PARSON RUSSELL'S HISTORY OF POSTWICK

In the 1946 volume of Norfolk Archaeology, William Blake published an article entitled "Parson Russell's reply to Blomefield's Queries" 1 in which he reprinted manuscript histories of the parishes of Brundal and Great Plumstead surviving among the Frere manuscripts, now in the Norfolk Record Office.2 These histories were compiled in 1735 by the octogenarian rector of Brundal and Postwick, John Russell in reply to Blomefield's well known questionnaire. In an accompanying letter Russell had promised the young historian a further account of Postwick "if God permit, and I know you desire".

Blake was unable to trace any such history among the surviving Blomefield manuscripts, and therefore questioned whether such a history was ever completed. He then went on to surmise that a book (privately printed in Great Yarmouth in 1858) entitled Postwick and its relatives, by Thomas Harrison, who had been parish clerk of Great Plumstead from 1714 to 1770, was not in fact an extended version of the missing history.3 Blake was so sure of his theory that he incorporated an edited version of this account into his article.

It is gratifying to be able to report that William Blake's surmise was largely correct. Russell's third manuscript, together with an accompanying letter to Francis Blomefield, has recently come to light among part of the Frere collection which had become alienated from the main collection, and now constitutes the Duleep Singh deposit in the Norfolk Record Office. It consists of 27 pages of text on seven folded sheets and is entitled "an account of Postwick and its relatives in the County of Norfolk with some excursion from thence".4
It is now clear that on 24th December 1735, shortly after receiving the accounts of Brundal and Great Plumstead, Blomefield returned a letter of thanks and encouragement for Russell to proceed with his account of Postwick, which was duly supplied on February 4 1736. It was this account (although not this manuscript) that was published more than a century later, wrongly ascribed to Thomas Harrison, by his great great grandson James Hargrave Harrison.

Where Blake was not correct however was in his assumption that Harrison had in fact been responsible for some of the more discursive material in Postwick and its relatives, and  therefore omitted from Blakes article. In fact Russell had been responsible for the whole. He explained to Blomefield that "some digressions are added. If any thingseems wrong, too trivial, superfluous or otherwise disagreeable, your better judgement will forbear blemishing your history there with".Blomefield clearly took the author at his word, and had drawn a line through most of folios 13-15, deleting an account of William Ward of Postwick, subsequently a goldsmith in London, who became connected by marriage to Lord Dudly.

Russell's manuscript also contains two passages which were not printed in 1858. The first of these was an account of the family of Sutton Lord Dudly whose daughter had married Mr Ward,  not really relevant to Postwick, and so may have been deliberately omitted from the printed edition. The second passage was a supplement, concerning rights of pasture on Mousehold Heath, and was apparently added as an afterthought to Blomefield's copy, but not to the copy which eventually found its way into the hands of Harrison.

Blake was also incorrect in surmising that Thomas Harrison, the parish clerk, must have been Russell's amanuensis, and this was how the manuscript came into his possession. The amanuensis was in fact a certain Richard Burrows who added a note to the bottom of Blomefield's letter asking to be excused from any errors. Presumably Burrows also made a second copy of each work, one which fell into Harrison's hands following the death of Russell,. 

Although Parson Russell gave Blomefield such a great deal of help in his three parishes, he nevertheless refused to subscribe to the work."I am shortly to die, and so not agreeable to be a subscriber, which yet I would, if any of my relations . . . had a right taste of such matters". As it was almost exactly forty years from this date before the final part of the History of Norfolk was completed and delivered to subscribers, Russell's decision was quite sensible. It is however sad that none of his work was eventually used in the county history, although at last his position as an early parish historian may now be fully recognised.
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