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Morality Question

Before we start this adventure, would you class Robin Hood  as a criminal, given that he stole from the rich and gave to the poor?  Or do you think he was in fact a good fellow?
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Above: The greenwood.
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The author and Ricky standing next to some of the ancient stones of  Avebury one summer night, with a full moon in the background. 

		
	
		
In Sherwood Livde  Stout Robin Hood

In Sherwood Livde Stout Robin Hood

An archer great, none greater;

His bow and shafts were sure and good,

Yet Cupid’s were much better.

Robin could shoot at many a hart and misse,

Cupid at first could hit a hart of his,

Hey jolly Robin hoe jolly Robin, hey jolly Robin Hood.

Love finds out me, as well as thee, so follow me,

So follow me to the green-wood.

A noble theife was Robin Hoode,

Wise was he could deceive him;

Yet Marrian, in his bravest mood,

Could of his heart berieve him!

No gteater theif lies hidden under the skies

Then beauty closely lodge in womans eyes,

Hey jolly Robin etc…

An out-law was this Robin Hood,

His life free and unruly;

Yet to faire Marrian bound he stood,

And loves debt paid her duly.

Whom curbe the strictest law could not hold in,

Love with obeyedness and winke could winne.

Hey jolly Robin etc..

Now wend we home, stout Robin Hood,

Leave we the woods behind us;

Love-passions must not be withstood,

Love every where will find us,

I lived in fielde and downe, and so did he,

I got me to the woods, love follow’d me.

Hey jolly Robin etc..

This comes from a musical dream, or the fourth book of Ayres,  composed by Robert Jones, London. Printed in 1606.

		
	
		
Preface

The history of England is truly fascinating. For such a small piece of land on the surface of the globe, this country, sitting within the British Isles, has given the world a lot to talk about. It’s history is vast and complex, both from a geological standpoint and then all the way through to the modern age. The earliest of its human inhabitants can be traced back 500,000 years ago to one of our distant relatives – Homo heidelbergensis, from Boxgrove in Sussex (where their remains were found). Even earlier, 900,000 years ago there is evidence of earlier habitation with primitive stone tools and footprints being found at Happisburgh on the Norfolk coast, yet of an unknown homo ancestor. These are considered the oldest fossil Homo footprints found outside of Africa. You will appreciate then that history is like a huge jigsaw puzzle, where you only have a few pieces of the puzzle, and you are trying to work out what the overall picture is/was. Like with fossil human remains, the earlier you go back in time, then the more difficult it is to find evidence for them. Lack of evidence is not evidence of absence. And this is not restricted to archaeology. Historians suffer with the same issues due to the lack of information from the time periods that they are studying. This is very true of the subject that we are going to tackle within this book. A thousand years  ago, following the dark ages – 5th to 10th centuries, English society was making progress in recording things, mostly still in Latin, yet far from what we would wish for today, as very few people could read and write at this time. By the way, they were called the ‘dark ages’ due to the lack of information that we have about this period, plus the presumed decline in society following the fall of the Roman Empire. That said, remarkable discoveries such as the Sutton Hoo finds teach us that England was also flourishing during this time period and the people were creating some exceptional and intricate pieces of metal artwork. For me, there are many stages of British history that appeals and the Sutton Hoo ship burial is certainly one of them. Yet England itself has gone through some very dark times, as well as some good periods, and yet if I was to ask any historian what the year in English history that was so significant and important to the country, then I am sure that the vast majority will answer 1066.

The Norman Invasion of 1066 rocked the country to its core. Since the days of Athelstan (Æthelstan) – who beat all the Vikings to become the first true King of a united England (between 927 and 939), through to 1066, England remained a relatively peaceful and prosperous Anglo-Saxon nation. It had its own laws, customs, traditions, language and above all leadership/hierarchy. It basically had its own identity. That peace was all about to change, and if history is to be believed, then that fate was sealed by the flight of a single arrow. A chance hit in the eye of the newly crowned King, Harold II. Until then, the battle of Hastings was hanging in the balance. Had Harold held his ground till nightfall, then the outcome for England would have been very different. We will just never know how different things could have been, but most likely there would never have been the Hundred Years War with France.

