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I often think it odd that it should be so dull, 

for a great deal of it must be invention. 

 

Quotation in E.H.CarrɀÚɯWhat is History? (1961).
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Introduction  

 
)ÈÕÌɯ  ÜÚÛÌÕɀÚɯ ÉÖÖÒÚɯ ÞÌÙÌɯ ÞÖÙÒÚɯ ÖÍɯ ÍÐÊÛÐÖÕȮɯthough  they contained a brilliant 

portrayal of English society at the time of the Napoleonic wars; but her character 

Catherine Moreland once remarked ȿ(ɯÖÍÛÌÕɯÛÏÐÕÒɯÐÛɯÖËËɯÛÏÈÛɯHistory should be so 

ËÜÓÓȮɯÍÖÙɯÈɯÎÙÌÈÛɯËÌÈÓɯÖÍɯÐÛɯÔÜÚÛɯÉÌɯÐÕÝÌÕÛÐÖÕɀ.  The historian of the Bolshevik 

Revolution E.H.Carr (1892-1982) cited this in What is History? (a series of lectures first 

published in book form in 1961). Reading about the history of South Yorkshire over 

the last forty years, I now agree with Morland, not in thinking that a lot of historical 

writing is dull, but that much of what  passes for History is based on myth rather 

than evidence. 

 That is not a reason for dismissing it altogether.  Leaving aside the big 

questions which troubled Carr ( for example, whether there is any such thing as 

objective truth) , myths have much to tell us about the society in wh ich they were 

created, and often emit a sort of radiat ion for centuries.  I hope this book will 

demonstrate what I mean; but I also hope that each of the chapters contains at least 

one good story which is firmly grounded in reality.  

 These essays span 1,000 years of English history , between the Battle of 

Brunanburh in 937 CE and the death of the last Earl Fitzwilliam in 1979 - years 

which saw the foundation of the Anglo -Saxon nation state, the Norman Conquest, 

the rise and fall of the monasteries and chantries, the advent of printing and 

Protestantism, the growth and dissolution of the British Empire, and the r ise and fall 

of the dynasties of Strafford, Rockingham and Fitzwilliam.  The chapters follow each 

other in chronological order and are mostly concerned with real events which gave 

rise to myths of var ious kinds.  Others are concerned with ideas, or works of the 

imagination  which took on a life of their own.  

 Maurice Keen (1933-2012), who was a Fellow of Balliol College, Oxford for 

over 40 years, taught me that the purpose of studying history was not so much to 

learn about the present, as to learn about ourselves.  At the same time, it is a joy to 

share the passion with others.  I am therefore very pleased that Wentworth 

Woodhouse - a focal point in so much of South 8ÖÙÒÚÏÐÙÌɀÚɯhistory - has at last been 

saved for the nation by a new Preservation Trust.  I dedicate this book to the staff 

and volunteers there, in the first year of its renaissance. 

  

Stephen Cooper 

Thorpe Hesley 

September 2018 
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1 THE BATTLE OF BRUNANBURH  
 

 

They take the rustic rumour of their bourg  

For the great wave that echoes round the world. 

 

Idylls of the King 

Alfred Lord Tennyson (1809-1892) 

0ÜÖÛÌËɯÐÕɯ$ÈÚÛÞÖÖËɀÚɯEcclesfield (1862) 

 

We will probably never know where the Battle of Brunanburh was fought; but there 

are many theories.  Some of these rely on geography and topography  but one, which 

located the Battle in Brinsworth  near Rotherham, relied almost wholly on the 

supposed derivation of place-names.  This is an unreliable methodology ; but it  was 

popular (and apparently unquestioned) i n the 12th century, when Geoffrey of 

Monmouth wrote his Historia Regum Britanniae (ȿHistory of the Kings of Britain ɀ).  

Geoffrey tells us that our island took its name from Brutus, Prince of the Trojans, in 

the same way that (according to early Scottish historians) Scotland took its name 

from the daughter of an ancient Pharaoh, Scota.   These proved to be enduring 

myths.  One would not have expected a 20th century audience to be so gullible. 

 

The Problem  

 

For 400 years after the first Germanic settlers arrived on our shores, ȿ$ÕÎÓÈÕËɀɯÞÈÚɯ

not even a geographical expression.  The southern parts of the old Roman province 

of Britannia were occupied by a series of tribes whom we have cÖÔÌɯÛÖɯÊÈÓÓɯȿÛÏÌɯ

Anglo -2ÈßÖÕÚɀȭɯɯ3ÏÌàɯÞÌÙÌɯÙÜÓÌËɯÉàɯa large number of kings and petty kings, though 

eventually there were only seven kingdoms which mattered.  A ccording to Bede, the 

Anglo -Saxons sometimes recognised one of their petty  kings ÈÚɯ ȿ!ÙÌÛÞÈÓËÈɀȮ or 

ȿÓÌÈËÌÙ ÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ!ÙÐÛÖÕÚɀɯȹÞÏÊÏɯÔÈàɯhave implied lordship over the Celtic Britons as 

well as Teutonic kinsmen). 

 During the late 9 th century, these kingdoms came under attack from Dan ish 

Vikings , who overran large parts of northern and eastern England wh ile, in the early 

10th century, Norse Viking s settled in the North and the West, briefly creating a 

kingd om based on York.  Meanwhile, Alfred the Great (871-899) managed to 

preserve the independence of Wessex, and claimed lordship  over all England .  
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However, (as that great student of Anglo -Saxon law, Patrick Wormald , put it) ȿÛÏÌÙÌɯ

is evidence that Alfred came to see himself in some sense as a king of all Englishmen; 

[but] there is almost no evidence that Englishmen beyond Wessex and perhaps the 

West Midlands would have agreed ɀ. 

  ÓÍÙÌËɀÚɯÚÖÕɯEdward the Elder (899-924) succeeded in liberating a large part of 

Mercia, with the help of his sister Aethelflaed, the so-called ȿ+ÈËàɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ,ÌÙÊÐÈÕÚȭɀɯ

(911-918); and his son Athelstan was raised in Mercia, and retained strong 

ÊÖÕÕÌÊÛÐÖÕÚɯÛÏÌÙÌȭɯɯ'ÐÚɯÊÖÐÕÈÎÌɯÚÛàÓÌËɯÏÐÔɯȿ*ÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÈÓÓɯ!ÙÐÛÈÐÕɀȰɯÉÜÛɯEngland was still 

only a ȿfledgling ɀɯÒÐÕÎËÖÔȮɯÞÏÖÚÌɯsurvival was precarious.   

  ÛÏÌÓÚÛÈÕɀÚɯgreat victory at Brunanburh in 937 ensured the survival of 

England as a political unit; yet he is an unsung hero, especially when we consider 

ÛÏÈÛɯÏÐÚɯÎÙÈÕËÍÈÛÏÌÙɯÌÈÙÕÌËɯÛÏÌɯÚÖÜÉÙÐØÜÌÛɯÖÍɯȿ&ÙÌÈÛɀȭɯɯH.E.Marshall (author of Our 

Island Story, first published in 1905 and the model for many later popular histories)  

mentions Athelstan only once, and then only in passing:  

 

 When Edward the Elder and Ethelfleda both died, Edward's son, Athelstane, 

 came to the throne. He, too, was a good king, and he, too, had to fight with 

 the Danes. 

  

 There was a little more to it than this!  For a start, more legal texts survive 

from Æthelstan's reign than from any other tenth -century English king ; and the later 

law codes show a concern with threats to social order, especially robbery.  Indeed 

AthelstaÕɀÚɯpreoccupation with these has ÐÕÝÐÛÌËɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÔÔÌÕÛɯÛÏÈÛɯÏÌɯÞÈÚɯȿÛÖÜÎÏɯÖÕɯ

theft, and tough on the causes of thefÛɀȭɯɯ,ÖÙÌÖÝÌÙȮɯ ÛÏÌÓÚÛÈÕɯÎÈÝÌɯgenerously to 

existing churches and monasteries, as well founding new ones, and did his best to 

revive ecclesiastical scholarship.  Above all, his military victories enabled him to 

assume a new role in Anglo-Saxon England and indeed throughout these Islands.   

 Athelstan travell ed a good deal around his kingdom.  According to the 

evidence of charters, he visited Nottingham, Tamworth and Whittlebury (near 

Northampton) ɬ all of which had at one time been under the Danes - as well as 

Colchester, London and Exeter.  At Eamont in  the Lake District, he was recognised 

as overlord by King Constantine of Alba in Scot land, King  Hywel Dda  of 

Deheubarth in Wales, Ealdred ruler of Bamburgh, and King Owain of Strathclyde.  

After this , he summoned the Welsh kings to Hereford, imposed a heavy annual 

tribute on them and fixed the border between England and Wales in the Hereford 

area at the River Wye. Welsh kings attended Æthelstan's court between 928 and 935 

and witnessed his charters.  The alliance produced peace throughout Wales and 

between Wales and England, though some Welsh resented English supremacy. 

According to William of Malmesbury, it was after the Hereford meeting that 

Æthelstan went on to expel the Cornish from  Exeter and fix the Cornish boundary at 

the River Tamar.  Athelstan ÏÈËɯÈɯÎÖÖËɯÊÓÈÐÔɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÛÏÌɯÕÌÞɯȿ!ÙÌÛÞÈÓËÈɀ, and in his 

case the title was more than nominal.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hywel_Dda
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Owen_I_of_Strathclyde
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Exeter
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/River_Tamar
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 Meanwhile , relations between Athelstan and the Scots king Constantine had 

broken down.  Further fighting resulted in a meeting at Cirencester in 935 which 

Michael Wood ÏÈÚɯÊÏÈÙÈÊÛÌÙÐÚÌËɯÈÚɯÈɯȿ#ÜÙÉÈÙɀɯ-   making a comparison between 

 ÛÏÌÓÚÛÈÕɀÚɯÐÕÍÖÙÔÈÓɯȿ$Ô×ÐÙÌɀɯÐÕɯ!ÙÐÛÈÐÕɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯ!ÙÐÛÐÚÏɯ$Ô×ÐÙÌɯÐÕɯ(ÕËÐÈɯÖÝÌÙɯƕȮƔƔƔɯ

years later.  But, beneath the ceremonial veneer, there was seething resentment of the 

recently imposed English hegemony; and Constantine organised a grand coalition of 

 ÛÏÌÓÚÛÈÕɀÚɯÖ××ÖÕÌÕÛÚ.  A coalition of Scots, Norse Vikings from Dublin and the 

Britons of Strathclyde, with some Gaels from Ireland, Northumbrian rebels and 

Icelanders was formed and marched South.   

 What were the cÖÈÓÐÛÐÖÕɀÚɯÖÉÑÌÊÛÐÝÌÚȳɯɯ(ÕɯLand of My Fathers (1974) the Welsh 

Nationalist MP Gwynfor Evans was in no doubt that the hot -heads wanted to drive 

the Anglo -Saxons back into the sea, whence they had come; and in The Story of A 

Scotland (2009) Neil Oliver wrote  this: 

 

 Everyone has heard of Hastings, of 1066. But who has heard of Brunanburh? 

 And yet this more than anything  that happened in Sussex a century and 

 more later was what determined the shape of the Britain we live in today.  

   

 No one knows how many  men fought and died at Brunanburh, no r are we 

ever likely to know.  The surviving accounts of the battle either give no figures at all , 

or else they give wholly fantastic figures, like 100,000.  The debate is unlikely to 

advance much further, in the absence of relevant battlefield archaeology; but, for this 

to be useful, the archaeogist has to have some reliable information as to 

approximately where the battle was fought; and in the case of Brunanburh, this is 

also absent. Yet many historians are not content to leave it at that.  Instead, they 

squeeze more information out of the evidence than there is to be found.  They give 

estimates of the number of troops involved on each side which are largely based on 

guesswork; and, driven by antiquarian enthusia sm and local patriotism, they 

purport to know where the battle was fought.    

 J.H.Cockburn estimated that 30,000 men from Scotland and Northern Europe 

were involved, on the basis that 615 ships entered the Humber, but all we can 

confidently say is that comparatively large forces must have been involved, given 

the number of different parties who took part in the battle, and the importance to all 

concerned of the struggle.   

 As for the location, some writers opt for Brunanburh in Wirral, others for 

Brinsworth or Burghwallis in SouthYorkshir e; and some prefer Burnley in 

Lancashire, or Lanchester or Hunwick  in County Durham .  Is there anything in any 

of these theories?   The geography provide s only a rough guide.  In the time of 

Alfred the Great, Danish Vikings had overrun all the old English kingdoms except 

Wessex andȮɯÌÝÌÕɯÐÕɯ ÛÏÌÓÚÛÈÕɀÚɯÙÌÐÎÕȮɯÛÏÌɯÏÖÓËɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÛÏÌɯ*ÐÕÎɯÖÍɯ$ÕÎÓÈÕËɯÏÈËɯÖÝÌÙɯ

the former Danelaw was questionable, while his control of Yorkshire was non -

existent.  It is therefore likely that a grand coalition of Scots, Strathclyde Britons, and 

Norse Vikings (whether emanating from Norway, Ireland or Yorkshire) would have 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Barnsdale
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Barnsdale
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lanchester,_County_Durham
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invaded and meÛɯ ÛÏÌÓÚÛÈÕɀÚɯforces somewhere in the North of what we now call 

England.  The two best candidates for the location of Brunanburh are therefore 

Wirral and South Yorkshire.  The first is the more traditionally favoured theory, the 

second has recently been argued by Michael Wood. 

 There is no shortage of primary sources for the battl e, but they are both 

difficult (because written i n Anglo -Saxon, Welsh, Latin, Old Norse, Middle  English 

and Anglo -Norman) .  First is the vernacular poem entered into manuscript A of the 

Anglo-Saxon Chronicle in the mid -tenth century, but probably composed  in 

Winchester, the capital of Wessex, soon after the battle. This tells us simply that the 

enemy ÐÕÝÈËÌËɯ ȿÖÜÙɯ ÓÈÕËɀȮɯ ÔÌÈÕÐÕÎɯ ÛÏÌɯ $ÕÎÓÐÚÏɯ ÒÐÕÎËom: it also tells us that 

Æthelstan left Wessex and won a great victory, and that Constantine of Scotland 

returned to his land after that .  So the fighting must have taken place somewhere 

between the borders of Wessex and Scotland,  which does not take us very far. 

 Æthelweard (d.c. 998) tells us little more : 

 

 [N]ine hundred years plus twenty -six more had passed from the glorious 

 Incarnation of our Saviour when the all -powerful King Athelstan assumed the 

 crown of empire. Thirteen years later there was a massive battle against 

 barbarians at Brunandun [sic] which is still called 'the great war' to the 

 present day  by the common folk. The barbarian hordes were then overcome 

 on all sides and they held sway no longer. Afterwards he drove them from 

 the shores of  the sea and Scots and Picts alike bent their necks. The fields of 

 Britain were  joined as one; everywhere there was peace and abundance in all 

 things. No fleet has since moved against these shores and remained without 

 the consent of the English.  

  

 The Anglo -Norman chronicler  Geoffrey Gaimar tells us about Brunanburh in 

his History of the English (fl. 1130s) but again gives only the vaguest of details: 

 

 After that reigned Edward's son Athelstan. When he had reigned to the 

 fourth year, he waged a battle against the Danes; and he defeated Guthfrith 

 the king. After that he assembled a great army and into the sea issued a great 

 fleet. Directly to Scotland he went; he harried that country well. One year 

 later, no less no more, at Brunanburh he had the upper hand over the Scots, 

 and over the men of Cumberland, over the Welsh, and over the Picts. There 

 were so many slain I think it will be told forever.   

 

 Some accounts written after 1066 are more helpful.  In particular, around 

1122, John of Worcester based himself on the Anglo -Saxon Chronicle poem, but gave 

additional information , in particular that the enemy were led by Anl af, ȿÈɯ×ÈÎÈÕɯÒÐng 

ÖÍɯ (ÙÌÓÈÕËɯ ÈÕËɯ ÔÈÕàɯ ÐÚÓÈÕËÚɀȮɯ Ìncouraged by his father-in-law Constantine.  

Crucially, he says that the invasion fleet entered the river Humber; and this 

statement is repeated verbatim by several others in the twelfth century .  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Geoffrey_Gaimar
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Estoire_des_Engleis
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 The lengthiest account of Brunanburh in any historical source is in the  Gesta 

Regum ȹȿ#ÌÌËÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ*ÐÕÎÚɀȺɯof William of Malmesbury. William includes several 

pages from a 10th century which is reproduced in the Appendix hereto ;but the 

crucially important line ÐÚɯÛÏÌɯÖÕÌɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÙÌÍÌÙÚɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯȿÕÖÙÛÏÌÙÕɯÓÈÕËȰɯÞÏÐÊÏɯȿÎÈÝÌɯ

ÞÐÓÓÐÕÎɯÈÚÚÌÕÛɀɯÛÖɯ ÕÓÈÍɀÚɯÐÕÝÈÚÐÖÕȮɯÍÖÓÓÖÞÐÕÎɯÏÐÚɯÈÙÙÈÕÎÌÔÌÕÛɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯ*ÐÕÎɯÖÍɯ2ÊÖÛÚ.  

