, but it does raise the question of how
the alehouse was different as a venue for sociabil‐
ity? Hailwood notes that alehouse company was
formed on the basis of factors exogenous to the
alehouse,  such  as  kinship,  employment,  and
neighborly proximity. It is unclear how either the
voluntary nature of alehouse sociability or some
other unique conditions of its good fellowship im‐
bued its social bonds with particularly potent or
importantly distinctive qualities. Is there anything
in the bonds of good fellowship that might require
us to significantly alter our understanding of the
wider character and dynamics of local social rela‐
tions? 

Certainly, a key distinguishing feature of the
alehouse was its more or less monopolistic provi‐
sion of alcohol across the social spectrum. Intoxi‐

cation, however,  does not loom large in this ac‐
count  of  alehouse  sociability.  Hailwood  rejects
views ascribed to Keith Thomas’s Religion and the
Decline of Magic (1971) and Clark’s work that ale‐
house  patrons  sought  “narcotic  release”  or
“drunken oblivion” in face of hardship and pow‐
erlessness  (p.  116).  He  notes  that  recreational
drinking  and  alehouse  fellowship  reflected  in
broadside ballads is shown to have been “a joyous
and defiant response to difficult material realities,
rather than as a means of simply blotting them
out” (p. 147). But we might expect a jocular enter‐
tainment form such as drinking ballads to assume
such a tone. That they do does not preclude other
emotional  qualities  and  psychological  tempera‐
ments among alehouse patrons. While it is unlike‐
ly that good fellows were always seeking “narcot‐
ic release,” their resort to the alehouse was surely
driven by more than the need for a place to social‐
ize.  The  altering  of  consciousness  achieved
through drinking need not have extended as far
as  “drunken oblivion”  to  be a  key factor  condi‐
tioning  alehouse  sociability  and  its  subsequent
impact in the community. The nature of the im‐
portance attached to the alehouse as a venue of
intoxication,  and the significance of  intoxicated,
altered  states  of  mind  in  the  formation  of  ale‐
house sociability, are subjects meriting further ex‐
ploration. Admittedly,  that  is  a  very challenging
matter for historical investigation, but some mod‐
ern studies on drunken comportment and intoxi‐
cated socialization suggest possible models for, or
ways of framing, such historical study.[2] 

This book is rich in detail and perceptive en‐
gagement with the wider historiography of seven‐
teenth-century English social history. It is impor‐
tant reading not only for the history of drinking
places but also for wider character of sociability
in early modern England. 
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