William might have conquered Harold that day, but had he won the war? Well, taking England was not a forgone conclusion and just like the battle of Hastings, its success hung in the balance for a few years before the country was considered at peace again. They say that history is written by the victors, but is that always true?

So, with that in mind, let us now depart upon an adventure to the period of the Norman influence on England!

Before we start, I just want to add that I am no academic in this field. I enjoy studying history and never in my wildest dreams would I have imagined that I would end up writing a book on this subject. That said, this is now my second book, and the first one is a true mind blower and will take the reader time to take things on board, as it basically turns people’s minds upside down. It will be years before my findings are accepted. Likewise, I think it is fair to say that this book is a game changer too..... and my hope is that this book will follow in a similar way. In summary, we need to start looking at things very differently if we are going to find answers to this very great English Legend! 
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Above: Springtime in the forest. And a teaser. 

		
	
		
Background

It is the 21st Century now, the values and principles that we place upon ourselves are very different to the way it was over 800 years ago. So, in order to ‘attempt’ to understand this, we need to appreciate the background to the environment that the tales of Robin Hood came from.

In 1066 William of Normandy (William the Conqueror – who was of Viking descent – great-great-great grandson of Viking Ruler Rollo) invaded Southern England and beat the Anglo-Saxon King Harold Godwinson in an all-day battle at Hastings on the 14th. of October. It was a close call, but William won the day, he won the battle, yet did this mean he had won the war to rule this new territory?


[image: image]



Above: A medieval arrowhead. Was it one just like this  that sealed the fate of England in 1066?

William was now faced with English nobility that did not support him, risk of uprisings and, also threats from Vikings in the East. His answer to this was brutality. The Norman Conquest was a seismic shift in the established Anglo-Saxon culture. He started by dividing the country into shires (previously established by the Anglo-Saxons), which were then divided into hundreds (basically patches of land accommodating 100 dwellings/farms/holdings) and each shire would be administered by a Royal Official called a ‘Reeve’ or ‘King’s representative’ so, ‘Shire Reeve’ which then became shortened to ‘Sheriff’. Strict Feudal Law was imposed, stripping English nobles of powers and Saxon Earls became ‘tenants-in-chief’ accountable to the new King. Due to various uprisings, William started a campaign of building many castles around the country and in order to appease some nobility, marriages were arranged, lands given, and sweeteners made in order to gain loyalty to this new King. Relatives of former King Harold II and those that fought at Hastings (and any associated uprisings) were to lose all their lands and wealth. William was harsh on both the innocent and the guilty....

This was a complex time, as many revolts took place, and these were crushed by brutal means. The ‘Harrying of the North’ by William’s army during 1069-70 was merciless slaughter and pillaging of Northumbria, which it is estimated, led to the deaths of over 100,000 people due to either being killed or due to later starvation. These were truly ‘brutal’ days for England. With William’s new control sealed, in 1086 he commissioned the ‘Winchester Book’ or ‘Great Survey’, later called the ‘Doomsday Book’ by the people of this time. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle confirmed in 1085 that the King sent his agents to survey every Shire in England to list people and holdings and any ‘dues’ owed to him. In total, 268,984 people are tallied in the survey (this figure would have related to the ‘head’ of a household, but not all homes were included, this also excluded landless men). It is estimated that the total population at this time was around 1.2 to 1.6 million people. Over 90% of the population were peasants/serfs/poor people who worked for, or were overseen, by the new Norman Barons. William was here to stay, and he only achieved this through his harsh measures.