AÊÊÖÙËÐÕÎɯÛÖɯ6ÖÖËȮɯȿÛÏÌɯ-ÖÙÛÏÌÙÕɯÓÈÕËɀɯËÖÌÚɯÕÖÛɯÔÌÈÕɯ2ÊÖÛÓÈÕË (as one might 

assume) but Northumbria, which in turns tells us much about the state of Anglo -

Saxon politics in 937, and gives credence to the idea of ÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÈÓÐÛÐÖÕɀÚɯÈÙÔàɯ

landed in the Humber estuary . 

 With so little to go on, one might think that scholars would tread carefully, 

and not give definite opinions as to the location of the battle .  Indeed, 75 years ago 

Alistair Campbell  ended his study of the problem with the ÊÖÕÊÓÜÚÐÖÕɯÛÏÈÛɯȿÜÕÓÌÚÚɯ

new ÌÝÐËÌÕÊÌɯÊÈÕɯÉÌɯ×ÙÖËÜÊÌËȱɯÈÓÓɯÏÖ×ÌɯÖÍɯÓÖÊÈÓÐÚÐÕÎɯ!ÙÜÕÈÕÉÜÙÏɯÐÚɯÓÖÚÛȱɯÈÕËɯÈÕɯ

honest nescio [ȿ(ɯËÖÕɀÛɯÒÕÖÞɀ] is greatly to be preferred to ambitious localisations 

buiÓÛɯÜ×ÖÕɯÚÈÕËɀȰɯÉÜÛɯnot everyone has been so cautious.  Several writers have 

preferred to ado×Ûɯ%ÓÜÌÓÓÌÕɀÚɯÉÙÖÈË-brush approach, when examining toographical 

evidence.  In ShakespeareɀÚɯHenry V, he compares the town of Monmouth  (which 

ÞÈÚɯÛÏÌɯ*ÐÕÎɀÚɯbirth place) with Ancient Macedon, birthplace of Alexander the Great: 

 

FLUELLEN : 

 

I think it is in Macedon where Alexander is porn. I  

tell you, captain, if you look in the maps of the  

'orld, I warrant you sall find, in the comparisons  

between Macedon and Monmouth, that the situations,  

look you, is both alike. There is a river in  

Macedon; and there is also moreover a river at 

,ÖÕÔÖÜÛÏȱand there is salmons in both.  

 

 

Solutions  

 
Northampton ? 

 
In 1996 the normally iconoclastic Eric John expressed a view as to where Brunanburh 

was most likely to have been fought: 

 

 Olaf's army was composed of Irish Norwegian s, Scotsmen and so on, and 

 men tend to fight as far from their homeland as  they can. The English 

 casualties show that the battle was a close one and suggests that the English 

 choice of strategy was limited. Their enemies would never have fought  so far 

 north from choice. The most convinci ng arguments about the site of the battle 
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 seem to me those of Dr Alf Smyth.   Smyth thinks  it was prob ably very near 

 Northampton. 1 

 

As we can perhaps tell, Eric John was not really committed to Northampton; and his 

theory has not found favour with other historians , who tend to be more partisan, 

even while being less well qualified  to judge. 

 

Bromborough, Merseyside ? 

 

The argument for Bromborough was put forward in a 40 page pamphlet published 

by W.T. Tudsbery in 1907; and it is still being urged upon us today, not least by the 

remarkable compendium The Battle of Brunanburh, A Casebook, edited by Michael 

Livingston and published by Liverpool University Press in 2011.  This contains a 

ÝÌÙàɯÞÐËÌɯÙÈÕÎÌɯÖÍɯÚÖÜÙÊÌɯÔÈÛÌÙÐÈÓȮɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯÌËÐÛÖÙɀÚɯÊÖÔÔÌÕÛÈÙàɯÈ××ÌÈÙÚɯÛÖɯÉÌɯ

neutral at various points; but the map which appears at page xvi of the text focusses 

on Wirral.  A t page 19, Livingston goes so far as to write: 

 

 The case for Bromborough is currently the standard against which all other 

 theories are measured  Put simply, it is currently so firm that many scholars 

 are engaged not with the question of whether Bromborough occurred on [the] 

 Wirral, but where on th e peninsula it took place. 

 

 The case for Wirral  now has wide support .  We are told that charters from the 

1200s suggest that Bromborough  was originally named  Brunanburh (which could 

mean "Bruna's fort").  In addition, the  Anglo -Saxon Chronicle states that the invaders 

escaped at Dingesmere, and Dingesmere could be interpreted as "mere of the Thing" (a 

kind of Viking parliament, although the word might mean nothing more than 

ȿwetlandɀ).  Since the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle describes the battle as taking place 

"around Brunanburh" , numerous locations near that place have been proposed, 

including the  Brackenwood Golf Course in Bebington.  Recent research locally has 

identified a possible landing site for the Norse and Scots, which is Wallasey Pool, 

near the River Mersey.   Not long ago the Journal of the English Place-Name 

Society claimed corroborative, indeed clinching, evidence with the interpretat ion of 

an elusive phrase in an Old English poem on the battle, ondingesmere, as a place-

name in Wirral ; and in December 2004 The Times ÈÕÕÖÜÕÊÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯȿÛÏÌɯÉÈÛÛÓÌɯÞÏÐÊÏɯ

ËÌÊÐËÌËɯÛÏÌɯËÌÚÛÐÕàɯÖÍɯ!ÙÐÛÈÐÕɯÏÈÚɯÉÌÌÕɯÓÖÊÈÛÌËɀȮɯwhile the Today programme on BBC 

Radio 4 trumpeted the discovery of ÛÏÌɯȿÉÐÙÛÏ×ÓÈÊÌɯÖÍɯ$ÕÎÓÐÚÏÕÌÚÚɀȭɯ 

 Yet Michael Wood has put forward seve ral other cogent objections to the 

Wirral theory.  He points out that there is no tradition in Chester or Cheshire of the 

battle taking place so close, and that even the the chronicler Ranulf Higden (c. 1280-

                                                           
1 Eric John, Reassessing Anglo-Saxon England, Manchester University Press, 1996 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Metropolitan_Borough_of_Wirral
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bromborough
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dingesmere
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Brackenwood_Golf_Course&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wallasey_Pool
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1364), who was an ardent Cheshire patriot , repeated the story that the Viking army 

invaded via the Humber in 937, and not via the Mersey or Dee.   

 As for place-name evidence, Bromborough appears as a place-name only in 

the first half of the twelfth century, and the manor is not called Bromborough in 

Domesday Book, but Estham (Eastham).   The Bruna who allegedly gave his name to 

the site may well have lived in the early 12 th century. In that case, the ÚÜÍÍÐßɯȿburhɀɯ

would not refer to a Viking fortification but rather to the enclosure of a twelfth -

century manorial house.    

 Finally, as Wood also points out, there is simply no hard evidence that the 

Great War of 937 was fought in the Wirral area, or even nearby.  Small wonder that 

the great George Ormerod, the first historian of Cheshire, could nevertheless write , 

as long ago as 1819, that:  

 

 It is acknowledged by all writers that  the fleet of the invaders was placed in 

 the Humber, and although the battle took place at such a distance from the 

 point of landing, that the pursuit and slaughter of the Danes and islanders 

 lasted two days.  It is impossible to trust sufficiently to the similarity of 

 names, as to believe any circumstances could bring the conflicting  armies to 

 the distance of Bromborough.  

 

 

 

Brinsworth , South Yorkshire ? 

 

There had long been a tradition in South Yorkshire that ȿ!ÙÜÕÈÕÉÜÙÏɀɯÞÈÚɯÛÖɯÉÌɯ

identified with Brinsworth (now a suburb of Rotherham) ; but in 1931 a local 

solicitor, John Henry Cockburn, purported to provide massive documentary proof of 

this.  He evidently thought his legal qualification lent  weight to the argument, and 

the fruit of his researches was published as The Battle of Brunanburh and its Period as 

elucidated by PLACE NAMES (London  & Sheffield, Sir W.C.Leng & Co. (Sheffield 

Telgegraph) Ltd .2  But the full title is enough to start alarm bells ringing; and the 

suspicion is confirmed as soon as one starts reading the book.   

 There are fundamental problems with "ÖÊÒÉÜÙÕɀÚɯmethodology.   He admits 

that he is aware that the connection between any single modern place-name and the 

ancient one in documentary or literary record s may be tenuous; but he claims that, 

where there is a clear connection between such names in very many cases, this 

ȿÊannot ÉÌɯÐÎÕÖÙÌËɀȭɯɯ6ÌÓÓȮɯÞÏàɯÕÖÛȳɯɯ2ÜÙÌÓàȮɯÈ large number of dubious propositions 

does not constitute a convincing argument.  

                                                           
2 Cockburn was senior partner in Parker Rhodes, at one time a well-known Rotherham firm of 

solicitors.  He was steward of the manors of Rotherham, Kimberworth, Rawmarsh and Aston, and 

vice-president of the Sheffield and District Law Society.  
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 Cockburn seems to have had no such doubts.  For example, he lists dozens, if 

not hundreds, of similarities between place names and the names of warriors who 

fell, or fought, at Brunanburh according to the medieval sources; but there are 

several problems with this approach .  Some of the alleged similarities are not very 

close; place names often derive from geographical features, rather than personal 

names; and many places must have been named long before Brunanburh was 

fought, though the earliest evidence for them is often in Domesday Book (c.1086).  

Lastly the derivation of many place names is already well established, and the battle 

of Brunanburh is simply not relevant  to the process. 

 Cockburn thinks that any man present at Brunanburh may have given his 

name to a local place, but places usually take their name from settlers rather than 

warriors (e.g. Kettlewell and Hubberholme in the Yo rkshire Dales).  He even lists 

place-names said to derive from warriors who fought for the coalition, that is against 

AthelstanɀÚɯEnglish army; but it is very difficult to see why local people would have 

adopted enemy names.  He also lists many places which are relatively far away from 

the supposed site of the battle (e.g. Thorpe Hesley, which is over six miles from 

Brinsworth) ; and it is difficult to see why these should have had any connection with 

it .3   

 One could go on; but the main point has been made, and indeed it was made 

by the Sheffield Daily Telegraph in reviews published on  9 July and in the Hull Daily 

Mail  on 18 July 1931.  The most the Telegraph could find to say in the bÖÖÒɀÚɯÍÈÝÖÜÙɯ

was this: 

 

 We can at least say of it that we should be very glad to believe that things 

 were as Mr. Cockburn describes, for it would give a new importance to this 

 district in English history, and a new interest to many of the names that trip 

 so lightly off our tongues, but of which we know very little regarding their 

 origin, meaning, or historical value.  

 

 Faint praise indeed; and this helps to explain why C ockburÕɀÚɯÞÖÙÒɯfailed to 

gain much credence even in the West Riding of Yorkshire.  It has certainly been 

largely ignored by subsequent scholars, even in a painstaking symposium like 

+ÐÝÐÕÎÚÛÖÕɀÚ.  

 To be fair, Cockburn did not think that all the place -names he mentioned 

derived from persons present at the battle.  His third map (see illustration) marks the 

district to the South -East of Rotherham, known as Morthen, as the probable 

epicentre of the battle.  The rubric ÎÐÝÌÚɯÛÏÌɯËÌÙÐÝÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯȿ,ÖÙÛÏÌÕɀɯÈÚɯȿÛÏÌɯÚÓÈÜÎhter 

ÍÐÌÓËɀȰɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯÈÙÎÜÔÌÕÛɯÐÚɯÙÌ×ÌÈÛÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÛÌßÛȮɯÞÏÌÙÌɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÌØÜÈÓÓàɯ×ÓÈÜÚÐÉÓÌɯ

derivations are rejected.  Cockburn even tellÚɯÜÚɯÛÏÈÛɯȿÛÖɯÛÏÐÚɯËÈàȮɯÛÏÌɯÝÐÓÓÈÎÌɯÖÍɯ

,ÖÙÛÏÌÕɯÐÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÌÊÊÓÌÚÐÈÚÛÐÊÈÓɯ×ÈÙÐÚÏɯÖÍɯ1ÖÛÏÌÙÏÈÔɀɯÈÓÛÏÖÜÎÏɯÚÜÙÙÖÜÕËÌËɯÉàɯÛÏÌɯ

                                                           
3 Cockburn seems to have assumed that very large numbers of men were involved at Brunanburh.  At 

one point he makes a comparison with Scutari, in the Crimea! 
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lands ÖÍɯÖÛÏÌÙɯ×ÈÙÐÚÏÌÚȰɯÈÕËɯÏÌɯÈÚÒÚɯȿ"ÈÕɯÛÏÐÚɯÉÌɯÉÌÊÈÜÚÌɯÔÌÕɯÖÍɯ1ÖÛÏÌÙÏÈÔɯÓÖÚÛɯ

their lives here in the day of the great battle, and that the town has continued to 

ÊÓÈÐÔɯÛÏÐÚɯÏÈÓÓÖÞÌËɯÎÙÖÜÕËɯÈÚɯÉÌÓÖÕÎÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÐÛȳɀ4  It was a rhetorical question, since he 

had no doubts.   

 The popular TV  historian Michael Wood (1948 - ) has been interested in the 

location of Brunanburh all his adult life . Unlike Cockburn, he has many scholarly 

doubts; but has nevertheless argued that Brinsworth is more likely to have been the 

site of the battle than any other candidate.   

 In chapter 11 of his book In search of England (Penguin, 1999), Wood told how 

he had visited Brinsworth as a schoolboy in the early 1960s, and then again in the 

1970s, 1981 and 1999, and how the schoolboy in him became convinced that 

Brunanburh had been fought there, specifically in or near Tinsley Wood.   He was 

almost lyrical in his descriptions of this, though it had largely disappeared by the 

time of his last visit , and is now difficult to find .  He mourned the destruction of the 

environment brought about by agriculture, industrialization and de -industrialisation 

across the decades.  He was clearly inspired by local stories and traditions about a 

great battle fought nearby at an unknown date by unknown armies, which could 

ÏÈÝÌɯÎÐÝÌÕɯÙÐÚÌɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÐËÌÈɯÛÏÈÛɯ ÛÏÌÓÚÛÈÕɀÚɯÎÙÌÈÛÌÚÛɯÝÐÊÛÖÙàɯwas won near here; but 

he did  not rely on the work of John Henry Cockburn.  Instead, he read up on the 

background, studied the maps, did the fieldwork, and spoke to local people, 

including archaeologists who had excavated local sites. 

 Wood was sceptical from the start about the value of place-name evidence, 

and in particular the alleged similarity between ȿ!ÙÐÕÚÞÖÙÛÏɀɯÈÕËɯȿ!ÙÜÕÈÕÉÜÙÏɀȭɯɯ'Ìɯ

pointed out that the former  meant ȿ!ÙàÐɀÚ ÍÖÙËɀȮɯÞÏÌÙÌÈÚɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÛÛÌÙɯÔÌÈÕÛ ȿÛÏÌɯÍÖÙÛɯÉàɯ

ÛÏÌɯ!ÙÜÕÈɀ.  He relied instead on geography and topography.  He realized that, 

strategically, the battle was always likely to have taken place near the Roman road 

through Castleford and Doncaster to Nottingham and Derby.    He also knew that , 

not far from Brinsworth, and also on the Don, there was another place which was 

important during the Saxon period , which was Conisbrough - ÛÏÌɯ*ÐÕÎɀÚɯÛÖÞÕ (the 

centre of what the Rotherham Alderman John &ÜÌÚÛɯÊÈÓÓÌËɯȿ(ÝÈÕÏÖÌɯ+ÈÕËɀɯȹÚÌÌɯ

chapter 2 below).   

 Wood noticed how the layout of Brinsworth and nearby Tinsley wood, in 

particular the proximity of the river  Don, Tinsley Wood and White Hill , resembled 

the description of t he battlefield in $ÎÐÓɀÚɯ2ÈÎÈ.  He also noticed the proximity of the 

chapel of St Laurence, which had received a royal stipend in th e middle ages, and 

which might have originated in a royal grant for the saying of m asses for the souls of 

the dead (see illustration) .  Could these have been the souls of men who fell that day 

in 937, whilst fighting in royal service?   All these features might be at the base of the 

local tradition that Brinsworth had a special place in the history of the kingdom  of 

England. 

                                                           
4 Cockurn, 245-6. 
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 Wood became more sceptical as he grew older and wiser.  By the time he 

wrote In Search of England he had lost his conviction that the battle which saved 

England had been fought near Brinsworth , though he retained his enthusiasm for 

Ath elstan and his great victory.   

