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Mark Olly would like to dedicate this book to all those who still seek after the truth.









This book constitutes a modern examination and adaptation of primarily original Late Medieval source material found mainly in ‘A Gest Of Robyn Hode’ and its variants, the earliest ‘Garland’ collections of stories and ballads, the ‘Percy Folio’, and a host of Medieval, antiquarian & archaeological publications covering 500 years of research, most not readily available to today’s public.
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“Live pure, speak true, right wrong, follow the king.”


Tennyson’s summary of chivalry.





Mark Olly received much help in the preparation of this work & would like to express his particular gratitude to the following for their assistance: Bob Hayes for trawling the internet and keeping the electronics running smoothly, Bryan Lomax and his team for filming and editing the results, Colin & Margaret Bowyer for driving round hundreds of locations over many years and pointing stuff out, Helen Maria Carr for specific research on King John and related topics, all musicians and re-enactors who have supported the live action project and kept us historically ‘on track’ especially musical composers Ian Finney and Andy Coffey, and all those who have supported the project by attending talks and presentations and contributing stories of their own, and most of all Andrea Susan Olly for ‘wifely support’ through a long and often time consuming project.






1283-1285: Than litill Iohne and Robyne Hude - Waichmen were commendit gud,


In Yngilwode and Bernysdale – And usit this tyme thar travale.


1283-1285: Then little John and Robyn Hoode – (As) Watchmen were commended good,


In Inglewood and Barnsdale – And used (in) this time there (to) travel.


Andrew de Wyntoun ‘Rhyming chronicle of Scotland’ up to 1408 (compiled by 1420).








Introduction: Literary Archaeology




“Many talk of Robin Hood, that never shot in his bow:


And many talk of Little John, that never did him know.”


(Early Proverb from ‘Life & Ballads Of Robin Hood’ & first written by ‘Skelton’ in a play for Henry VIII.)





Imagine a situation where an archaeological excavation is nearing its end. In the sides of the trench are the layers of the ages, starting with modern day at the surface and getting older the deeper below ground you go. Eventually you reach a new surface at the bottom of the trench which is the natural undisturbed earth. This is where the oldest material remains to be excavated.


Now apply this to a story. Let’s say: “Robyn Hoode pulls onto his drive in his sports car, switches off his mobile phone, grabs a musket and a kite shield from the back seat, gets out and walks into his timber ‘motte and bailey’ castle through the port-cullis.”


Putting these items into date order is relatively simple for an archaeologist or historian: mobile phone (Modern), driveway (Post-War), vintage sports car (Early 19th Century), flint lock musket (17th Century), port-cullis gate (14th Century), motte and bailey castle (12th Century), and kite shield (11th Century). If you were looking for a real ‘medieval’ Robyn Hoode you could immediately rule out the phone, driveway, car, and musket. Going further, it is unlikely that he would own a castle with a port-cullis, and the same rationale applies, even if the ‘motte and bailey’ were to be ‘in period’, as you are principally looking for a noble forester knight, leaving only the kite shield as a potentially ‘original’ or ‘real’ element in this made-up version of a modern day Robyn Hoode story.


So our process is, in simplest terms: First eliminate the most recent story elements (the ‘upper layers’), secondly examine the plausibility of items which may be close to the period (the ‘lower layers’), and finally look at the oldest surviving material to form a picture of the first stages of the story under examination (the ‘final ground surface’). This creates a ‘master story’ or ‘back story’ from which all the writers are working and stands the greatest possibility of being true. If it were Biblical material then it could be called the ‘Q’ or ‘Quell’ (meaning ‘Source’) manuscript of his complete life story.


To this we could add an ‘archaeological survey’ of the overall ‘plot’ elements, similar to an overall site survey or desk-top evaluation of an archaeological site, to see if they produce a chronology ‘in time’ and give clues to location or ‘place’. We would now have ‘time and place’ information to add to the life story.


Further add to this a huge element of common sense and a good knowledge of the periods in question and there is just the possibility that the truth about the real Robyn Hoode will emerge.


However at the moment the authentic elements of this story are scattered over hundreds of surviving tales and ballads spanning over nine hundred years of repetition, popular printing, tampering and embellishment.