This invasion was the staging ground for discontent throughout the lands. When William, Duke of Normandy, invaded England, the country had been a single Kingdom for 150 years under Anglo-Saxon rule, following King Alfred’s (The Great) and Athelstan’s victories over the Vikings. The population at this time was mainly Anglo-Saxons with scattered people of Viking decent (mainly in the North and East). Was William’s claim to the English throne legitimate? Well, Scholars can argue over this, but we understand that in 1051, Edward the Confessor had promised him the throne (he was a distant cousin), and later in 1064, Harold had sworn to uphold William’s right to succeed to the throne. However, on Edward’s deathbed, he named Harold as his successor, despite promising the throne to William. So, Harold, not only had the dying wishes of Edward, but he also had the support of the ‘Witan’ (advisers to the King) and all the English nobility were also in agreement. Edward the Confessor died on the 5th of January, 1066. The scene was now set for a show-down, yet we already know how this all played out.

William, Duke of Normandy, also known as Guillaume de Normandie, William the Bastard, Guillaume le Batard, William the Conqueror, Guillaume le Conquerant.

William ‘the Bastard’ is probably best how the Saxon people knew him  to be at the time, yet this was also correct in the sense that he was the illegitimate son of Duke Robert I of Normandy and the daughter of a tanner from Falaise. It is evident that he was aware that he was not welcome as the new rightful King of the land, so he ruled with an iron fist. This would have been a major upheaval to the established status quo. Saxon nobility was replaced with Norman Lords. New laws relative to political, economic and social changes were all introduced, paving the way for huge discontent for the native people.
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Above: William 1st – the Conqueror, silver penny (Bonnet Type)  minted in Oxford 1068 – 1070.

‘England has become a residence for foreigners and the property of strangers. At the present time there is no English earl nor bishop nor abbot; foreigners all they prey upon the riches and vitals of England’.

William of Malmesbury, 1135.

Although at the start, William wanted to appeal to the nation and seek peace, even starting to learn some English, however he is better known as being a tyrant King following the rebellions of the North. What started off as appeasing the natives, soon turned into controlling them with an iron fist. In order to control this defeated nation, he introduced several new laws.

Some of these laws included:

• Feudal Law: The Crown now technically owned all lands and any lands given to people, then they had to pay monies/taxes to the king and provide men for military service.

• Only one God and one faith will be worshipped throughout the Kingdom

• All men who want to be classed as freeman will swear an oath that they will be loyal to the new King and will defend his realm. Note: After proclaiming himself King, William got the English men to surrender their weapons, however because the Saxon archers had posed little threat at Hastings, William allowed them to keep their bows (with some exceptions related to the Royal Forests). As a result, the bow quickly became the symbol of free Englishman and why this became such a dominant force in the future centuries.

• All Normans that ventured to England will receive the Kings protection. As a result, the Normans introduced a special law, the ‘Murdum’ fine, in the hope that it would prevent hostilities towards them, as you can imagine the local Anglo-Saxons had grudges to settle. This is where we get the term ‘murder’ from. If a Norman had been killed and the murderer had not been found and executed within 5 days, then the local community would have to pay a fine (up to 46 marks of silver). This was restricted to the local ‘hundred’ where the body had been found in. Naturally, with all the taxes imposed on them, this would be another deterrent to any uprising.

• Forest Laws. People in the Kings forests were not allowed bow and arrows, or dogs. Wild game was not to be taken. The cutting down of trees was also not allowed. Heavy penalties were given for those that did not adhere to these conditions.

• Inheritance Laws: Under Anglo-Saxon laws, property was divided amongst all sons, however the Normans changed this so that only the eldest son inherited property. This was known as Primogeniture. This helped the Normans keep their vast estates long term. 

• No live cattle can be sold outside of a city, and there needed to be three witnesses to oversee any sales transactions.

• No man is allowed to make sale for another man, basically abolishing slavery within England. Breaking this law would incur a fine to the King.

There were others…. but this gives you a flavour as to how things changed in England under Norman rule.

So, what were the causes that made William decide to become more of a tyrant rather than a loving and accommodating King? Well, basically, the people were not ready to concede to this military takeover and that resistance started immediately.