 

 Going back to the mystery of Brunanburh, I have to say that I no longer 

 think the site can be located with any certainty. Of course, I don't deny 

 thÈÛɯÚÖÔÌÛÏÐÕÎɯÔÐÎÏÛɯÛÜÙÕɯÜ×ȱȭI am still sure that the general area is 

 right - it can hardly have been much further south, otherwise how would 

 southern and Midlands annalists have failed to record where it was? But, 

 for the moment at least, I've come round to agreeing with what Alis tair 

 Campbell wrote in 1938, that by now 'all hope of localising Brunanburh is 

 lost'.  

 

Barnsdale Bar, South Yorkshire ? 

 

Michael Wood continued to study the problem; and in 2013 he wrote an article for 

the Yorskhire Archaeological Journal entitled Searching for Brunanburh: The Yorkshire 

"ÖÕÛÌßÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯȿ&ÙÌÈÛɯ6ÈÙɀɯÖÍɯƝƗƛ, in which he theorised that Brunanburh may have 

been fought near Barnsdale Bar on the Great North Road, north of Doncaster.  He 

rehearsed the argument that a Yorkshire, rather than a Cheshire, location is more 

likely, pointing out once again that ÛÏÌɯȿGreat WÈÙɀɯƝƗƛɯÞÈÚɯÖÕÓàɯÖÕÌɯÊÈÔ×ÈÐÎÕɯÐÕɯÈɯ

prolonged period of fighting between Anglo -Saxons and Viking for control of the 

North of England .  More specifically, the Viking kingdom of Yorvik, or York was 

only established in the early 10th century, a period when th e Northumbrians were 

ÚÛÐÓÓɯ×ÙÖÜËÓàɯÐÕËÌ×ÌÕËÌÕÛȭɯɯ ÕàɯÉÈÛÛÓÌɯÞÐÛÏɯ ÛÏÌÓÚÛÈÕɀÚɯ6ÌÚÚÌßɯÞÈÚɯÛÏÌÙÌÍÖÙÌɯÈÓÔÖÚÛɯ

bound to take place on ȿthe &ÙÌÈÛɯ-ÖÙÛÏɯ1ÖÈËɀɯwhich r an from York to Do ncaster. 

 Wood also pointed out that no surviving  bruna- name has yet proved of any 

help in the search for the site, but that the form ȿWendunɀ appears in a set of 10th 

century annals, written in Chester -le-Street from between the 890s and 954, while a 

later source, using John of Worcester, and compiled by Symeon of Durham, also tells 

us that:  

 

 King Æthelstan fought at Wendun and drove into flight King Anlaf with 615 

 ships, and Constantine King of the Scots, and the King of the Cumbrians, 

 with all their host. 

 

 Finally, Wood now argued that the topography points to a location near the 

River Went, between the Don and the Aire, and ÛÏÈÛɯȿ6ÌÕÛɯ'ÐÓÓɀɯÍÐÛÚɯÝÌÙàɯÞÌÓÓɯÞÐÛÏɯ

ÛÏÌɯÕÈÔÌɯȿWendunɀȯ 

 

 It is worth also drawing attention to another very prominent hill south of the 

 Went in a vital strategic position astride the Roman road to York.  This is the 
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 imposing rounded hill of Barnsdale Bar which rises steeply 150 feet above the 

 important Roman s ite at Burghwallis, where the Great North Road is met by 

 the Roman road from Templeborough.   

 

 In addition:  

  

 Between the twelfth and sixteenth centuries, the area around the Roman fort 

 ÈÛɯ!ÜÙÎÏÞÈÓÓÐÚȮɯ1ÖÉÐÕɯ'ÖÖËɀÚɯ6ÌÓÓȮɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯÎÙÌÈÛɯÏÐÓÓɯÈÛɯ!ÈÙÕÚËÈÓÌɯBar, was 

 viewed as the customary assembly place for the Northumbrians, where they 

 ÔÌÛɯÛÏÌɯÚÖÜÛÏÌÙÕɯÒÐÕÎÚɯÍÖÙɯȿÈËÝÌÕÛÜÚɀɯÊÌÙÌÔÖÕÐÌÚɯÖÍɯÎÙÌÌÛÐÕÎɯÈÕËɯÚÜÉÔÐÚÚÐÖÕȮɯ

 and also, crucially, where they made their military assemblies.  

 

Hunwick, County Durham ? 

 
In Brunanburh LocatÌËɯÛÏÙÖÜÎÏɯ$ÎÐÓɀÚɯ2ÈÎÈ (CreateSpace, 2018), Stefán Björnsson and 

Björn Vernhardsson claim that the great battle took place somewhere else entirely. 

They argue: 

 

 The battlefield is near Vinovia on the Roman Road, Dere Street, in the county 

 of Durham. And the battle was fought in a field close to and north of 

 Hunwick. In the saga we have description of a field big enough with river on 

 the east side and wood on the west side. Hunwick is only one kilometer 

 northwest from the bridge over the river Wear from Vinovia. The saga 

 tells of two towns in intermediate distance and we assume Durham to be  the 

 one in the north and Darlington in the south.  

 

 My inclination, on reading the saga for the first time, was to think that it was 

literature rather than chronicle or history, ÔÖÙÌɯÓÐÒÌɯ'ÖÔÌÙɀÚɯIliad ÛÏÈÕɯ%ÙÖÐÚÚÈÙÛɀÚɯ

Chronicles, especially since it was written in Iceland in the early 13 th century, about 

events which had taken place some 300 years earlier.  My doubts were reinforced 

when I read A.Keith Kelly ɀÚɯÌÚÚÈàɯTruth and a Good Story, which is included in 

Michael +ÐÝÐÕÎÚÛÖÕɀÚɯCasebook on Brunanburh (2011).  Kelly explains that Old Norse 

literature of this ki ÕËɯÞÈÚɯÐÕÛÌÕËÌËɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÉÖÛÏɯȿÛÙÜÛÏÍÜÓɀɯÈÕËɯÈɯȿÎÖÖËɯÚÛÖÙàɀȮɯÞÏÐÓÌɯ

explaining that the Icelander(s) who wrote it would  not have understood the 

distinction,  in quite the same way as we do.  Kelly concludes that $ÎÐÓɀÚɯ2ÈÎÈ ȿÐÚɯÕÖÛɯ

intended to be taken as an authentic record of history: there are simply too many red 

ÍÓÈÎÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÞÈàɀȮɯÚÛÈÙÛÐÕÎɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÍÈÊÛɯÛÏÈÛȮɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÚÈÎÈȮɯÛÏÌɯ*ÐÕÎɯÖÍɯ2ÊÖÛÓÈÕËɯÐÚɯ.ÓÈÍɯ

(old Norse for Anlaf), whereas in reality, it was Constantine.   

 Turni ng to the content of the saga, there are two further points which can be 

made.  First, the composer of the saga tells us that messengers were sent by 

Athelstan , from the place where he had decided to give battle, to see the King of 
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Scotland; and they rode back and forth no less than three times, during the course of 

protracted negotiations: 

 

 Athelstan's men sent messengers to King Olaf to tell him that their king was 

 ready to do battle and had a great army with him, but that he wanted to avoid 

 inflicting casualties on the scale that seemed likely. Instead, he told them to 

 return to Scotland, offering to give them a shilling of silver for every plough 

 in all his realm, as a pledge of friendship between them. King Olaf began 

 preparing his army for battle when the messengers arrived, and intended to 

 set off. But when they had delivered their message, he called a halt for the day 

 and discussed it with the leaders of his army. They were divided over what to 

 do. Some were eager to accept the offer, claiming that it would earn them 

 great renown to return after exacting such a payment from Athelstan. Others 

 discouraged him, saying that Athelstan would offer much more the second 

 time if they turned this gesture down. This was what they decided to do.   

 

 The negotiations were fruitless; but the narrative strongly suggests that the 

messengers could complete the journey between the riv al camps in a day.  If we take 

this seriously it surely rules out a location in South Yorkshire (which is 240 miles by 

road from Gretna Green, and 193 to Berwick on Tweed) and argues in favour of 

Durham , not Yorkshire.  A man could surely not ride from Brinsworth to Scotland in 

a day.5 

 The second point to be made about the description of the battlefield in $ÎÐÓɀÚɯ

Saga points towards the difficulty of th e identification of Brunanburh ( or ȿWen 

HeathɀȺ with Hunwick . 

 

 There was a fortress north of the heath where King Olaf stayed and kept the 

 greater part of his army, because beyond it lay a large stretch of countryside 

 which he considered well suited for transporting provisions for his army. He 

 sent his men up to the heath which had been appointed as the battlefield, to 

 camp there and prepare themselves before the other army arrived. When they 

 reached the place chosen for the battlefield, hazel rods had already been put 

 up to mark where it would be fought. The site had to be chosen carefully, 

 since it had to be level and big enough for large armies to gather. At the site of 

 the battlefield there was a level moor with a river on one side and a large 

 forest on the other. 6 

 

 So, there is a fortress, a heath, a level moor with a river on one side and a 

large forest on the other; but this could describe a dozen, or even a hundred 

                                                           
5 Though Dick Turpin is supposed to have ridden from London to York (on Black Bess in 1735), in 15 

hours - a distance of just over 200 miles. 
6 $ÎÐÓɀÚɯ2ÈÎÈ (Penguin Classics, 2004). 
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locations in the North of England, especially in medieval times, when there was 

more forest and more uncultivated land than now, and a legion of old fortresses.   

 

The Forgetting of Brunanburh  

 
At the t ime, Brunanburh was hailed as a great English victory, and Athelstan as the 

hero of the hour; but by 1300 the battle and the man were relegated to the 

backwaters of English culture, a position which they continued to occupy for 

centuries.  How this came about, and why, is explained by Robert Rouse in his 

ÊÖÕÛÙÐÉÜÛÐÖÕɯÛÖɯ+ÐÝÐÕÎÚÛÖÕɀÚɯCasebook (2011). 

 The background to the relegation is the Norman Conquest of England, which 

saw the replacement of almost the entire Anglo -Saxon aristocracy by French-

speaking Normans and their allies.  These new men brought fundamental changes in 

Church and State.  The system of landholding was overhauled, in favour of a 

centralised and royal kind of feudalism.  Vast new forests, with their own laws and 

jurisdiction, w ere established.  A separate system of Church courts was introduced.  

Almost all existing Cathedrals and Abbeys were pulled down and replace d.  French 

became the language of government, law and literature for around 300 years.    

 These profound changes meant that the history of England and the English 

was gradually re -written, from the Norman point of view ; and the Normans and 

their successors came to regard their Anglo -Saxon predecessors as uncultured 

barbarians.  In the Anglo -Norman period, and even as late as the 13th century, there 

were still chroniclers (notably Eadmer of Canterbury, John of Worcester and William 

of Malmesbury ) who told  the story of Athelstan and his heroic triumph at 

Brunanburh ; but, in the Stanzaic Guy of Warwick which appeared around 1300, the 

invading Danes have become Saracens and Athelstan had been replaced by Sir Guy 

of Warwick , who defeats the invader by killing the African Giant C olbrund,  in single 

combat at Winchester.  There is no mention of Brunanburh, while Athelstan has 

become a cowardly tyrant, instead of a paragon of Christian kingship.  

 This is a startling and puzzling development , but again we need look no 

further than the Norman Conquest  for our explanation.  This meant that English 

connections with Scandinavia were weakened, while the links with Western Europe 

- and more specifically, with France - were greatly strengthened.  During the four 

ÊÌÕÛÜÙÐÌÚɯÉÌÛÞÌÌÕɯƝƔƔɯÈÕËɯƕƗƔƔȮɯÛÏÌɯ×ÌÙÐÖËɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÚÈÞɯÛÏÌɯȿÔÈÒÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ,ÐËËÓÌɯ

 ÎÌÚɀȮ7 Western European civilisation  expanded, into Spain, Southern Italy, the 

Balkans and even the Holy Land, while Germany expanded to  the East, and Anlgo-

Normans moved into Wales, Ireland and large pÈÙÛÚɯÖÍɯ2ÊÖÛÓÈÕËȭɯɯ ÛÏÌÓÚÛÈÕɀÚɯÎÙÌÈÛɯ

war in northern England must have seemed both distant and parochial , in so far as it 

was remembered at all. 

                                                           
7 The title of Sir RichÈÙËɯ2ÖÜÛÏÌÙÕɀÚɯÍÐÙÚÛɯÉÖÖÒȮɯ×ÜÉÓÐÚÏÌËɯÐÕɯƕƝƙƗȭ 
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 At the same time, taste and fashion changed.   People became interested in 

French literature, and above all the ȿMattersɀ of Rome, France and Britain, and the 

Crusades.  In particular, Geoffrey of Monmouth (c.1095-c.1155) wrote extensively for 

an English audience about the deeds of the mythical King Arthur, and his Knights of 

the Round Table.  The emphasis now was on the daring deeds performed by 

individuals, r ather than the fate of nations; and this helps to further explain how 

Athelstan was eventually replaced by Sir Guy of Warwick, who did battle with a 

Saracenic monster, rather than with the Welsh, Scots and Norse.   

 The forgetting of Athelstan may also owe something to the infant medieval 

tourist industry, since the monks of Winchester clearly had an interest in promoting 

the new story, just as they promoted the cult of St Swithun.  There again, Winchester 

was a far more important place than anywhere in the North of England (except 

perhaps York).  The North - South divide existed, even in the Middle Ages.   

 Lastly, a change in the popular perception of monarchy may be important.  In 

Anglo -Saxon times, Kings had been revered as heroes and demi-gods: Alfred was 

ÊÈÓÓÌËɯȿ&ÙÌÈÛɀ, while St Edmund of East Anglia  (d.860) was both a saint and a martyr 

for the Faith; but after the Conquest, the Gregorian Reform of the Church brought a 

stricter division between the Church and the State, between the political and the 

sacred.  Moreover, there were unfortunate arguments in England, between Henry II 

and Becket, and between King John and Pope Innocent III, which caused some to 

think the less of kings in general.  No post-Conquest English king was ever made a 

saint, as Louis IX of France was, though (on the other hand) there was only one 

English pope.  This made it easier to characterise the great Athelstan as both weak 

and tyrannical .  It was only in the late 16th century, when William Camden moved 

the study of English history out of the realm of myth and into the groves of academe, 

that AthelsÛÈÕɀÚɯ ÙÌÏÈÉÐÓÐÛÈÛÐÖÕɯÊÖÜÓËɯbegin, and it was not completed until the 

Victorian era.   Even then, it was Alfred the Great, not Athelstan, who was hailed by 

English historians ÈÚɯȿÛÏÌɯÏÐÎÏÌÚÛɯÛà×ÌɯÖÍɯ$ÕÎÓiÚÏÔÈÕɀɯÈÕËɯȿÛÏÌɯÎÙÌÈÛÌÚÛɯÖÍɯ$ÕÎÓÐÚÏɯ

ÒÐÕÎÚȭɀ8 

 

 

Appendix  

 

Extract from t he poem reproduced by William of Malmesbury  

 

His subjects governing with justest sway,  

3àÙÈÕÛÚɯÖɀÌÙÈÞÌËȮɯÛÞÌÓÝÌɯàÌÈÙÚɯÏÈËɯ×ÈÚÚɀËɯÈÞÈàȮ 

6ÏÌÕɯ$ÜÙÖ×ÌɀÚɯÕÖßÐÖÜÚɯ×ÌÚÛÐÓÌÕÊÌɯÚÛÈÓÒɀËɯÍÖÙÛÏȭ 

 ÕËɯ×ÖÜÙɀËɯÛÏÌɯÉÈÙÉÈÙÖÜÚɯÓÌÎÐÖÕÚɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯ-ÖÙÛÏȭ 

Then pirate Anlaf the briny surg e 

                                                           
8 Joanne Parker, in Livingston, 385-6. 
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Forsakes, while deeds of desperation urge. 

'ÌÙɯÒÐÕÎɯÊÖÕÚÌÕÛÐÕÎȮɯ2ÊÖÛÐÈɀÚɯÓÈÕËɯÙÌÊÌÐÝÌÚ 

The frantic madman and his horde of thieves: 

-ÖÞɯÍÓÜÚÏɀËɯÞÐÛÏɯÐÕÚÖÓÌÕÊÌȮɯÛÏÌàɯÚÏÖÜÛɯÈÕËɯÉÖÈÚÛȮ 

And drive the harmless natives from the coast. 

Thus while the king, secure in youthful pride,  

Bade the soft hours in gentle pleasure glide, 

3ÏÖÜÎÏɯÌÙÚÛɯÏÌɯÚÛÌÔÔɀËɯÛÏÌɯÉÈÛÛÓÌɀÚɯÍÜÙÐÖÜÚɯÛÐËÌȮ 

With ceaseless plunder sped the daring horde, 

And wasted districts with their fire and sword.  
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1 The location of Brunanburh, according to Cockburn, 1931  

 

 



History & Myth in South Yorkshire 
 

26 
 

 

 

 

 

2 Tinsley Wood, 2018 
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3 St Lawrence Church, Brinsworth
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2 CONISBROUGH & IVANHOE  

 

There are few more beautiful or striking scenes in England, than are 

presented by the vicinity of this ancient Saxon fortress. The soft and gentle 

river Don sweeps through an amphitheatre, in which cultivation is richly 

blended with woodland, and on a moun t, ascending from the river, well 

defended by walls and ditches, rises this ancient edifice, which, as its Saxon 

name implies, was, previous to the Conquest, a royal residence of the kings of 

England. 