In the past chroniclers and story tellers had a habit of reinventing earlier material to fit the times in which they lived (which happens even today), however there was an unwritten rule that the foundational characters and well known material should always remain familiar and un-changed – a kind of ‘unspoken copyright’ amongst bards and story-tellers and ‘authenticity of story’ was also expected by audiences. Messing with the basic plot, characters and story was simply not approved of. This didn’t rule out additions but, at the time the story was ‘performed’, these would have been obvious and treated as humorous by audiences, rather like the modern story invented for this introduction.


Tradition plays a hefty part when examining the past. Things didn’t change as quickly as we are used to in the modern age. In some cases it could take three or four generations for things to ‘wear out’ and general society to move on. The majority of the ordinary population lived at one location and rarely ventured far from home. This is seen quite clearly in the tales of Robyn Hoode who appears to be virtually trapped in a particular geographic region and made to live over an impossibly long time period due to the ancient tradition of naming the eldest son after the father, and then also that of heroic characters adopting the names of similar predecessors. Even personal names were not established in medieval times. Famous names and nick-names were frequently adopted, especially those from well known tales, and land owners often moved stories around their various land holdings which is how some Robyn Hoode stories end up down south on estates owned by the Northern Barons.


There are also two issues of date to factor in: When exactly does our source material survive from? And what internal dating evidence do we have for actual story time-periods and chronology? As far as Robyn Hoode is concerned the answers here are surprising.


Material survives from within a few hundred years of the events it claims to record, and it is relatively simple to deduce what material was ‘current’ at this time and, therefore, what material was ‘added in’ to ‘modernize’ the tales for new audiences. The best example of this tampering would be the later changing kings and locations applied to the more recent versions of the stories. Across the board there are far more numerous and consistent references to the same early kings in surviving tales than later ones.


The other surprise is that the various references to ‘time’ scattered across the earliest stories can actually be brought back together to give a linear chronology that doesn’t contradict itself. In short – it almost miraculously re-creates the framework of the original complete life story now lost.


Then the next step is to move this chronology around until the ‘facts’ of history, as independently recorded elsewhere, line up with the story – and this is also surprisingly possible (as this book will demonstrate). So effective and concrete is the end result that this author is almost certain there once existed a complete original 13th century ‘Q’ manuscript ‘Complete Life Of Robyn Hoode’ written shortly after his death (possibly by someone who knew his surviving family and associates) from which all early tales were later taken.


Another simple equation assists us in our discovery of time period – simple mathematics! If, for example, there were thousands of publications and individuals carrying the name ‘Robyn Hoode’ (or similar spelling variations) in the 15th and 16th Centuries (the ‘Age of Printing’), it would be expected that this was the result of manuscripts and story-tellers of the 14th Century.


If there were hundreds of these manuscripts and individuals using variant names of ‘Robyn Hoode’ in the 14th Century this could only be the result of the monastic writers, bards, performers, and story tellers of the 13th Century, even more so if such material was mainly utilized by noble families as it would take even more time to ‘devolve’ down to the general population.


If then, there were dozens of examples of the use of the tales and name of ‘Robyn Hoode’ in the 13th Century, mathematics dictates that the single origin of both the story and the named individual must belong to the 12th Century, any later period can be rejected simply on the grounds that the individual and his story would not have had any time to become established or to be disseminated far and wide. This is precisely the pattern we find with Robyn Hoode and it leads us back to the early 12th Century - exactly the period in which the majority of the old tales place his life.


In modern times we also have the advantage of the widest possible research base in the history of mankind – the internet or ‘World Wide Web’. This means that scant and incomplete material which would take the antiquarians of past ages a lifetime to collect is now available to trawl by electronic means in just a few days. While all relevant material is not on the internet as some remains in private libraries, that used as the basis for the generally known story is available and it is this story that principally concerns us here. However I have, where possible, also accessed private material and alternative translations and these have added rare additional details to this book. New discoveries and translations also appear quite regularly as small published articles on the internet.


So the work here represents the first ever full archaeological assessment and survey of the oldest remaining Robyn Hoode material to survive (with a special emphasis on anything before 1650), the first ever attempt to reach a workable and authentic chronology that fits known historic facts from other recognized and contemporary sources, the first ever national British geographic assessment in the light of all the facts this presents, and the first attempt to authentically ‘pin down’ Robyn, his associates, and his family, in the light of all that has been discovered.