The different rebellions during William’s first few years
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Above: A Norman archer as featured in the Bayeux tapestry. 

1067 – The start of resistance

Eadric the Wild began the armed Anglo-Saxon resistance in the Welsh  Marcher Lands. Together with his allies from Wales – Princes Bleddyn  and Rhiwallon, they overran Hereford (bar capturing the castle), and then retreating back to Wales and running guerrilla operations against the Norman forces. 

Eadric was later behind more intense resistance in 1069, with the sacking of Shrewsbury and surrounding area, culminating with the Battle of Stafford against King William himself, who had travelled from more significant uprisings in the North.

1068 Rebellion in the North

Northumbria became a problem for William. The Earl of Northumbria, Morcar, had been replaced by William in 1066, however the following two earls were murdered (Copsi and Osulf). Cospatrick, a high-ranking Anglo-Saxon paid William to become the next Earl. Having been accepted, he soon changed his mind by siding with a rebellion led by Edwin of Mercia and later, Edgar Atheling. Support for this rebellion grew given that William decided to install Robert de Commines (a Norman) as the new Earl of Northumbria. Robert’s arrival at Durham on the 28th of January, 1069, together with his army of 900 men, were all massacred. Eadgar, (Grandson of Edmund Ironside) the last Wessex claimant to the English throne, only joined the Rebellion following the sacking of Durham. Following Durham, the Rebellion moved on to York – where the guardian of the Castle, together with a large number of men, were all killed. 

1069–1070 – Harrying of the North

Following the sacking of Durham and attacking of York, William rode North with a formidable force ready for combat and then swiftly retaking York. However, the main force of the Northern rebellion did not want to meet William on open ground and dispersed into the local countryside. William spent Christmas at York in 1069.

It was during the winter of 1069/70 that William will be remembered for just how brutal he was against the people of the North in his attempts to keep control of his Kingdom. The term ‘Harrying of the North’ have been described by some scholars as an act of genocide and a stain upon William’s legacy. Ordric Vitalis (an Anglo- Norman Chronicler) wrote:

‘he made no effort to restrain his fury and punished the innocent with the guilty. In his anger he commanded that all crops, herds and food of any kind be brought together and burned to ashes so that the whole region north of the Humber be deprived of any source of sustenance’.

A later account written in the 12th century by Symeon of Durham (An English chronicler and a Monk from Durham) wrote:

‘... so great a famine prevailed that men, compelled by hunger, devoured human flesh, that of horses, dogs, and cats, and whatever custom abhors; others sold themselves to perpetual slavery, so that they might in any way preserve their wretched existence.’

The rebellion fizzled away, with many fleeing to Scotland or other parts  of the country, yet many more dying of famine, illness or due to cruel Norman oppression. Due to the Rebellions in the North, there were several uprisings in Dorset, Devon and parts of the Midlands. William sent some of his Earls to deal with these, while he himself focused upon the new uprising by Eadric and the Welsh Princes. This ended with the Battle of Stafford.

1070–1071 – Resistance in the East

It was in this year that William faced his greatest threat, and this came from the Danish King Sweiyn who pulled together an army to conquer England. The Danish army hoped to ignite the Northern Rebellion again with their assistance, but there was not enough appetite to do so. However, William considered the threat to be enough that he paid a massive fortune for them to leave. Some of these Danes only moved south to join forces with another rebellion being led by Hereward the Wake. Hereward, just like Eadric, conducted guerrilla like operations from the safety of his base on the Isle of Ely. It would be a long time before William could subdue this resistance.

William’s Death Bed Confession

Although we cannot be certain that William did indeed say this, it was however recorded by the Chronicler Orderic Vitalis that when William died, he had stated:

‘I’ve persecuted the natives of England beyond all reason, whether gentle or simple. I have cruelly oppressed them and unjustly disinherited them, killed innumerable multitudes by famine or the sword and become the barbarous murderer of many thousands both young and old of that fine race of people.’