 

Sir Walter Scott, Ivanhoe (1819) 

 

Ivanhoe! Ivanhoe! 

To adventure, bold adventure watch him go  

There's no power on earth can stop what he's begun 

With Bart and Gurth, he'll fight 'till he has won  

Ivanhoe! Ivanhoe! 

 

Ivanhoe TV series, 1958-9 

 
 

 

Sometimes, a work of art can be so powerful that it displaces the history on w hich it 

is basedȭɯɯ3ÏÌɯÊÓÈÚÚÐÊɯÌßÈÔ×ÓÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÐÚɯÐÚɯ2ÏÈÒÌÚ×ÌÈÙÌɀÚɯplay Henry V, first staged in 

1599, and made into a memorable film by Laurence Olivier in 1944.  Both take many 

liberties with the facts, but have entered the modern consciousness, so that it is 

virtually impossible for us to see the historical Henry (who reigned between 1413 

and 1422) other than through the prism s which Shakespeare and (at least for my 

generation) Olivier - created.  Sir WaÓÛÌÙɯ2ÊÖÛÛɀÚɯÕÖÝÌÓɯIvanhoe (1819) was almost as 

influential in its day.  It ×ÓÈàÌËɯÈÕɯÐÔ×ÖÙÛÈÕÛɯ×ÈÙÛɯÐÕɯ×Ö×ÜÓÈÙÐÚÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÔàÛÏÚɯÖÍɯȿÛÏÌɯ

-ÖÙÔÈÕɯ8ÖÒÌɀɯÈÕËɯof ȿ,ÌÙÙÐÌɯ$ÕÎÓÈÕËɀ, while it also set the scene for a new genre of 

history  written by Bishop Stubbs, E.A.Freeman and J.R. Green in the late 19th 

century.  
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Sir Walter Scott  
 

There have been many film versions of 2ÊÖÛÛɀÚɯIvanhoe but the version I shall always 

remember is the TV series broadcast in the late 1950s.  My younger  sister and I used 

to gather almost evÌÙàɯËÈàɯÛÖɯÞÈÛÊÏɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯ35ɯafter school, and (apart from the 

adverts on ITV) our fabourite programmes were episodes of William Tell, Robin Hood, 

and Ivanhoe, all of which had memorabl e jingles.  TV was a scarce commodity then, 

and we used to treasure it, not so much (I think) for the content, as for the 

opportunity to spend time together.  Boys and girls did not go to the same schools 

after the age of ten. 

 The morality on display in these shows was simple.  Ivanhoe was played by a 

young Roger Moore, before he became the Saint, let alone James Bond; but he was 

already engaged in righting wrongs .  This was all right by us, but we did think - 

even then - that much of the action was comical.  Above all , watching TV was a 

ritual , which including the singing of songs, though neither of us was especially 

musical: 

 

3ÏÌÙÌɀÚɯÍÙÌÌËÖÔɯÖÕɯÏÐÚɯÉÈÕÕÌÙ 

Justice in his sword 

He rides against the manor 

Where tyranny is lord!  

 

Rich and poor 

Together we go 

Forward with Ivanhoe!  

With I -van-hoe! 

[repeat last line, ad nauseam] 

 

 Despite my infantile familiarity with the story, I only read 2ÊÖÛÛɀÚɯÕÖÝÌÓɯ

recently, following a visit to Conisborough, where some of the most important 

scenes in the book take place. 

 Scott sets his novel during the reign of Richard the Lionheart (1189-99), and in 

the West Riding, or what we now call South Yorkshire  (the two being not at all 

coterminous).   In particular, ÏÌɯËÌÚÊÙÐÉÌÚɯȿ1ÖÛÏÌÙÞÖÖËɀ, the home of (ÝÈÕÏÖÌɀÚɯ

father "ÌËÙÐÊȮɯÈÕËɯȿ"ÖÕÐÕÎÚÉÙÖÜÎÏɀɯÛÏÌɯÚÌÈÛɯof Athelstane.  Both these men are fierce 

Saxon patriots, who submit to the harsh Norman Yoke with great reluctance .  The 

novel begins: 

 

In that pleasant district of merry England which is watered by the river Don, 

there extended in ancient times a large forest, covering the greater part of the 
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beautiful hills and valleys which lie between Sheffield and the pleasant town 

of Doncaster. The remains of this extensive wood are still to be seen at the 

noble seats of Wentworth, of Warncliffe Park, and around Rotherham. Here 

haunted of yore the fabulous Dragon of Wantley; 9 and here also flourished in 

ancient times those bands of gallant outlaws, whose deeds have been 

rendered so popular in English song.   

 Much later , Scott continues his description, though the beauty of South 

Yorkshire must have faded somewhat by 1819 as a result of incipient 

industrialisation:   

[Conisbrough Castle] The outer walls have probably been added by the 

Normans, but the inner keep bears token of very great antiquity.  The wall is 

of immense thickness, and is propped or defended by six huge external 

buttresses which project from the circle, and rise up against the sides of the 

tower is if to strengthen or to support it. The distant appearance of this huge 

building, with these singular accompaniments, is as interesting to the lovers 

of the picturesque, as the interior of the castle is to the eager antiquary, whose 

imagination it carries back to the days of the Heptarchy.   

 2ÊÖÛÛɀÚɯÊÏÖÐÊÌɯÖÍɯÓÖÊÈÛÐÖÕɯÙÌÍÓÌÊÛÌËɯÛÏÌɯÐÔ×ÖÙÛÈÕÊÌɯÖÍɯ"ÖÕÐÚÉÙÖÜÎÏɯÐÕɯ2ÈßÖÕȮɯ

rather than Norman times.  Many years ago, the late David Hey pointed out that, 

before the Conquest, the town was owned by King Harold and was a major 

ÈËÔÐÕÐÚÛÙÈÛÐÝÌɯÈÕËɯÔÐÓÐÛÈÙàɯÊÌÕÛÙÌȮɯÞÏÐÓÌɯ2Ûɯ/ÌÛÌÙɀÚɯConisbrough was the mother 

church for much of South Yorkshire.  After 1066 it became the centre of an important 

ÍÌÜËÈÓɯ ȿÏÖÕÖÜÙɀɯ ÊÙÌÈÛÌËɯ ÍÖÙɯ ÛÏÌɯ 6ÈÙÌÕÕÌɯ ÍÈÔÐÓàȮɯ ÞÏÐÊÏɯwas ȿÖÕÌɯ ÖÍɯ ÛÏÌɯ ÎÙÌÈÛɯ

ËàÕÈÚÛÐÌÚɯÖÍɯÔÌËÐÌÝÈÓɯ$ÕÎÓÈÕËɀȮɯÈÕËɯÏÌÓËɯÛÏÌɯÍÌÌɯÜÕÛÐÓɯƕƗƘƛȭ10  However, Scott was 

quite wrong when he wrote that Conisbrough Castle was built in Saxon times.  In 

fact, the unusual keep ËÈÛÌÚɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯƕƕƜƔÚɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌÙÌÍÖÙÌɯÍÙÖÔɯȿ-ÖÙÔÈÕɀɯtimes - or, 

more accurately, ÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯÛÐÔÌɯÞÏÌÕɯ$ÕÎÓÈÕËɯÍÖÙÔÌËɯ×ÈÙÛɯÖÍɯ'ÌÕÙàɯ((ɀÚɯÚÖ-called 

Angevin Empire.  It was built by an illegitimate relative of the King called Hamelin 

Plantagenet, while other parts of the castle were built later still.  But, as the visitor 

ÊÈÕɯÚÌÌɯÍÖÙɯÏÐÔÚÌÓÍȮɯ2ÊÖÛÛɀÚɯËÌÚÊÙÐ×ÛÐÖÕɯof the architecture was accurate. 

  

The mode of entering the great tower of Coningsburgh Castle is very peculiar, 

and partakes of the rude simplicity of the early times in which it was erected. 

A flight of steps, so deep and narrow as to be almost precipitous, leads up to a 

low portal in the  south side of the tower, by which the adventurous antiquary 

may still, or at least could a few years since, gain access to a small stair within 

                                                           
9 See Chapter 5 below. 
10 Hey, The Making of South Yorkshire (Moorland Publishing, 1979) ; Conisbrough Castle, Brindle & 

Sadraei (English Heritage Guidebooks, 2018). 
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the thickness of the main wall of the tower, which leads up to the third story 

of the building . 

 

 Ivanhoe was written after Walter Scott had published several novels in the 

Waverley series, all concerning Scotland and Scottish history; and it is thought that he 

ÞÈÕÛÌËɯÛÖɯÔÈÒÌɯÛÏÌɯ×ÖÐÕÛɯÛÏÈÛɯ$ÕÎÓÈÕËɯÈÕËɯ2ÊÖÛÓÈÕËɯÞÌÙÌɯȿÉÌÛÛÌÙɯÛÖÎÌÛÏÌÙɀɯÈÚɯÈɯ

result of the Act of Union  of 1707, in the same way that the English and the Normans 

had been much better off, once they had forgotten the bitterness engendered by the 

Conquest.  The novel was certainly not written for children, but it is difficult to see 

that it would have much ap peal nowadays (were it not for th e enduring fame of the 

author) except to young boys (and they would probably find it much too slow).   

 The eponymous hero Sir Wilfred of Ivanhoe has been disinherited by his 

father (as we noted, an Anglo-Saxon chauvinist), because he chose to go crusading in 

Palestine with the Norman, King Richard.  Other characters include Robin Hood and 

his outlaws, Ivanhoe's two love interests (Rebecca, a Jewish woman, and the Lady 

Rowena) and various evil Knights Templar , of whom one - Brian de Bois-Guilbert - 

is Ivanhoe's ÙÐÝÈÓȭɯɯ3ÏÌÙÌɯÐÚɯÈÓÚÖɯ(ÚÈÈÊɯÛÏÌɯ)ÌÞɯȹ1ÌÉÌÊÊÈɀÚɯÍÈÛÏÌÙȺȮɯ&ÜÙÛÏɯÛÏÌ Saxon 

swineherd  and a Ken-Dodd figure, Wamba, who are there to demonstrate that the 

Saxons, united, can never be defeated, even when shackled to the Norman Yoke.  

The Normans include the wi cked Prince John.  The story features duels, 

tournaments, a siege, two kidnappings, dungeons, unspeakable tortures (or the 

threat of them) and no less than two masked knights.   

 The major criticism one can make this writing of History as Romance is that 

there are numerous inaccuracies.  Such was 2ÊÖÛÛɀÚɯÛÈÚÛÌɯÍÖÙɯÈÓÓɯÛÏÐÕÎÚɯȿ&ÖÛÏÐÊÒɀɯÛÏÈÛɯ

he could not resist lumping ÈÓÓɯÒÐÕËÚɯÖÍɯȿÔÌËÐÌÝÈÓɀɯ×ÏÌÕÖÔÌÕÈ together, which did 

not belong to the same period, so that sometimes we cannot be sure what century we 

are in.  Although the scene of the action is Yorkshire in 1194, we are presented with 

modes of dress and behaviour which belong to the early Saxon period; Templars 

from the 12th century mingle with friars from the 13 th; there are chivalrous episodes 

which resemble the tales told by Jean Froissart (who died  around 1405); and a trial 

for witchcraft which properly belongs in the following century.  Most problematical 

of all, w e are presented with a description of the relations between Saxon and 

Norman which might have been appropriate in the 1070s, but not in the 1190s. 

 ThiÚɯÞÐÓÓɯÕÖÛɯËÖȮɯÞÏÈÛÌÝÌÙɯ2ÊÖÛÛɀÚɯadmirers may say in his defence.  To be 

convincing, historical fiction has to be fi rmly grounded in the facts .  If it is not, it 

rapidly becomes a comedy, even when it depicts tragic events. 

 Much nearer to the truth, perhaps, iÚɯ6ÈÓÛÌÙɯ2ÊÖÛÛɀÚɯËÌ×ÐÊÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÈÕÛÐ-

semitism present in medieval English society.  For, in Ivanhoe, Normans and Saxons 

of all classes each behave abominably towards the Jews: 

There was no race existing on the earth, in the air, or the waters, who were the 

object of such an unintermitting, general, and relentless persecution as the 

Jews of this period. Upon the slightest and most unreasonable pretences, as 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Knights_Templar
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Swineherd
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well as upon accusations the most absurd and groundless, their persons and 

property were exposed to every turn of popular fury; for Norman, Saxon, 

Dane, and Briton, however adverse these races were to each other, contended 

which should l ook with greatest detestation upon a people, whom it was 

accounted a point of religion to hate, to revile, to despise, to plunder, and to 

persecute. It is a well-known story of King John, that he confined a wealthy 

Jew in one of the royal castles, and daily caused one of his teeth to be torn out, 

until, when the jaw of the unhappy Israelite was half disfurnished, he 

consented to pay a large sum, which it was the tyrant's object to extort from 

him.  

 In the novel, the Saxon thane, Cedric, behaves better than the Norman 

Templar, but not much:  

 Oswald, returning, whispered into the ear of his master, "It is a Jew, who calls 

himself Isaac of York; is it fit I should marshall him into the hall?" "Let Gurth 

do thine office, Oswald," said Wamba with his usual effrontery; "the 

swineherd will be a fit usher to the Jew." "St Mary," said the Abbot, crossing 

himself, "an unbelieving Jew, and admitted into this presence!" "A dog Jew," 

echoed the Templar, "to approach a defender of the Holy Sepulchre?" "Peace, 

my worthy guests," said Cedric; "my hospitality must not be bounded by your 

dislikes. If Heaven bore with the whole nation of stiff -necked unbelievers for 

more years than a layman can number, we may endure the presence of one 

Jew for a few hours. But I constrain no man to converse or to feed with him.  

 The worst example of persecution occurs when the Templar seizes Isaac the 

Jew and threatens him with torture unless he hands over money:  

Seize him and strip him, slaves," said the knight, "and let the fathers of his 

race assist him if they can." The assistants, taking their directions more from 

the Baron's eye and his hand than his tongue, once more stepped forward, 

laid hands on the unfortunate Isaac, plucked him up from the ground, and, 

holding hi m between them, waited the hard -hearted Baron's farther signal. 

The Jew then looked at the glowing furnace, over which he was presently to 

be stretched, and seeing no chance of his tormentor's relenting, his resolution 

gave way. "I will pay," he said, "the  thousand pounds of silve rɂȭ 

 

 

The Norman  Yoke 

 

2ÊÖÛÛɀÚɯÝÐÌÞɯÖÍɯ$ÕÎÓÐÚÏɯÚÖÊÐety in the mid 1190s was anachronistic.  Ivanhoe portrayed 

the Anglo -Saxons as a people who had recently been conquered and were still 

regarded as an inferior race.  Moreover, (ÝÈÕÏÖÌɀÚɯÍÈÛÏÌÙɯ"ÌËÙÐÊɯÚÌÊÙÌÛÓàɯÏÖ×ÌËɯÍÖÙɯ

the return of a native English dynasty  whereas, by the time Richard I became King, 
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the English had long ceased to engage in active revolt against their Norman masters.  

However, in other ways, 2ÊÖÛÛɀÚɯËÌÚÊÙÐ×ÛÐÖÕɯof English society is no more than a 

precursor of the ȿ&ÌÙÔÈÕÐÚÛɀɯÝÐÌÞɯÖÍɯ ÕÎÓÖ-Saxon history, which was so important 

in late Victorian times and which is still embraced (in one form or another) by many 

ÔÖËÌÙÕɯÏÐÚÛÖÙÐÈÕÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯȿ'ÐÎÏɀɯ,ÐËËÓÌɯ ÎÌÚ.   

 The Normans, on the other hand, have always had their champions.  TÏÌɯȿ$ɀɯ

version of the Anglo -Saxon Chronicle for 1087 ɬ ÛÏÌɯàÌÈÙɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ"ÖÕØÜÌÙÖÙɀs death - 

praises his wisdom and piety and tells us that , as a result of the Conquest, ȿany 

honest man could travel the kingdom without injury with his bosom full of gold ɀ 

and that, ȿif any man had intercourse with a woman against her will, he was 

forthwith castrated. ɀ  Poor men lamented and powerful men complained.  For 

Ordericus Vitalis, who was English b y birth though he became a monk in 

Normandy, William the Conqueror was a man who ȿduring his whole life had 

followed the advice o f wise counsellors, feared God and been the unwearied 

protector of holy mother Church. ɀ 

 There was even a view that the Anglo-2ÈßÖÕɯÕÖÉÐÓÐÛàɯȿÏÈËɯÐÛɯÊÖÔÐÕÎɀȭɯɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔɯ

of Malmesbury, whose father was Norman, wrote his Deeds of the Kings of the English 

in the 1120s.  According to him, moral standards had declined steeply in England in 

the years before the Conquest, which had then brought about a real religious revival.  