I must warn the sceptics that the level of detail and consistency that this process has thrown up is very difficult to deny or disprove.


To make the process even simpler I have placed all original source texts relating directly to the life of the real Robyn Hoode in Bold Type, so it can be read as a complete separate narrative if desired, and all the source manuscripts and quotes are in Italics.


Furthermore, I would hope that literary archaeology should result in the same basic foundations being discovered in a story even if entirely new material should come to light at a later date. It should still ‘fit the picture’ when the basic elements are examined. And therein lies a challenge for scholars in the future.


I have no doubt that this book will be taken apart by ‘experts’ and applied to various fields of specialty to test its ‘validity’ – but it is my hope that eye-brows are raised when they find that it is indeed possible that we have arrived at the original, underlying, ground into which the first foundations of ‘The Life & Times Of The Real Robyn Hoode’ were laid out all those many centuries ago.


MARK OLLY – SUMMER 2014.
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Rising Mists On The Cheshire Plain.




“If any reader please to try,


As I direction show,


The truth of this brave history,


He’ll find it true, I know.”





‘A True Tale Of Robin Hood’ by Martin Parker, published 1632.
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A Working Chronology for The Life & Times of the Real Robyn Hoode




“I kan noght parfitly my Paternoster as the preest it syngeth,


But I kan rymes of Robyn hood and Randolf Erl of Chestre.”







“I do not know my paternoster (prayers) perfectly as the priest sings it,


But I know rhymes of Robin Hood and Ranulf, Earl of Chester.”







Piers Plowman (spoken by ‘Sloth’), William Langland C1362.





The following book represents a reconstruction of a time-line for the life and times of the real Robyn Hoode based on actual known historical events and the associations given to them by the early tales of Robyn Hoode. To this has been added a measure of geographic knowledge to create a realistic life story, with many additional elements from the earliest surviving literature about him, and archaeological notes where relevant. Attention has also been given to the development of relevant early Medieval ‘orders’ such as Hospitallers, Templars, Crusaders, Foresters, Yeomen, Monastic Orders, etc. and to those noble families and Northern Barons with known associations to the early tales.


My apologies if the time-line format or ‘diary style’ approach to organizing Robyn’s life does not appeal to every reader, however there is simply so much material involved that a chronological approach, in the style of such earlier Victorian publications, is felt to be the only practical way to organize Robyn’s life-story, and it should enable any future researchers to find a place in which to insert any new discoveries, or expand on their own particular area of interest.
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I have chosen in preparing this chronology of the life and times of the real Robyn Hoode, not to use any sources that can not be academically traced or authenticated to before 1650 unless it is the only material available. Any later surviving sources are given less credence and prominence and are subject to even greater critical scrutiny.


The Reign Of King William II (1087-1100)


Early Medieval times could be summarized as various attempts to put stability into a highly unstable European almost ‘posttribal’ society. The Crusades began this trend when a ‘bored’ Norman aristocracy had simply to find something to do, something worthwhile they could focus on, and they chose what they were best at – conquest! The result was the establishment of a number of Religious and Civil institutions unique to that age and ultimately of importance to the seeker of Robyn Hoode, his men, and his various opponents.


Britain was certainly not immune to these trends. King William I had not entirely succeeded in conquering every corner of a realm containing Saxons, Vikings, Danes, Picts, Scots, Irish, and Welsh, and he had particular difficulties throughout his reign with ‘The North’ which began in the lands above the river Trent and became established and ‘hard core’ north of the river Mersey. This was land formerly held by tribes like the Brigantees and Setanti who withstood the in-flux of the Roman Empire and attempts at invasion by Norwegian Vikings from the West and Danes from the east.


However, the 11th Century closed after the battle of Hastings in 1066 with the early establishment of all things traditionally ‘Medieval’ and with William The Conqueror attacking Chester and the north in the winter of 1072, the famous ‘Harrying Of The North’, during which Viking and Danish settlers were spared, Saxons were slaughtered and dispossessed, and any supporters of King Harold permanently removed (a process most graphically shown by the names and value of lands held in the ‘Domesday Survey’).