Given this, by his own confession… William was a tyrant of immense magnitude to the people of England.
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The Search begins….
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When looking into the locations where Robin would frequent, I wanted to get a copy of one of the earliest maps of Nottinghamshire. There was a particular reason for this too. The earliest detailed maps of the counties of the United Kingdom were done by the Tudor Cartographer – Christopher Saxton (c. 1542 to c. 1610). His work gave rise to a new standard for map making in the country and for succeeding maps for over a hundred years later. He is also referred to as the ‘Father of English Cartography’. In 1574 Christopher was commissioned to survey the country, partly financed by Queen Elizabeth, a huge undertaking at the time, however it was achieved in record time by 1578. He was also accompanied by his brother Robert Saxton as a fellow surveyor. Initial county sheets were issued leading up to the introduction of an ‘Atlas of the Counties of England and Wales’ in 1579. This was the first ever atlas of England and Wales, something of vital importance and significance. John Speed (c. 1551 – 1629) used Saxton’s maps as a blueprint for his own, only building on them with a bit more detail.

The Saxton Map of Nottinghamshire shown here is from 1607 and then following, a close-up image showing the surrounding area to Nottingham, including Sherwood Forest.
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Above and below: Christopher Saxton’s map of Nottinghamshire  (surveyed circa 1590), with close reference to Sherwood Forest.
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The reason why I mention Christopher Saxton, other than recording the first detailed map of Nottinghamshire, is due to my own family links. On my mother’s side, her maiden name was Saxton – the surname literally means the person comes from a ‘Saxon settlement’. My mother also believed that her side of the family traced back to Christopher Saxton, but this needed to be researched further. So, this will possibly be one of my jobs for the future. It is also worth noting that my Grandfather – Harry Saxton, served at the end of the First World War with the Royal Flying Corps (later Fleet Air Arms) and he was, according to my mother, the first pilot to fly over the German Fleet surrendering at Scapa Flow at the end of the war – and this included taking famous pictures of the event. Here is a picture of him. 
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Above: Harry Saxton.

So, my own interest in both the Saxton name and historical reference to earlier times is probably very evident here. But that is the beauty in bringing history to life, we are still connected in some way.... be it via just our surname or by more deeper ancestral links.

It was also, only towards the completion of writing this book, that another blast from the past hit me. Again, on my mother’s side, my grandmother’s maiden surname was Greene, and her father (my Great Grandfather) was George Washington Greene. I have been told that ancestrally, there might be a link (but uncertain exactly how far back this is, but in all honesty, there appears to be a bit of a resemblance there) to none other than Richard Greene! If you are not familiar with who Richard Greene was, like myself, it will come as a bit of a shock, as it certainly did to me. But Richard Greene was a famous Robin Hood actor from the 1950’s and 60’s. He was the star in the film ‘The Sword of Sherwood’ (1960) and starred in 143 individual episodes of the TV series ‘The Adventures of Robin Hood’ (from 1955 to 1959). I will be following up upon this, guaranteed. Naturally this is way before my time, but is that just some sort of a coincidence? Maybe, but it is funny how these things can happen!

Now, back to looking for the ‘real’ Robin Hood. So, when talking about Nottingham, it is recognised as a Saxon settlement which was based upon a chieftain called ‘Snod’ or ‘Snot’ and was referred to as Snotingham in old English. Over time, luckily, the name was shortened to the name we know today. But at the time that Christopher Saxton created this map, the name was Nottingham. But we can appreciate from this point alone that names can change over time and the way in which they are pronounced would influence the way in which they were written and until we had standardised English, then their spellings could be very varied, yet sound similar. This point will become more apparent later on.