The Normans were praised for their ȿeconomy in large housesɀ, their taste in dress, 

their delicacy when it came to food, their hardiness and prowess in war, their 

politeness and the protection they afforded to their subjects.  On the other hand, the 

Anglo -Saxon priests had been ignorant, their monks had consistently disregarded 

the Benedictine Rule, and they had given themselves up to ȿluxury and wantonness.ɀ  

Above all, ȿdrinking p arties had been a universal English custom, in which they 

passed entire days and nights.ɀ (So, was ÐÛɯȿbinge-drinking ɀ which condemned the 

Anglo -Saxons to ignominious defeat at Hastings?) 

 Yet there have long been historians who t ook the view that the Normans had 

nothing to teach the Anglo -Saxons.  This view became popular in England in the 

1640s and during the English Civil War; and it was also the view taken by the 

Victorians J.M.Kemble, Bishop Stubbs and E.A.Freeman.  In the late 20th century 

James Campbell and Patrick Wormald both wrote that late Anglo -Saxon England 

ÞÈÚɯÈɯÕÈÛÐÖÕɯÚÛÈÛÌȮɯÞÐÛÏɯȿÈÕɯÌÍÍÌÊÛÐÝÌɯÔÖÕÈÙÊÏàȮɯÜÕÐÍÖÙÔɯÐÕÚÛÐÛÜÛÐÖÕÚȮɯÈɯÕÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯ

ÓÈÕÎÜÈÎÌȮɯÈɯÕÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯ"ÏÜÙÊÏȮɯÊÓÌÈÙɯÍÙÖÕÛÐÌÙÚɯÈÕËɯÈɯÚÛÙÖÕÎɯÚÌÕÚÌɯÖÍɯÕÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÐËÌÕÛÐÛàȭɀɯɯ

Michael Wood has also described it in glowing terms, referring in particular to the 

monastic revival led by St Dunstan in the 10th century and centred on Glastonbury in 

Wessex.  

 In the end, it is a question of perspective; but there seems little doubt as to 

what the Anglo -Saxons themselves thought about the Norman Conquest in 1066, or 

1087, or 1100.  It was their equivalent of the  Palestinian Nakba ɬ the catastrophe 

which saw 700,000 Arabs driven from their homes in 1948.  The numbers of 

Englishmen who were killed, expropriated, or driven into exile, during the reign of 

William the Conqueror was far smaller; but it was nonetheless substantial.  
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 In the years after 1066, William spent much of his time putting down 

rebellions, wh ich only diminished after the Saxon pretender Edgar the Aethelin g 

surrendered in 1074.  William the Bastard, soon to be known as the Conqueror, 

crushed all these risings, displaying a ruthlessness which was remarked upon even 

by Norman chroniclers .  The so-called Harrying (or Harrowing) of the North  in 1069 

was so brutal that its effects were still in evidence when the royal commissioners 

compiled Domesday Book 20 years later.  The scale of English resistance was played 

down by the Norman chroniclers, and has often been underestimated by historians.  

 The Normans and their allies were few in number ɬ around 8,000 compared 

to a native population of about 2,000,000.  Moreover, they expected to be rewarded 

with land and titles in return for their service during the invasion, and in the putting 

down of th ese numerous rebellions.  A certain degree of ruthlessness was therefore 

to be expected from the Conqueror, and the eventual outcome was the almost 

complete replacement of Anglo -Saxon lords with  Normans. William not only 

expropriated the rebels, he also established a kind of centralised feudalism, whereby 

all land was held directly from the king in return for military service. (3ÏÌɯȿÍÌÌɀɯÖÙɯ

ȿÌÚÛÈÛÌɀɯÏÈÚɯÍÖÙÔÌËɯÛÏÌɯÉÈÚÐÚɯÖÍɯ$ÕÎÓÐÚÏɯÓÈÕËɯÓÈÞɯÌÝÌÙɯÚÐÕÊÌ).  Anglo -Saxons were 

removed from high governme ntal and ecclesiastical office. After 1075 all earldoms 

were held by Normans, and Englishmen were only occasionally appointed as 

sheriffs.  Senior English office-holders were either expelled from their positions in 

the Church, or kept in place and replaced by foreigners when they died. By 1096 no 

bishopric was held by any Englishman, and English abbots had become uncommon, 

especially in the larger monasteries.  

 All this is well known.  It is less widely known that many  Anglo -Saxons, 

including groups of nobles, fled the country  for Scotland, Ireland, or Scandinavia.  

The largest single exodus occurred in the 1070s, when a fleet of 235 ships sailed for 

Constantinople.  As a result, Englishmen became an important element in the 

elite Varangian Guard , part of the Byzantine army which fought Robert Guiscard, 

Norman conqueror of Southern Italy, at Durazzo in 1081.   According to French and 

Icelandic sources, some of these English exiles were rewarded with a gift of land, 

possibly in the Crimea, where they named new settlements after London, York and 

other places which reminded them of home.  

 For those who remained in England, the French spoken by the conquerors 

became the official language for a period of 300 years; and, when English re-

emerged, it was no longer Anglo -Saxon but Middle English.  The law discriminated 

against the subject people both directly and indirectly.  The murdrum fine provided 

that, if a Norman was killed and the killer was not apprehended within five days, 

the hundred within which the crime was committed should be collective ly  punished. 

(An Anglo -Saxon enjoyed no such protection).  At the same time, new forests 

established for the benefit of the Normans made the English who presumed to hunt 

outlaws in their own land.  Men who lived in the forest were forbidden to bear 

hunting weapons, and  dogs were also banned (though mastiffs  were permitted as 

watchdogs if they had their front claws removed).   

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harrying_of_the_North
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anglo-Saxons
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Normans
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Varangian_Guard
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dog
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 On the other hand, Professor le PatÖÜÙÌÓɯÛÌÓÓÚɯÜÚɯÛÏÈÛɯȿÚÓÈÝÌÙàɯËÐÌËɯÖÜÛɯÐÕɯ

$ÕÎÓÈÕËɯÈÍÛÌÙɯÛÏÌɯ-ÖÙÔÈÕɯ"ÖÕØÜÌÚÛɀȭɯɯ!àɯcontrast, it had been a normal feature of 

society in Anglo -Scandinavian England, where slave-trading had been indulged in 

by Viking and Saxon alike.  There is a sermon of Bishop Wulfstan of Worcester 

(c.1008-1095) in which he lambasts the Englishmen who: 

 

 club together to buy a woman between them as a joint purchase, and 

 practise foul sin with that one woman, one after another, just like dogs, 

 who do not care about filth; and then sell God's creature for a price out 

 of the country into the power of stra ngers. 

 

 Traditionally we have found consolation for the disaster of the Norman 

Conquest in the idea that the immigrants were soon assimilated. This comforting 

thought is largely based on a single statement made by Richard Fitzneal in his 

treatise The Dialogue of the Exchequer, written in the late 12 th century : 

 

 With the English and Normans dwel1ing together and alternately marrying 

 and giving in marriage, the races have become so fused that it can scarcely be 

 discerned at the present day - I speak of freemen alone-who is English and 

 who is Norman by race, I except, however, the bondmen, who are called 

 villeins, and are not permitted, if their lords object, to change their status. 

 

 However, when le Patourel examined the extent of intermarriage between 

Normans and English  more closely, he could find very little evidence for it .  Instead, 

he found that, by and large, the Norman aristocracy which came over with Duke 

6ÐÓÓÐÈÔɯȿÛÌÕËÌËɯÛÖɯÔÈÙÙàɯÞÛÏÐÕɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÖÞÕɯÙÈÕÒÚɀȮɯÈÕËɯintermarriage in English 

towns was also uncommon.  MeanwhileȮɯȿÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÓÌÝÌÓɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÔÌÕɯÞÏÖɯÛÐÓÓÌËɯÛÏÌɯÚÖÐÓɯ

ÈÕËɯÛÏÖÚÌɯÞÏÖɯÒÌ×ÛɯÛÏÌɯÍÓÖÊÒÚɯÈÕËɯÏÌÙËÚɀȮɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÞÈÚɯȿ×ÙÖÉÈÉÓàɯno intermingling of 

ÈÕàɯÊÖÕÚÌØÜÌÕÊÌɯÈÛɯÈÓÓȭɀɯɯ%ÐÕÈÓÓàȮɯÈÕàɯmixing which did take place was likely to have 

been betweeÕɯȿÛÏÌɯÓÜÊÒÐÌÙɯÚÜÙÝÐÝÖÙÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ$ÕÎÓÐÚÏɯÓÈÕËÌËɯÍÈÔÐÓÐÌÚɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯÚÌÊÖÕËɯÖÙɯ

ÛÏÐÙËɯÙÈÕÒÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ-ÖÙÔÈÕɯÉÈÙÖÕÈÎÌɀȭɯɯ2ÖɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÐÚɯÓÐÛÛÓÌɯhere for our comfort , after all.   

 5ÐÌÞÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÐÚɯÓÐÎÏÛȮɯ6ÈÓÛÌÙɯ2ÊÖÛÛɀÚɯdismal description of the situation in 

England in 1194 may be more accurate than we may once have thought.  The 

Normans show their contempt for the Saxons quite openly.  The Saxons hate the 

Normans with equal measure, and take the opportunity to attack them  when the 

occasion arises.  The Saxons retain certain enduring characteristics ɬ their fondness 

of dogs, their love of sport and their idea of fair play ɬ but they are a subject race, 

with limited room for manoeuvre.  Most of the time they have no choice but to 

comply with the wishes of their masters; and it  is forest and feudal law which 

prevails.  Scott describes very well how French became the official language of 

government and the law courts, and how French words displaced their English 

equivalents, in certain contexts:  
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 "Why, how call you those grun ting brutes running about on their four legs?" 

 demanded Wamba. "Swine, fool, swine," said the herd, "every fool knows 

 that." "And swine is good Saxon," said the Jester; "but how call you the sow 

 when she is flayed, and drawn, and quartered, and hung up by the heels, like 

 a traitor?" "Pork," answered the swine-herd. "I am very glad every fool knows 

 that too," said Wamba, "and pork, I think, is good Norman -French; and so 

 when the brute lives, and is in the charge of a Saxon slave, she goes by her 

 Saxon name; but becomes a Norman, and is called pork, when she is carried 

 to the Castle-hall to feast among the nobles; what dost thou think of this, 

 friend Gurth, ha?" "By St Dunstan," answered Gurth, "thou speakest but sad 

 truths; little is left  to us but the air we breathe, and that appears to have been 

 reserved with m uch hesitation, solely for the purpose of enabling us to 

 endure the tasks they lay upon our shoulders. The finest and the fattest is  for 

 their board; the loveliest is for their couch; the best and bravest supply their  

 foreign masters with soldiers.  

 

 

 

Merrie England 
 

Sir Walter ScottɀÚɯÕÖÝÌÓɯfocussed on the wholly new and fictional character of 

Ivanhoe; but it also involved  the figure of Robin Hood, and broke new ground b y 

placing him in the 1190s, at the centre of a clash between Anglo -Saxon and Norman 

culture.  However, Robin was a well known character in English literature  long 

before 1819ȭɯɯ ÊÊÖÙËÐÕÎɯÛÖɯ,ÐÊÏÈÌÓɯ6ÖÖËȮɯÛÏÌɯÓÌÎÌÕËɯÞÈÚɯȿÈÓÙÌÈËàɯÛÈÒÐÕÎɯÚÏÈ×Ìɀ in 

the 13th century and and can most convincingly be traced to Wakefield or 

Barnsdale;11  but it  is generally considered that the first mention of Robin in a literary 

context is in Willi am LanglandɀÚɯÓÈÛÌɯÍÖÜÙÛÌÌÕÛÏɯÊÌÕÛÜÙàɯ×ÖÌÔɯPiers the Plowman, 

where Sloth, the lazy priest, confesses: 

 

 I know not perfectly my Paternoster, as the priest it singeth,  

 but I know rhymes of Robyn Hood, and Ranulf Earl of Chester.  

 

 Patrick Wormald took up the story at this point:  

 

 By the early 15th century, references have become relatively  abundant. The 

 earliest extant Robin Hood 'ryme', 'Robin Hood and the Monk', is fou nd in a 

 manuscript of 1450 or soon after. The central text form s the core of the legend 

 as it was bequeathed by the Middle Ages.  Robin already has his most 

 fami liar companions - Little John, Will  Scarlett (or something similar), Much 

                                                           
11 Wood, In Search of England, 73, 81. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Langland
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Piers_Plowman
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 the Miller's son  and Friar Tuck.  He is at home in Sherwood Forest and the 

 sworn enemy of the Sheriff of Nottingham. He is an archer of genius and a 

 master of disguise. He is loyal to the king, and 'dyde pore men moch god', but 

 he had no time for the wealthy and grasping religious orders: the Gest begins 

 with  the story of how Robin helped an impoverished knight pay his debt to 

 the abbot of St Mary's York, and fleeced the abbey in the process.12 

 

 So here is the familiar Robin Hood  of Sherwood Forest, though this is clearly 

a subject which engages local passions, and there are other possible locations; but 

was there ever an identifiable individual of this name?   

 As Wood pointed out:  

 

 Back in the 1850s, the Yorkshire scholar Joseph Hunter Hunter had 

 noticed that the original location of the Robin Hood story w as not in 

 Sherwood in Notting hamshire, but in Barnsdale.  He was the first to 

 reject the idea of a mythical Robin and to offer a real model in real 

 historical setting. He suggested Robin was active in the time of Edward 

 II (1307-27), and was perhaps one of the disgruntled supporters of the 

 rebellion of Thomas, Earl of Lancaster in 1322. Hunter even connected 

 the ballad's tale of the king's visit to Robin in the greenwood with the 

 royal visit to the North in I323. To cap it all, Hunter noticed that the 

 king's wardrobe accounts recorded a payment to one Robert Hood.13  

  

 However, Wood also noted that ȿÜÕÍÖÙÛÜÕÈÛÌÓàȮɯÛÏÐÚɯ[Hood] was a porter, 

not an outlaw. Nor, on inspection, do the Robin Hood ballads refer anywhere 

to Thomas of Lancaster and his rebellion.ɀ The truth is that, although Hunter 

was a first-rate scholar, he only looked at a tiny fraction of the records, military, legal 

and administrative, which are now available in for medieval England ; and a wider 

study justifies the conclusion that there were several Robin Hoods, not one.   

 The earliest known dates from 1226 and is a record of the York Assizes.  This 

mentions a person named Robert Hod whose goods worth 32 shillings and 6 pence 

were confiscated; and Hod became an outlaw.  In the following year, he is called 

"Hobbehod"; but there are many other references to men of that name in the 13th 

century. Indeed John Maddicott  has suggested that "Robin Hood" was a stock 

alias used by thieves.  Between 1261 and 1300, there are at least eight references to 

'Rabunhod' in various regions across England, from Berkshire to Yorkshire; but, 

importantly, these men were criminals rather than heroes.  They may have robbed 

from the rich, but there is no sign that they gave to the poor.  

                                                           
12 Wormald, London Review of Books, 5 May 1983. 
13 In Search of England, 75. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Maddicott
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stock_character
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stock_character
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Berkshire
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/York
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/York
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 Another view has been put forward by Andrew Ayton, 14 who found one 

excellent archer who was not even an outlaw:  

 

 On 21 November 1338, forty-three archers joined the company of troops 

 entrusted with the security of the Isle of Wight. The garrison pay -roll, which 

 forms the greater part of an excellent set of accounts now preserved at the 

 Public Record Office15, records the names of the newly arrived men. In their 

 midst is a name as familiar as any from English literature or history: Robin 

 Hood.  

 

 Ayton thought he  had found his man, largely because this soldier was such a 

crack-shot that he may have become an object of lasting admiration for miles 

around; but it has to be said that so many tales have been told about Robin Hood 

that there must be dozens, if not hundreds, of rival candidates, who left no record at 

all.  The better view is that Robin probably represents a mythical past, when the 

outlaws roamed free, unrestricted by convention or law, in a green version of the 

Golden Age.  It is even possible that he represents an amalgam of characters.   