A fairly reliable story places King Harold at St John’s Church in Chester having escaped Hastings and living as a hermit with an injured left leg (an injury shown on the Bayeux Tapestry). He is said to have lived there till around 1069 and died there in 1072 upon his return from a three year pilgrimage to the Holy Land-even though he probably didn’t make it into the Holy City itself due to political changes:


1056-1074: The Muslim rulers of Jerusalem forbid Christian pilgrims to enter the city and a massacre of unarmed Christian Pilgrims takes place there in 1064 followed by an appeal by the Byzantine Emperor to the Pope for help in 1074.


1095: In November Pope Urban II calls for a Crusade at the Council of Clermont in the same year that the Byzantine Empire in Eastern Europe calls on the rest of Europe for military aid against the Turks.


1099: The 1st Crusade reaches Jerusalem in the summer of 1099.


1099: 15th July, Godfrey of Bouillon, Duke of Lower Loraine, forms the Knights Of St John when Jerusalem is taken, they lay down their swords, take monastic vows, and attend to injured knights, taking over the existing hospital in Jerusalem first established by the merchants of Amalfi in the Tenth Century.


1100: The Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem is organized as a feudal state with the Al-Aqsa mosque becoming the Royal Palace of the Kingdom of Jerusalem in 1104.



The Reign Of King Henry I (1100-1135)


1113-1118: The ‘Independent Order of the Hospital of St John in Jerusalem’ (Knights Hospitaller) is confirmed by Pope Paschal II & runs under Augustinian Monastic rule to care for all injured Crusader knights in conflicts across the Medieval world. In 1114 the Bishop of Chartres? refers in his records to a forming military order called the ‘Militia Of Christ’ who, it is thought, emerge in 1118 as ‘The Poor Knights of the Temple of Solomon’ (Knights Templar) formed by Hugh de Payens & Godfrey de St Omer essentially to protect pilgrims on the road from Jaffa to Jerusalem. It is of little doubt that they had other agendas to pursue as the order became very wealthy and famous in a relatively short period of time.


1120: The back-story to Robyn Hoode really begins when King Henry I’s only legitimate son and heir, William Adelin, dies on the 25 November 1120 in the sinking of the ‘Blanche-Nef’ (White Ship) in the English Channel creating a struggle for succession that results in the conflict between King Stephen and Queen Matilda. Almost 300 lives perished in the sinking and only two survived to tell the tale. Contemporary historian William of Malmesbury also records the death of “Richard d’Avranches, second Earl of Chester, and his brother Otheur (Arthur),… No ship ever brought so much misery to England.” It is with the Earls of Chester that our story of Robyn Hoode begins.


The importance and position of Chester in the affairs of Medieval England has been severely under-played. The Palatine Counties (or ‘self-governing’) of Cheshire and Lancashire, and the Baronial holdings of northern lands, held its own court at Chester equal in powers to any held in London – indeed it is possible that Chester was considered as a suitable capital for the realm at various stages in the development of the country, especially during the Roman and early medieval eras. The Saxons chose Winchester as their capital and London did not rise to prominence until the arrival of the Vikings.


1122: Eleanor Of Aquitaine is born.


1123-1128: In 1123 the Knights Hospitaller pick up their swords again and follow the Templars in becoming a fully military order. In 1124 Hugh de Payens becomes the first Grand Master of the Templars and visits Europe and the UK in 1127 to rally support, which he crucially obtains from St Bernard Abbot of Clairvaux. The order is now fully Monastic and initially Augustinian before later changing to Cistercian rule.


At this time Hugh comes to the city of Chester & meets the Earl’s Of Chester and the Barons Of Halton who found the Augustinian Norton Priory in Cheshire in this year, the only Augustinian foundation in Britain to eventually attain ‘Abbey’ status. It is this visit that cements the allegiance of the Northern Barons primarily to the Knights Templar, a situation still existing throughout the days of Robyn Hoode.


Meanwhile, back in Jerusalem the Templars are still recorded as being only 9 knights & a few recruits in 1128. It is from this time that the famous seal showing ‘two knights on one horse’ originates as it is thought they were so poor that they only had about four horses between them and had to ride two on a horse!
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Medieval Chester As Robyn Would Have Known It.