It is also worth noting the name ‘Sherwood Forest’ originates from the term ‘Shire’ meaning the county, so the forest of the county. Were there any other forests named ‘woods of the shire’ at this time, by name or by nature?
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William’s Legacy

They say that history is written by the victorious and I think most people can relate to that, however how do you evaluate that concept? Is it by what is written in history books, by the long-lasting changes they made to society, or is it by how long the legacy of the person recording their history lasts? Or is it securing their bloodline? With William the Conqueror, the Duke that became a King, how long did his legacy last? And what was his legacy to the people that he once controlled? Well, it has to be said that his influence on the British people was profound, a new feudal system was introduced, abolishing slavery, introducing forest law, the Domesday Book, building an extensive network of castles around the country, introducing some French/Norman language and customs to the people and stretching his sphere of influence across the channel to lands held in Normandy. Yet, upon William’s death in September, 1087 he had left behind a dis-jointed England, with the last Anglo Saxon rebellion being suppressed in 1075 (Revolt of the Earls) and then, following his death, a warring rebellion between two of his sons - William Rufus (William II – ‘Rufus being Latin for ‘the Red’ – possibly due to having red hair) and Robert Curthose fighting over the lands held between England and Normandy. Note: William’s second eldest son, Richard, had died on a hunting trip in 1075 within the New Forest. 

William, on his deathbed, had reluctantly given the control of Normandy to the eldest, exiled and most arrogant son, Robert Curthose, which now divided the states of England and Normandy. William II won the rebellions in order to secure the throne of England and Henry I (the youngest son of William I – Henry Beauclerc) inherited the throne following the death of William II. Again, William II was killed in a hunting accident in the New Forest (believed to be near Brokenhurst) in August 1100 by an arrow piercing his lungs. Henry I had married Matilda (daughter of Macolm III of Scotland) at Westminster Abbey in November 1100 – it is known that Matilda was originally called Edith and was a member of the West Saxon Royal Family (the niece of Edgar Ætheling (a former contender to the English throne following the death of Edward the Confessor), and this was seen as a political alliance that will help unify the country and give further legitimacy to the throne. Due to troubles in Normandy, Henry mounted excursions into Normandy as it was said the Duke of Normandy, Robert Curthose (Curthose meaning ‘short stockings’ a name given to him by his father), had not honoured some of the previous treaties made. Between 1103 and 1106 battles took place between the different sides with a decisive battle in September 1106 at Tinchebray Castle, Normandy. Duke Robert was taken prisoner and Henry, having no powers to remove the Duke’s title, remained as Guardian of the Dutchy instead. Now was the question of who is the rightful successor to the Duchy of Normandy? Henry tried to persuade the King of France – Louis VI, that the rightful heir should be his son, Wiliam Adedlin, yet despite initial successful negotiations involving vast sums of money, Louis decided with someone else, William Clito. War broke out between the two sides and this was only resolved by the dealings with Pope Callixtus II, who told them that they need to seek peace and reconcile their differences. In June 1120, this was eventually achieved in Henry’s favour by his son, William Adedlin, paying homage to King Philip in return for Philip’s agreement to William’s rights to the Duchy. However, this was short lived as on the 25th of November, 1120, Henry left the harbour of Barfleur for England leaving his son to follow later on in a ship called the ‘White ship’. Both crew and passengers were drunk, and the ship hit a submerged rock just outside the harbour, killing all but one person on board.

This left the succession open to dispute, as Henry had now lost his only legitimate son. In an attempt to overcome this, he re-married. Henry, now the age of around 54, married an attractive 18 year old lady called Adeliza of Louvain at Windsor Castle in January, 1121. Unfortunately, despite the marriage being successful, Henry and Adeliza did not conceive any children, so Henry would have been worried about his dynasty and the heir that he should now leave. Henry did have illegitimate children including a son, Robert FitzRoy, Earl of Gloucester, however this would not have looked favourably with English traditions and customs. So, he started to look towards his nephews, one of which was Stephen of Blois and Henry arranged a marriage between Stephen and a wealthy noble lady Matilda, Countess of Boulogne.
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