 J.C.Holt (1922-2014), who wrote one of the best books about Robin, told us 

that he has or had ȿÛÏÌɯÜÕÐØÜÌɯËÐÚÛÐÕÊÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÉÌÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÖÕÓàɯÌÕÛÙàɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯDictionary of 

National Biography which was devoted exclusively to  proving that its subject never 

ÌßÐÚÛÌËɀȰɯÉÜÛɯÉy the 1950s, Robin had become the subject of innumerable books, films 

and TV programmes; and màɯàÖÜÕÎÌÙɯÚÐÚÛÌÙɯÈÕËɯ(ɯÛÏÙÐÓÓÌËɯÛÖɯ1ÐÊÏÈÙËɯ&ÙÌÌÕÌɀÚɯ

×ÖÙÛÙÈàÈÓɯÖÍɯÏÐÔɯȹÈÕËɯ(ɯÛÖɯ/ÈÛÙÐÊÐÈɯ#ÙÐÚÊÖÓÓɀÚɯof Maid Marian) in The Adventures of 

Robin Hood, a series which ran between 1955 and 1959, partly again because it had a 

catchy theme tune.   In due course Robin acquired fierce partisans in many parts of 

the country, including Nottingham, Sherwood Forest, Wakefield, York, and 

Barnsdale.  My daughter, who attended Nottingham University in the l ate 1990s, 

was outraged when the City of Doncaster had the audacity to call its airport after 

Robin.  In fact, the inhabitants of Doncaster had long laid claim to an association 

ÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÖÜÛÓÈÞȮɯÉÌÊÈÜÚÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÌßÐÚÛÌÕÊÌɯÖÍɯȿ1ÖÉÐÕɯ'ÖÖËɀÚɯ6ÌÓÓɀ at Skellow, which is 

only eight miles north of the town . 

 There came a time when historians began to study the composition of the 

audiences of the early ballads, to probe their  social significance.   This led to a series 

of articles in Past and Present, a journal founded in 1952 by a group of historians 

which included members of the Communist Party Historians Group, amongst them 

Rodney Hilton of Balliol College, Oxford (1916-2002).   In 1958, in article an entitled 

The Origins of Robin Hood (P&P No 14, November, 1958), Hilton argued that there 

was continuity between the  Robin Hood ballads and the agenda of some of the 

                                                           
14Ayton, Military Service and the Development of the Robin Hood Legend in the Fourteenth Century, 

Nottingham Medieval Studies, 1992) 

 
15 Now the National Archives.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Adventures_of_Robin_Hood_(TV_series)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Adventures_of_Robin_Hood_(TV_series)
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rebels involved in the Peasants' Revolt of 1381.  This idea was attacked with some 

vigour by Holt, who was Professor at Nottingham  at the time, in an article entitled 

The Origins and Audience of the Ballads of Robin Hood  (P&P No. 18, November 1960).  

He pointed out that rural and peasant issues are nowhere found within the texts, 

and proposed that the supposedly dissident audience was in fact composed of the 

lower gentry, their hangers -on and higher servitors.    Maurice Keen (1933-2012), also 

a Fellow of Balliol, weighed in to support Hilton, 16 and was bluntly rebuked by Holt.  

He told me later that the Professor ÞÈÚɯ×ÙÖÉÈÉÓàɯÙÐÎÏÛȰɯÉÜÛɯÛÏÈÛɯÏÌɯȿÕÌÌËɯÕÖÛɯÏÈÝÌɯ

ÉÌÌÕɯÚÖɯÙÜËÌɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÐÛȭɀ 

 

                                                           
16 Robin Hood, A Peasant Hero, History Today, volume 8, issue 10, 1958. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/649889
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Ɨɯ3'., 2ɯ1.3'$1' ,ɀ2ɯCOLLEGE 
 

 

Also I heartily Will and beseech that my executors, according to the hope 

which  I put in them, and according as they will answer Christ, apply the 

greatest diligence, that a thousand masses may be celebrated immediately, as 

quickly as they can after my decease. 

 

%ÙÖÔɯ ÙÊÏÉÐÚÏÖ×ɯ3ÏÖÔÈÚɯ1ÖÛÏÌÙÏÈÔɀÚɯÞÐÓÓȮ 

John Guest, Historic Notices of Rotherham.  

 

 

The Protestant Reformation involved profound changes to several tenets of the 

Christian faith.  8ÌÚÛÌÙËÈàɀÚɯÏÌÙÌÚàɯÉÌÊÈÔÌɯÛÖËÈàɀÚɯÖÙÛÏÖËÖßàȰɯÈÕËɯÞÏÈÛɯÏÈËɯÖÕÊÌɯ

been orthodoxy was now regarded as superstition.  Out went the Pope, clerical 

celibacy, transubstantiation, the mass, the special role of the Priest, and the idea that 

the soul had to spend time in Purgatory  (before ascending to Heaven or descending 

to Hell ).  In came the Royal Supremacy, established by Act of Parliament.  Other 

Acts abolished the monasteries and then the chantries.  The second of these meant 

the end for the ȿÚÜÔ×ÛÜÖÜÚɀɯbrick -built C ollege of Jesus, established in Rotherham 

only half a century previously , by the townɀÚɯÔÖÚÛɯÍÈÔÖÜÚɯÚÖÕȮɯ ÙÊhbishop Thomas 

Rotherham (discounting the  Chuckle brother who died in 2018) .   

 

The College  
 

The antiquarian John Leland took particular note of th e College, when he rode 

through Rotherham  at the end of Henry VIII's reign. It was an important educational 

as well as religi ous institution , which housed a theologian, several secular clergy, 

teachers and scholars. There were only around 90 such colleges in the whole of 

England and Wales, and there was nothing else like it in the West Riding.  The town 

was 'worth a detour' on its account.   

The founder, Thomas Rotherham, had been born and baptised in the town i n 

1423.  He was educated in Rotherham, before going up to Cambridge, then rose 

through the ranks of the Church, becoming Bishop of Rochester, Bishop of Lincoln, 
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and finally Archbishop of York.  In addition, he served Edward IV and the House of 

York as Keeper of the Privy Seal, ambassador to both France and Burgundy and 

Lord Chancellor of England .  It is as Lord Chancellor that he appears in 

Shakespeare's Richard III, where he resigns his seal of office as Edward IV's widow 

seeks sanctuary, in a vain attempt to protect her sons: 

   

For my part, I'll resign unto your grace  

  The seal I keep...        

 

The foundation stone of the College was laid in 1482-3, ȿon the feast of St 

Gregory in the twenty -second year of the reign of King Edward IV ɀ; and the Provost 

and Fellows were inducted the following year.  Why did Thomas found a college in 

Rotherham?  He clearly had a great interest in education, had given generously to 

both Oxford and Cambridge and drawn up the Statutes of Lincoln College, Oxford 

(see illustration) ; and the 15th century was the age of the chantry chapel, college and 

collegiate church.  Sometimes they were annexed to a parish church and sometimes 

they had one or more schools attached, though neither of these features was 

essential. Typically, the priests and Fellows who staffed them were enjoined to pray 

for the soul of the founder and others.  They were founded all over England, 

sometimes by Kings - the classic example being Henry VI ȿÚɯÍÖÜÕËÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ$ÛÖÕɯ- and 

sometimes by bishops.  In establishing his college, Thomas Rotherham was 

follo wing the example of many contemporaries, in particular Bishop Stillington of 

Bath and Wells, who had founded a school at Acaster in about 1460. The colleges at 

Acaster and Rotherham were each consciously modelled on the much older college 

in Winchester. 

 There was room for a college in Rotherham, in more ways than one.  There 

was no religious house closer than Roche Abbey, some eight miles away; and there 

was no friary in the town. Archbishop Thomas owned land in the town  and the site 

was suitable, being near the parish church. Having recently become Archbishop of 

York, Thomas was in a position to override any objections which might be raised to 

his scheme, by the Abbots of Rufford or anyone else. 

 There is a tradition that , while he was engaged in building his College, 

Thomas stayed at Wortley , some nine miles to the north-west of Rotherham.  When 

the College was finished, the buildings must have looked more or less as King 

Edward VI's commissioners described them in 1548: 

 

First. The mansion house of the said College with a garden and an orchard 

within the clausture of the same of two acres and one house near unto the 

said College wherein the three free schools be kept. Part of the said seyte or 

mansion house is covered with lead, viz., the gate house containing six yards 

in length and four yards in breadth with two little turrets thereunto annexed. 

The chappel on the east side the said gate house with a crested roof 

containing in length eighteen yards, and in width on either side the roof five 
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yards. A chamber on the west side the said gate house with like roof 

containing in length twelve yards and in breadth on either side the said roof 

five yards . 

 

 The Archbishop's own reasons for founding the College are not in doubt. He 

stated them clearly in Statutes, and in his last will of 1498. Firstly, he was grateful for 

the education which he and some of his boyhood companions had received in 

Rotherham, from a teacher of grammar who had come to the town ȿby I know not 

what fate, but I believe that it was by the grace of God.ɀɯThis anonymous but highly 

successful teacher had taught him Latin, a prerequisite for the priesthood and all 

forms of higher education. Thomas believed that, if he had not been so fortunate, he 

would have remained 'untaught and unlettered and rude' ; and he wanted to give 

other Rotherham boys (though not of course girls) the opportunity of having t he 

same start in life as he had enjoyed.  The College of Jesus was therefore to have a 

grammar school, with a Fellow who wo uld provide free tuition in Latin for local 

youths.   

 Secondly, Thomas believed in the power of music. He knew that very few 

people could be taught Latin, but music could be enjoyed by all. In particular, he 

thought that good singing enriched religious se rvices, and wanted to encourage the 

untutored majority of men and women to come to church. He also considered that 

the parish of Rotherham contained at least its share of ignorant country people (the 

Statutes describe them as 'mountaineers' ÖÙɯȿÔÖÜÕÛÈÐÕɯÔÌÕɀ).  Such people needed to 

be helped, if they were ever to 'love Christ's religion'. His new College was therefore 

provided with a song -school, with a singing Fellow who would provide free tuition 

for anyone who wanted to learn, particular ly if they were from t he diocese and 

province of York ; and six choristers or choirboys, chosen if possible from the poor 

boys of Rotherham and Ecclesfield, who would be provided with free board, 

lodging, and tuition.  In return t hey were to sing regularly in the parish church.  

 Thirdly, Thomas was keen to produce potential clergymen; but also wanted to 

assist boys who, while they might not be suitable candidates for the priesthood, did 

not deserve to lead a life of ignorance. Such youths should be taught wr iting and 

arithmetic, in a third school where another Fellow (to be called the Chaplain of St 

Katherine) wou ld again provide free tuition:  

 

Because that land produces many youths endowed with the light and 

shrewdness of nature, but all do not attain the d ignity and height of 

priesthood, as such are fitted rather for the mechanical arts and other worldly 

affairs, we have ordained a third associate, skilled and learned in the art of 

writing and reckoning.  

  

 It was this third school which was distinctive. Et on and Winchester might be 

grander, in terms of size, architecture, wealth and fame; but even they had only two 

schools - grammar and song. 
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 In the Archbishop's view, ȿwriting, music and grammar are subordinate to the 

divine law and to the Gospelɀ and the College was therefore to be governed by a 

fourth Fellow, or Provost.  He must be a priest and also a theologian, who should 

preach ȿthe ladder of James, the Word of Jesus, [and] the shortest and most certain 

way to heavenɀ. He was directed to do this t hroughout the diocese of York, but 

especially in Rotherham, Ecclesfield, Almondbury in West Yorkshire, and Laxton in 

Nottinghamshire (whose churches and tithes were assigned to the new foundation).  

 There was yet a further reason for the foundation of Roth erham College. The 

parish church had several chantry chapels; but Church dignitaries often worried 

about how chantry priests spent their time when they were not engaged in singing 

masses.  Archbishop Thoresby of York had expressed this concern in the mid-14th 

century ; and now Thomas Rotherham heard reports that some of the Rotherham 

chantry priests had given themselves up to 'ease and idleness'.  The Archbishop 

attributed this to the fact that the priests in question lived in the town, amongst their 

fellow citizens, 'eating and passing the night in different places' .  They may even 

have been guilty of sins worse than sloth for , as Thomas explained in his Statutes: ȿin 

these days a scandal often arises from clerks and women dwelling together, and 

from the too  great frequency of them at and in houses greatly suspected of lay men 

and women.ɀ  It would be much safer if they resided in the new College. Thomas 

therefore authorised the Provost to receive ȿall stipendiary or chantry chaplains 

ministering and celebrat ing in t he said church of Rotherham as guests and residents 

at his table at their own costs and expenses and to assign them fitting rooms for 

nothing.ɀ 

 Finally, the College itself a kind of enormous chantry, founded for the benefit 

of the founder. The Archbishop believed fervently in Purgatory , and in the power of 

masses and prayers to relieve the condition of those who were held there, pending 

the Last Judgement.  In his will, he asked that a thousand masses be celebrated as 

quickly as possible after his death. No effort must be spared to reduce his time in 

Purgatory.  

 By 1498 Thomas was in a position to provide his College with a generous 

endowment. He had already given it the church of Laxton in Nottinghamshire ; and, 

in 1488 he gave it the church of Almondbury,  near Huddersfield. 17  Now, by his will, 

he confirmed this gift and added several smaller properties in and around 

Rotherham.  In all, the College's net income was £102/6s/2d. 

 In addition to gifts of land,  tithes and manorial rights,  Thomas showered his 

new college with precious vessels and holy objects - chalices, paxbreds, crewetts, 

pixes, basins, cups and spoons, vestments, and around 105 books. We shall see later 

that many of these were service books and collections of sermons; but, according to a 

catalogue drawn up just a few years after the Archbishop's death, they also included 

works by Cicero, the histories of Lucan and Sallust, the comedies of Terence, and 

three copies of Ovid's The Art of Love.  

                                                           
17 Herbert, Annals of Almondbury pp 441-5.   
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 Litigation was a constant preoccupation amongst the property -owning classes 

of the time (as the Paston Letters amply demonstrate) . As an Archbishop, Thomas 

knew full well how expensive these disputes could be.  Amongst his last bequests, 

he gave £200 to the treasurer of the Church at York and to his Archdeacon Henry 

Carnebull ȿto this end and use, and no otherwise nor in any other manner, that my 

College of Jesus of Rotherham shall be defended if it be wrongedɀ. 

 The College of Jesus was not yet finished in 1498; and yet it was dissolved 

soon after 1547. How far did it live up to its founder's expectations, during the half -

century or so of its existence?  

 In general, the College seems to have been well-ordered. There were no 

allegations of financial irregularity here such as were made in the cases of Warwick 

and Ripon Colleges in the 1530s, although we shall see that there was a theological 

controversy of significant proportions .  So far as education is concerned, there is no 

account of the teaching methods employed, such as exists in relation to the grammar 

school at Rotherham in the 17th century .  Nor do the registers and records of the 

College survive; but, when the Commissioners appointed by King Henry VIII 

surveyed the College in 1546, they reported that all was well, though they had an 

opportunity to be critical, since the old King already had it in mind to confiscate all 

chantry lands.  

Several generations of Rotherham boys must have benefited from the free 

tuition provided at the schoo ls in Rotherham College, while the provision of free 

board and lodging for s ix poor boys from Rotherham and Ecclesfield parishes was at 

least a contribution towards t he relief of poverty, noted by King Henry  VIII 's 

Commissioners in 1535 and King Edward's in 1548. These boys repaid the debt they 

owed to the College by singing in the parish church, and in the chapel on Rotherham 

bridge, where they were required to chant the Mass of Jesus and the Antiphone of the 

Blessed Mary. The musical content of the town's religious services was enriched, just 

as Archbishop Thomas had wished.  

By appointing a Cambridge theologian as Provost, Thomas Rotherham hoped 

to prom ote the Christi an religion, at a time when parish priests were chiefly 

responsible for celebrating the mass, or communion, rather than for preaching. We 

know the names of most if not all of the men who held that office: William Greybern, 

Richard Hoton, Robert Cutler, Robert Neville, Richard Jackson, Robert Newrie, and 

the last, Robert Pursglove, who surrendered the College to the Chantry 

Commissioners, and has a fine memorial brass in Tideswell Church in Derbyshire. 18  

 In 1534, an unseemly quarrel broke out in Doncaster, between the Prior of the 

Carmelites (Grey Friars), and the Warden of the Franciscans (White Friars). These 

two were both licensed preachers, but held radically different ideas about theology.  

It was said that they had used 'opprobrious and undecent words' about each other, 

from the pulpit. The matter came to the notice of the Archbishop of York, who 

                                                           

18 In Historians I have Known (1997) A.L. Rowse noted that /ÜÙÚÎÓÖÝÌɀÚɯÉÙÈÚÚɯÚÏÖÞÚɯÏÐÔɯÞÌÈÙÐÕÎɯÍÜÓÓɯ

pre-Reformation episcopal vestments. 
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appointed a commission of enquiry , which included the Provost of Rotherham 

College.  Thomas Rotherham would surely have been proud ; but he would not have 

been pleased to witness the scandal which rocked his own college in 1537, when 

Robert Neville was Provost.  It is to this that we must now turn.  