1130: St Bernard completes “In Praise Of Knighthood” a work which combines the ideals of knighthood and monasticism forming the basis of the noble knightly society into which Robyn Hoode is later born. This is the ‘code of courtesy’ almost always broken by Robyn’s victims in the tales giving him a clear excuse to take their money and possessions. St Bernard is also a great supporter of the female aspects of God and an ardent follower of Mary (Mother Of God) as is Robyn and all subsequent members of the order of Knights Templar.


1129 or 1130 (Winter): The birth of Robyn Hoode takes place in the reign of King Henry the second – although the exact location for this is unknown it is most probably the medieval village of Loxley in Staffordshire on the lands of the Earls Of Chester.
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In the Ballad ‘Robin Hood’s Birth, Breeding, Valour, And Marriage’ his father is described as ‘a forester’ so skillful with a bow that he could shoot two north-country miles in one shot. Beyond this any specific reference or entry for him or his name remains missing from the historic record as it was his wife who was ‘noble’ and he was her second husband for only a short time before passing away. However, what we can say is that living in the world of foresters obviously had a profound effect on the young Robyn Hoode and gave him an hereditary right to start his career at the same social level as his father.


His mother is stated to have been a niece of the celebrated (indeed ‘legendary’) Guy, Earl of Warwick, and her brother’s nick-name is ‘Gamwell’, a noble house-keeper and famous squire who lived at ‘Great Gamwell Hall’ (probably in the area around Leek in Staffordshire). Robyn’s mother can be traced from the tales, and a fairly accurate family tree appears later in this book clearly identifying both her and her brother. Many years of work by gifted researchers has built a huge picture of medieval noble families accessible on the internet and indescribably helpful as leads to be checked against original documentary sources speeding this entire genealogical process up.


Robyn’s birth name is sometimes recorded as ‘Robert Fitzooth’ (according to ‘The Life & Ballads Of Robin Hood’ / John Major) but this is certainly a later invention, and he is frequently styled “Earl Of Huntingdon” however this could be a ‘pun’ on “Hunting Town” i.e. “Hunting-ton” meaning ‘the forest’. It is worth remembering that the actual meanings of place-names are usually more important than the names themselves.


There is no early evidence to support either of these details, although some important characters associated with Robyn do have firm associations with the title “Earl Of Huntington” such as John The Scot, an Earl of Chester with whom Robyn grew up, and the Gisburne family who were later opponents of Robyn, but not Robyn himself. This may simply be the first incidence of associated material becoming confused over time and then being written into legend in a form not originally intended.
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It is worthy of note that some other later authorities claim that Robyn was born in Locksley, Yorkshire (‘Sloan Manuscript’ 1600) at a house called ‘Little Haggar’s Croft’ Loxley Chase (John Harrison, antiquarian 1637) in the area called Hallamshire (Roger Dodsworth, antiquarian 17th Century). Recently it has been discovered that there was even a tiny village clustered on the south bank of the medieval bridge over the River Dee at Chester referred to in early manuscripts as ‘Loxley’ which raises another new possibility.


However these sit against the earlier tradition contained in Harwood’s notes upon Erdeswick’s ‘Survey Of Staffordshire And Its Antiquities’, referring to Loxley near Bagot’s Park, Staffordshire where he says explicitly:


“Loxley was the birth-place of Robin Hood; a rambling life led him to Tutbury, not far from his birth-place, where he married a shepherdess under the poetical name of Clorinda, having been charmed by her dexterous manner of killing a buck in the forest.”


[image: ]


This fits extremely well with the surrounding geography and long established place name evidence found at this location, and includes the old name ‘Clorinda’ which may be an affectionate name for Matilda / Marian taken from an early Medieval popular figure of legend found in the May festivities. At nearby Abbots Bromley survives the famous ‘Horn Dance’ which rather tellingly includes ‘Maid Marian’ but NOT Robyn Hoode – only ‘an archer’ to represent a forester amongst the horned stags. This land at Bagot’s Park was once owned by the ‘Marmion’ family in the days of Robyn Hoode. The linguistic connection to the early ‘Marrion’ here is obvious. The horns have also been carbon dated back to the early 11th century making them already a hundred years old at the time of Robyn Hoode and who may have witnessed, or even taken part in, this now ancient tradition.
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