   

William Senes & Heresy  
 

In the late 1530s Rotherham was home to one of the most notorious heretics in the 

Diocese of York.19 This would have come as a profound shock to Thomas 

Rotherham, whose Statutes for Lincoln College Oxford had described the Lollards as 

ȿthat pestilent sect which, reviving ancient heresies, attacks the sacraments, and the 

position and the endowments of the  Church.ɀ  If any Fellow disagreed, he must be 

expelled, ȿas a diseased sheep.ɀ 

William Senes was one of the three Fellows of the College of Jesus in 

Rotherham, being Master of the song-school there; and it was here that he was 

arrested, on 4 August 1537, along with Thomas Frauncys and John Padley, who were 

also suspected of heresy. Frauncys may have been the same man as the Nicholas 

Fraunkes who was a chantry priest in Rotherham in 1535; and John Padley may have 

been one and the same as the John Addy who w as Master of the writing -school. 

 Following the ir arrest, the accused appeared before George Talbot, Earl of 

Shrewsbury ( 1468-1538), possibly at the latter's stronghold of Sheffield Castle. 

Shrewsbury was royal lieutenant in the North of England, having pl ayed a key role 

in the suppression of the Pilgrimage of Grace of 1536; and he was still on the lookout 

for troublemakers. 20  He was also a conservative in matters of religi on. When the 

Master of Rotherham song-school was brought in, the Earl spoke fiercely:  

 

 ȿCome near, thou heretic and kneel near, ha, thou heretic, thou has books 

 here!ɀ 

  

 William Senes replied meekly  

 

 ȿYea my Lord, the New Testament I haveɀ.  

 

 This remark seems harmless enough, but Shrewsbury was in no mood for 

levity.  H e snapped ȿThe New Testament nought thou hasɀ and repeated the phrase 

several times.  To understand th is exchange, we must realise that, at the time, there 

was no authorised version of the Bible in English .  The Testament in SenesɀÚɯ

possession must either have been William Tyndale's unofficial translation, or (worse 

still) an older Lollard version ; and Tyndale had recently been executed as an 

                                                           
19 See Dickens, Lollards and Protestants, 37-44; and L & P Henry VIII vol XII part 2, 175. 
20 See article in YAJ  34 (1939) pp 379-98 Sedition and Conspiracy in Yorkshire during the later years of 

Henry VIII, by A G Dickens, reproduced in the latter's Reformation Studies. 
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ȿobstinate heretic,ɀ while reading the Bible in English translation was the classic 

charge brought against the Lollards .   

  

 Shrewsbury railed once more at the accused:  

 

 ȿThou art an heretic and but for shame I should thrust my dagger into thee. ɀ 

 

 At this point, Senes remained silent and was put in a dungeon for seven days. 

Meanwhile, what of his colleagues? Frauncys was released; but John Padley was 

treated as roughly as Senes. The Earl told him  

 

 ȿThou art a heretic and a Loulere {Lollard]. ɀ 

 

 Padley answered ȿNay my Lord, it is not so. ɀ  When Shrewsbury inquired 

what Padley had learned, he answered ȿHumanity ɀ. ȿThat is wellɀɯreplied the Earl  but 

then asked ȿWhat hast thou spoken?ɀ ȿNothing ɀ said Padley ȿbut that that shall 

become a Christian to speak, to love God above all things and my neighbour as 

myselfȭɀɯThe Earl then accused him of speaking against the Mass, and referred to the 

bailiff of Rotherham.  The latter denied having heard him so speak . Nevertheless, 

Padley was imprisoned, for seven days. 

 Senes and Padley were then sent to the Duke of Norfolk, who was President 

of the King's Council in the North; but it must have been decided that, whatever else 

he was, Senes was not a traitor, because the Duke simply handed him over to the 

ecclesiastical authorities. Senes and Padley then languished for some time in the 

Archbishop's jail in York.  

 While he was in prison , Senes wrote a memorandum drawing attention to his 

plight  and containing his defence. He claimed that there were two schools of thought 

in Rotherham College, one loyal to the King and his religious views , the other 

disloyal and unorthodox . Naturally, Senes belonged to the first group, his accusers 

to the second. Senes asserted that he was no heretic.  H is opponents were the ones 

who deserved to be punished. 

 Senes recalled that the Lincolnshire rising of autumn 1536 had provoked a 

lively discussion in Rotherham; a nd it seems almost certain that this took place in the 

College of Jesus.  Senes was on one side of the argument, while on the other were 

William Drapper ( Master of the Grammar-School) and Thomas Holden (a cantarist 

in the Chantry of the Holy Cross in Rotherham parish church ).  It has been 

suggested that Thomas Holden may have been the same man as the Robert Holdyne 

or Howden who was arrested and imprisoned at Sheriff Hutton and York, for 

involvement in the Yorkshire Plot of 1541 .21 In any case he was clearly a religious 

                                                           
21

 Dickens, Reformation Studies p 12; YASRS, 107 p 133. However, Thomas Holden is recorded as a 

chantry priest in Rotherham both in the Valor of 1535, and in the Chantry Surveys which were 
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conservative. He spoke warmly of the Lincolnshire rebels involved in the Pilgrimage 

of Grace:  

 

ȿGod was in Lincolnshire, for those was good lads, for they would put down 

those heretics Cromwell, Cranmer and Latimer.   We dare not stir; but let them 

rob us of our money.ɀ 

  

 It was very dangerous to refer to these three as heretics.  Thomas Cromwell 

was King Henry's chief minister, Cranmer was Ar chbishop of Canterbury  and 

Latimer likewise a leading Protestant; and Senes claimed that he took Holden to task  

for talking so loosely , saying that ȿthose who withstood the king were rebels.ɀ At this 

point, Drapper intervened, taking Holden's side in the argument. He said that for his 

part, he had faith in the Earl of Shrewsbury as ȿa favourer of the common people.ɀ 

Senes contradicted Drapper, telling him that the Earl would never be in favour of the 

rebels, for he had ȿalways been true to the king.ɀ  Drapper's reply was swift and to 

the point  

 

 ȿIn that case, the Earl himself was nought.ɀ 

 

ȿWhyɀ (replied Senes) ȿis all nought that doth hold with our king? Yonder is 

Mr Markhame, he hath put out the abbot of Roughforthe and his convent 

according to the King's commandment.ɀ 

 

 What was being discussed now was the dissolution of an important local 

monastery. 'Mr Markham' was Sir John Markham of Cotham, an M.P. for 

Nottinghamshire, who had evidently played a leading role in suppressing Rufford 

Abbey; but, if Senes is to be believed, William Drapper was now past caring what he 

said. He told Senes that Markham too was a heretic and even that he, Drapper, 

would openly resist , if the King tried to take away his chalice, wh ich was for the 

service of God.  (This was an obvious reference to rumours that Henry VIII intended 

to seize Church plate).  

 The two Rotherham schoolmasters lost their tempers.  Senes called his 

colleague ȿSir John Lack-learningɀ, while Drapper called Senes a ȿWhoreson knaveɀ!22 

 According to Senes, the argument was reported to Robert Nevill , the Provost 

of the College; but Nevil l does not seem to have taken the matter very seriously, and 

merely told Senes to see the bailiff of Rotherham about it.  However, the bailiff 

washed his hands of the problem as well.  Indeed, he rebuked the Provost, by asking 

him if he was not capable of maintaining order in his own house. Provost Nevill was 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
conducted some thirteen years later. If he had really been arrested for his part in the plot of 1541, how 

likely is it that he would still have had a head on his shoulders in 1548?  
22 There may have been some personal animosity at work here.  Both men were Fellows of Rotherham 

College, but Senes was a layman, whereas Drapper was a priest; and Senes was paid less than 

Drapper .  His stipend, according to the Valor Ecclesiasticus was £6/13s/4d a year, Drapper's £10.  
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irritated by this criticism, and 'carpeted' Senes, threatening to expel him , if he 

brought the College into disrepute again.  

 This is the end of the narrative composed by Senes in the Archbishop's jail  in 

York; but it is by no means the end of the story. The indictment for heresy which 

followed shows that Holden and Drapper we re not the only enemies Senes had in 

Rotherham. The prosecutor alleged, firstly , that on 8 June 1537 in the parish church 

of Rotherham, Senes had shown Thomas Holden some printed ballads, which 

attacked the prayers used by the Church in the hallowing of water,  the blessing of 

bread and bells, etc. Holden commented that th ese were not authorised by 

Parliament but Senes rejected this, saying ȿsuch books as were sent down to the 

curates was made by heretics and none of them true.ɀ He went on to argue that, after 

death, the soul went straight to Heaven or to Hell .  There was no such thing as 

Purgatory, and therefore prayers for a man's soul were pointless. From a 

conservative point of view, this was not only unorthodox, it was downright 

offensive. To criticise the notion of Purgatory was to undermine the ideological 

foundations of all chantry chapels and attack the College of Jesus itself. 

 The indictment against Senes set out further allegations, made by one Willia m 

Ingram, the parish clerk of Rotherham.  It is a reminder that it was not just the 

doctrine of Purgatory which was challenged b y the Protestant Reformers: the Mass 

itself was under attack. 

 Ingram alleged that he was in church on Friday 4 May 1537. Also present was 

Thomas Pilley, the priest of Henry C arnebull's chantry. Carnebull had been a great 

benefactor of Rotherham, and more especially of Rotherham College. Yet, when 

Senes saw Pilley saying a mass for Carnebull's soul, and sprinkl e some water on his 

tomb, he mocked him. Ingram defended himself by s aying that he simply ȿbelieved 

as his father had done.ɀ  Senes then added insult  to injury : 

 

 ȿThy father was a liar and is in Hell ȱɯÏÌɯnever knew Scripture and now it is 

 come forth.ɀ 

 

 On Sunday 10 June 1537, William Ingram had another encounter with Senes 

in Rotherham church, when Senes attacked the doctrine of transubstantiation - the 

idea that the bread used in the Mass actually became the body of Christ when the 

host was elevated.  He asked Ingram: ȿWhen didst thou see God?ɀ Ingram replie d 

that he saw Him ȿevery day at Mass, in the priest's hands;ɀ and Senes again subjected 

him t o ridicule , telling him : ȿThou sawest but breadɀ. 

 Another count in the indictment alleged that o n 24 June a man called Richard 

Wade was in church with one Katharine Bretton, reading a life of Christ. Senes told 

him that the Blessed Virgin Mary was not the  mother of God, that prayer to her 

could do no good and that, when the host was elevated, it did not become Christ's 

flesh.  Rather, he said: ȿGod is here upon my hand, in my body, in this stulpe (pillar) 

and everywhere.ɀ (Dickens suggests that the idea behind this is the Lutheran notion 

of 'the ubiquity of Christ's glorified body)'.  
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 These charges indicate that a serious heresy trial was now in the offing; but 

Senes had friends in high places and the case was never brought to court. On 16 

October 1537, John Babington, son of the M.P. for the borough of Nottingham , wrote 

to Thomas Cromwell on behalf of ȿdivers honest neighboursɀ who were kinsmen of 

Senes.  Cromwell was known to be sympathetic to the new religious deas.  As a 

result the case against Senes was transferred from York to the King's Bench in 

London , where Cromwell could keep an eye on it.  

 A letter written by Babington to Cromwell in London on 21 August 1538 takes 

us a stage further. The bearer was no other than William Senes.  Babington now 

informed Cromwell that Senes earned his living by teaching music in Rotherham, 

but had no prospects of promotion, since he was not a priest.  Babington thought 

that Senes might be better employed in paying off the debts which he had recently 

incurred as a result of a malicious prosecution (ȿby the wrongful procurement of that 

countryɀ).  Accordingly, Cromwell was requested to ask the Provost of Rotherham 

College to give Senes a lease of the vacant farm of Laxton in Nottinghamshire ( part 

of the endowment of Rotherham College). In other words, the heat should be taken 

out of the affair by packing Senes off to the sticks.   

 Unfortunately for William Senes, Cromwell's own position was insecure.  In 

fact, he fell from power  in June 1540 and was executed shortly afterw ards. A 

religious reaction then set in, and those who were inclined to favour Protestantism 

were no longer safe. The Act Book of the Court of Audience in York shows that 

Senes became a marked man once more; and the Church soon brought fr esh 

proceedings against him.  

A man called Richard Sewell said that he and two others were at Senes's 

house in Rotherham, after the latter returned from London.  Allegedly, Senes told  

Sewall that  

 

ȿAs the ale poole [pole] signifieth that there is ale to sell and yet no ale in the 

 poole,  so, Firth [sic] said in his booke, is the sacrament of thalter.ɀ23 

 

The remark is cryptic now; but would have been perfectly well understood at 

the time, as an attack on the doctrine of transubstantiation.  It also showed that Senes 

had been studying heretical books , though he denied any wrongdoing.  The judge 

investigating the case concluded that he was dealing with a serious case of heresy, 

and Senes's books provided some confirmation of this .  We have already seen that in 

1537 he had an English translation of the New Testament, as well as certain ballads 

(possibly of Lollard origin ) in his possession.  The evidence from the York Act Book 

suggests that he must also have read A boke made by Johan Fryth (1533) which 

contains the simile of the ale-pole. Frith's works had been condemned by Thomas 

More, and Frith had been burned at the stake for denying both transubstantiation 

and the existence of Purgatory.  

                                                           
23 Pubs and ale-shops used poles in those days to advertise their wares. 
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 The rest of William Senes's story can be swiftly told, because it seems that the 

authorities in York did not w ant to make a martyr of him .  Meanwhile Senes 

decided, in any event, to give in.  The court assigned a day when he should abjure 

his heresy; and on 26 November 1540 he admitted the truth of the accusations made 

against him: 

 

 ȿAnd for the opinion conteyned in his abjuracion, he confessith it and offerith 

 hym self to abjure it as concernes the sacrament of the altare.ɀ 

 

 Senes took an oath on the gospels and read the formal act of abjuration from a 

schedule, which he signed with his full names and the sign of the cross. The judge 

absolved him from the penalty of excommunication ; and, by 17 December Senes had 

perfor med his penance at York Minster, though he had to repeat it later in hi s own 

parish.  He was a lucky man to get off so lightly , for by the Six Articles' Act of 1539, a 

heretic could be burned at the stake for denying transubstantiation, even if he later 

abjured the heresy. 

 

 

Robert Sw ift and the destruction of the college  
 

In the North Chancel of Rotherham parish church, not far from the main altar, the 

visitor can still see the tomb of Robert Swift, who was born in 1478 and died in 1561. 

It consists of an altar-tomb placed in an arched recess, within which is a mural brass, 

showing Robert and his first wife Anne, and their four children. Robert is kneeling at 

a prayer desk, his hands raised in the attitude of prayer. His wife kneels at a similar 

desk, her hands also raised. Robert is clean-shaven, and dressed in a long loose 

gown, edged with fur a nd with long hanging sleeves .  Anne wears a long gown 

bound by a rich girdle, and a head dress in the pedimental style. There is a skull and 

cross bones between the desks, and a larger skull above, grinning at us, and 

reminding to reflect on our mortality  - ȿRespice finemɀ ȹȿÊÖÕÚÐËÌÙɯÛÏÌɯÌÕËɀȺȰ but there 

is also a message of hope, for there is a scroll issuing from Robert's mouth, which 

reads ȿChriste is oure lyfe, Deathe is our advantage.ɀ24  

Behind Robert are the ÊÖÜ×ÓÌɀÚɯtwo sons, Robert and William, thei r hair cut 

exactly like their father's and also wearing long gowns, though these do not appear 

to be trimmed wi th fur ; and behind Anne are their two daughters, Anne and 

Margaret. It is amusing to note that these young ladies are dressed in a more up-to-

date fashion than their mother. Their gowns have sleeves which are short and 

puffed, and the sleeves of the under-dresses are edged at the wrist with a small frill. 

Whereas their mother's neck is covered by a plain partlet m ade of close-fitting 

pleated material, their partlets are frilly . Most noticeably of all, they wear the 'Paris 

                                                           
24

 Compare the inscription on the tomb of the last provost of Rotherham College , who lies in 

Tideswell church in Derbyshire: Christ is to me as life on earth, and death to me is gaine. 
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head', or 'French hood', often called the 'Mary Queen of Scots' head-dress.25 

 The inscription reads:  

 

Here under this Tombe are placyd and buried the Bodyes of Robarte Swifte 

Esquire and Anne his fyrste wyfe, who lyvyed manye yeares in this Towne of 

Rotherhm in vertuus fame grett wellthe, and good woorship. They were 

Pytyfulle to the poore and Relevyd them  lyberallye and to theyr ffrends no les 

faythfulle, then Bowntyfulle. Trulye they ffearyd God, who Plentuuslye 

powryd his Blessings uppon theym. The sayd Anne Dyed in the moneth of 

June in the yere of our Lord God 1539, in the 67 year of hur age, and the sayd 

Robarte Deptyd ye viii day of August in the yere of our lorde God 1561 in the 

84 yeare of his age. On whose Sowlless with all Chrystyn Sowlles 

Thomnipotent lorde haue marcy. Amen. 26 

  

What does this tomb tell us about Robert Swift? First, he was clearly a 

wealthy man. (It is refreshing that, although r ich men are inclined to protest that 

they are not rich, Robert makes no such protest).  Secondly, he was important.  H e 

lived in 'good worship', and he used the style 'Esquire' a fter his name. At the 5th Earl 

of ShrewsburyɀÚɯÍÜÕÌÙÈÓ in Sheffield in 1560, the 'gentlemen' processed separately 

from the 'esquires', who were only one step behind the Knights in the pecking 

order.27 

 According to Joseph Hunter, Swift was originally a mercer - a dealer in cloth 

and clothing ; but he had certainly risen in status by the time he obtained a grant of 

arms on 5 May 1561, only three months before his death. In the language of the 

heralds who conferred this right, the arms consisted of: ȿOr, a chevron burry nebuly 

azure and sable between three roebucks courant proper; and for a crest a demi-

roebuck with a flowered sprig in the mouth. ɀ These arms were duly displayed in a 

prominent position on the family tomb .  There were originally five shields there, but 

only two remain today  (1992).28  

The Swifts continued to climb the ladder.  Hunter called Robert (the mercer) 

ȿthe great advancerɀ of his family. His two daughters found suitable husbands.  

Anna married into the Reresby family of Thribergh. 29 Margaret Swift married a 

Waterton of  Walton. The eldest son, also Robert, married a Wickersley, was one of 

the 4th and 5th Earl of Shrewsbury's most important agents for over twenty years, and 

became one of the twelve capital burgesses of Sheffield; but he had no sons, and it 

was therefore Robert the mercer's younger son William who carried on the Swift 

family name.  

 William Swift married Margaret Wyrral (daughter of Hugh Wyrral) of 
                                                           
25

 Victoria and Albert Museum Catalogue of Brass Rubbings, Muriel Clayton, London, HMSO, 1968 . 
26

 Guest, 260. 
27

 Laslett, Chapter 2. 
28 HÜÕÛÌÙɀÚɯHallamshire 364(n) and 366(n). 
29 Reresby's Memoirs, 3. 
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Loversall, and had a son, and a number of daughters. He died in 1569, and his 

funeral w as a major event in Rotherham.  He directed that a substantial dinner 

should be provided on the day of his funeral for his worshipful and honest friends; 

and that every poor man, woman and child who attended his funeral should have a 

dinner and a penny in silver. 30 He gave a black gown to his sister Mrs Reresby, and 

directed that his wife and children should be clothed in black ȿafter the ancient 

custom of this realm.ɀ  He also expressed the hope that his son (another Robert) 

should ȿfollow in the steps of his late grandfather ɀ; and his grandson (also called 

Robert Swift ) was knighted by James VI and I at York in 1603.  

It had taken two generations for the Swifts to attain the status of knighthood; 

but the family had certainly ȿarrivedɀ now. Sir Robert Swift enjoyed the favour of the 

Crown, and held high office .  He served as a Justice of the Peace and was High 

Sheriff of Y orkshire on two occasions, under Queen Elizabeth and King James. He 

was also Bow-Bearer of the royal chase at Hatfield, an important position  at a time 

when this was the largest deer park in England, reputedly extending over 180,000 

acres.  Sir Robert Swift was also considered a great swordsman and an elegant 

speaker. He knew his sovereigns personally. Queen Elizabeth called him Cavaliero 

Swift, and he entertained King James's son Prince Henry at his home near Hatfield 

Chase in 1609.  He was every inch the gentleman, and he liked a duel. 

 But there is more to the story of old Robert Swift than a survey of his tomb, 

and an examination of his progeny would suggest ; and some of what remains to be 

told may lead us to whether he was as pious and respectable as the inscription on his 

memorial brass would suggest. 

 First, let us look at Robert Swift's will, made on 11th February 1560.  There are 

no gifts to charity here, and specifically nothing for the poor p eople of Rotherham, 

despite the claim that Swift w as 'pitiful to the poor and relie ived them liberally' - 

though he may of course have been generous during his lifetime.  We notice too that 

he was married twice - it is his second wife Agnes who is mentioned in the will, 

though it is his first wife Anne who figures on the brass. Finally, there is a 

mysterious reference to a 'base child' (a.k.a. bastard) called Nicholas Swift .  Was the 

child Robert's own? We may wonder. According to one historian of Tudor socie ty, it 

was not at all uncommon for illegitimate children to be brought in the same 

household as their legitimate brothers and sisters. But it may be wrong to jump to 

conclusions.  The child may not have been Robert's: he may simply have assumed 

responsibility for the child of a kinsman, or even of an employee of the same name. 

 There is more information regarding Robert Swift of Rotherham in the Patent 

Rolls, which give details of t he land grants made by the Crown in the mid -sixteenth 

century. These show his family in a different light .  The Rolls show that he and his 

two sons were amongst those who acquired large quantit ies of Church land , 

                                                           
30 A cynic might doubt the wisdom of such a provision. In 1810, Thomas Tuke of Wath -upon-Dearne 

left  a penny to every poor child who should attend his funeral. It is said that 700 children attended: 

Keble Martin, 79 
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following the dissolution of the monasterie s. In 1544 the sons Robert and William, 

paid some £532 for a valuable grant of abbey property, including one third of the 

tithes of Ecclesall, Heeley and Hallam, and the advowson (the right to nominate the 

vicar) of the parish church of Sheffield. Then, in 1553, following the dissolution of 

ÛÏÌɯÊÏÈÛÙÐÌÚɯÐÕɯ$ËÞÈÙËɯ5(ɀÚɯÙÌÐÎÕȮɯold Robert and his second son William were 

granted a large part of the endowments of the chantries formerly attached to 

Rotherham church and Rotherham College. They also acquired the tithes of Tinsley, 

in 1554.  The Swifts thereby acquired numerous buildings and lands, including 

arable, meadow, pasture, and woodland, in the town of Rotherham itself, but also in 

Masborough, Herringthorpe, Ravenfield, and in the vill of Greasborough , in the 

'town and fields of Scholes', and in Wentworth. Several of these properties had been 

given to Rotherham College by the founder Thomas Rotherham himself. 

  Many people in Rotherham now found that  they had a new landlord.  For 

decades, they had paid rent to the College of Jesus, but they must pay it now to t he 

House of Swift. There were other purchasers of the lands formerly belonging to 

Rotherham College: the College buildings and grounds were reserved for the 5th Earl 

of Shrewsbury; but the Swifts wer e the main buyers, and Robert Swift the younger 

may even have advised the Earl about his purchase.  As for moveable collegiate 

property, this was  valued at various figures between £32/10s and £54/7s/8d, and the 

plate at a staggering £247/0s/4d. What happened to all this is not even recorded. 

 To appreciate the full impact of the destruction of Rotherham College, we 

must consider its previous importance. It had been an imposing and beautiful 

building , as well as a wealthy institution. The net income of the p roperties listed in 

the founder's will was £102/6s/2d. King Henry's Valor has a value of £74 net, but the 

corresponding figure at the time of the dissolution was £107 (or £127 gross). The 

College owned forty or fifty houses, and about 400 acres of land, amongst other 

sources of revenue. It was an independent corporation with a common seal, a 

common chest, and an elaborate constitution, whose members wore a livery ; and 

this this lent distinction to the town, at a time when R otherham was as yet 

unin corporated.  It provided employment, for cooks, washerwomen, barbers, and no 

doubt for other servants who worked in the stables and gardens. It was a source of 

alms for the poor: £16/13s/4d per annum, according to the Valor, though this 

included the maintenance of the six choirboys.  Spiritually, its chantry priests 

provided important services in the parish church. Its Fellows were learned men, 

dwelling in the hear t of the local community. They ran schools for local children, 

who could board there. They had a librar y, originating from the gifts of Archbishop 

Rotherham and Provost Rawson, which other churchmen could use .  (A 16th century 

scribe noted on the College's inventory of books that the Abbot of Kirkstead Abbey 

had failed to return a copy of a collection of sermons, and was even denying that he 

had ever borrowed it!).  

 No wonder that many writers have waxed indignant over the fate of the 

College.  Some ÚÈÐËɯȿthere is no page so black in English historyɀ. John Guest wrote 

of the ȿmute astonishment and shameɀ whi ch he felt when he considered what had 
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happened. He declared that ȿthe dissolution of the College... was an act so unmerited 

and atrocious as to deserve only the severest condemnation, and as respects the 

perpetrators of the wrong, beyond human forgiveness .ɀ These are strong words ; but 

no stronger than those used by the Elizabethan antiquary William Camden, who 

wrote the following : 

 

Rotherham, which glories in having had an Archbishop of York of its own 

name, viz Thomas Rotheram, a very wise and prudent man, born here, and a 

great benefactor to the place; having founded and endow'd a College with 

three Schoolsȱwhich are now suppress'd by the wicked avarice of the last 

age.31  

 

The strongest verdict was that delivered by Michael Sherbrooke, rector of 

Wickersley between 1567 and 1610 and an old boy of Rotherham College himself .  In 

his treatise The Fall of Religious Houses Sherbrooke he had this to say: 

 

Now you shall hear of the Fall of a College standing in Rotherham, within 

three Miles where I was born and now do dwell: for I learned at the School in 

the said Town, at the Freeschool, founded  by the Founder of the said College, 

whose name was Scott, Archbishop then of York: which is a fair House yet 

standing; but God knoweth how long it shall stand; f or certain Brick 

Chimneys and other Brick Walls (for it is all made of Brick) is decayed and 

fallen down for lack of Use: for there hath been few Persons; and sometimes 

none at all of long time dwelling therein: because it is in the Earl of 

Shrewsbury his Hands; and as the Report is, it is concealed Land;32 which 

seemeth to be the Cause that he maketh no more account thereof: and much 

less because all the Lands and Possessions are sold from it by the King, saving 

the Yard, Orchard, and Garden Places lying within the Walls thereof: for it is 

walled in with a Brick Wall.  

 The Foundation whereof was not to make a Malt House, as it is now 

used;33 but it was to this End and Purpose, that the Master thereof, should be 

a Preacher and to have three Fellows within it [and] by the Foundation of 

Lincoln College in Oxford, whereof the said Bishop was a Founder also, the 

scholars that came from the this College of Rotheram [sic], were to be 

preferred to a Fellowship of that College, before any other: which was 

performed ver y well so long as the House stood; but so soon as the said 

                                                           
31

 Britannia, or a Chorographical Description of Great Britain and Ireland, revised by Edmund Gibson 2nd 

edn. vol II p 847. 
32

 Concealed lands were former Crown lands with a defective title. Under Elizabeth I, commissioners 

appointed to negotiate with the incumbents extorted considerable sums of money (often with the aid 

of informers - the bounty hunters of their day - who made a business of searching them out.  
33

 Later the last surviving part of the College buildings became the Old College Inn, though this was 

pulled down early in the 20th century. 
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House was dissolved, neither Preacher nor Schoolmaster was provided [But 

the Town hired the Schoolmaster for the School many years after]. 

 Now let everyone consider what great Loss this was to such a Town, 

and the Country round about it, not only for the Cause of Learning, but also 

for the Help of the Poor; that now in the Town is not a few: for these are many 

more than was then.  

 

A sad tale indeed.  Yet we know that the chief purchaser of the College's lands 

was Robert Swift, that same Swift who 'lived in virtuou s fame', and 'truly feared 

God', according to his memorial brass. In this light, we may find it difficult to read 

his epitaph now without some degree of cynicism.   
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4 WITCHCRAFT  IN YORKSHIRE  

 
BANQUO: What are these 

So wither'd and so wild in their attire,  

That look not like the inhabitants o' the earth,  

And yet are on't? Live you? or are you aught  

That man may question? You seem to understand me, 

By each at once her choppy finger laying  

Upon her skinny lips. You should be women,  

And yet your beards forbid me to interpret  

That you are so. 

 
%ÙÖÔɯ2ÏÈÒÌÚ×ÌÈÙÌɀÚɯMacbeth, 1606 

 

 

The Middle Ages are often known as the Age of Faith, but the name disguises the 

fact that Faith included ÚÜ×ÌÙÚÛÐÛÐÖÕȰɯÈÕËɯÛÏÈÛȮɯÐÕɯÚÖÔÌɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɀÚɯÌàÌÚȮɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÏÈËɯÛÖɯÉÌɯ

an evil counterpart for every thing that was good .  So, if there was a God, there must 

be a Devil, and if there were angels and saints, there must be demons and imps; and 

if there were priests and ministers, there had to be witches.  There was a whole 

mythology regarding Satan and his servants; and, superficially, it is puzzling that 

the Protestant reformers, so often supposed to stand for progress, also insisted on 

ÛÏÌɯÊÖÙÙÌÊÛÕÌÚÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ!ÐÉÓÐÊÈÓɯÐÕÑÜÕÊÛÐÖÕȯɯȿÛÏÖÜɯÚÏÈÓÛɯÕÖÛɯÚÜÍÍÌÙɯÈɯÞÐÛÊÏɯÛÖɯÓÐÝÌȭɀɯɯIn fact 

the belief in witchcraft  reached its apogee in the early modern period; and it became 

so generally accepted that an obscure Rotherham solicitor, sitting down to write a 

handbook for his colleagues at the end of the 16th century , felt obliged to include 

draft indictments for use in the case of witch trials.    

 

William West  

 
In an essay about the authors of Tudor Yorkshire, Professor A.G.Dickens wr ote that 

"Amongst the many Elizabethan legal  writers, two of the first rank were natives of 

Yorkshire and prominent figures in its public life". One of these was William West 

(1548-1598) who lived in Rotherham and played a central role in its affairs.34  6ÌÚÛɀÚɯ

father was rector of Hooton Roberts; but William went to London and practised as 
                                                           
34

 TRHS 5th Series 13 1963, 49-76 The Writers of Tudor Yorkshire, reproduced in Dickens, Reformation 

Studies.  See now ODNB (2004) vol 58. 
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an attorney there, though he was never called to the bar. He made a fortune in legal 

practice, before return ing to Yorkshire  in 1581. In the Feoffees' Charter of Common 

Lands he is described as a gentleman of Rotherham; and John Guest tells us that he 

lived in Moorgate.  At some date before 1593 he moved to Firbeck, near the ruins of 

Roche Abbey, and built the hall there. His career was in some ways typical: ȿNow all 

the wealth of the land d oth flow unto our common lawyers ɀ, noted a contemporary 

writer, ȿof whome, some one having practised little above thirtene or forteene yeares 

is able to buie a purchase of some manie 1000 poundsɀȭɯ West lived at Firbeck for 

many years and was buried there.35 

  After his retur n North, West threw himself into local affairs. He was the Earl 

of Shrewsbury's chief steward for the manor of Sheffield ÐÕɯÛÏÌɯƕƙƜƔÚɯÈËɯȿƝƔÚȭ  He 

was also steward for the manors of Ecclesfield and Cowley; but, although these 

duties must have kept him busy, he also devoted much time and energy to 

Rotherham.  In the 1580s, he arranged fror the purchase of the town's common lands 

from Queen Elizabeth's courtiers, and secured the Feoffees' title. Later, he acted for 

them in various capacities. In the 1590s, he did conveyancing work for the town (and 

had a clerk to help him with the laborious business of copying documents by hand ). 

The Feoffees had land which they let out for pasture and West was responsible for  

collecting the rent, or herbage, and doubtless for negotiating the terms on which the 

pasture was let. His son Francis succeeded to his father's duties in this area.36 

 West gave the Feoffees the benefit of his advice and they treated him with 

respect. There is an entry recording that in 1593 they paid 22d for ȿWyne and Suger 

when we went to Mr West of Firbecke for hys Counsaileɀȭ37  According to Guest, 

"there is rarely a record of a town meeting at this period at Rotherham in which his 

[West's] name does not appear, and in which, in fact, he is not the administrative 

power of the place". As a result, he acquired a formidable reputation . 

 Yet Willia m West is best known as a writer. While he was still in London, he 

had already edited a famous legal textbook - Littleton's Tenures; but it was only after 

he returned to Yorkshire  that his literary talents found their most famous expression. 

In 1590, he published a book called Symbolaeographie. This was intended as a 

handbook for legal practitioners, and contained p recedents of all kinds and for all 

occasions.  It proved an instant success, so much so that West immediately began to 

prepare a second edition, practically re-writing the whole book in the process. He 

divided this new work  into two parts , the first of whi ch appeared in 1592, the second 

in 1594.  Numerous further editions followed. 38 

 The edition of Symbolaeographie published in 1590 was a Tudor equivalent of 

                                                           
35 Surtees 106, 142; YASRS 85 149; G 375; Hall, Incunabula, 128; Palliser, 105; A Catalogue of ACM in 

SCL, 1965, 10. 
36 T. Walter Hall, South Yorkshire Historical Studies, 1931, article on William West, to which is appended 

thirty pages of extracts from the court rolls of Sheffield, Ecclesfield and Cowley, some of them 

showing that West presided over courts there in 1591 aÕËɯɀƝƖȭɯHall, Incunabula, 134; G 387, 389. 
37

 Guest 387, 391,392. 
38

 Guest's account of the different editions, 375, is erroneous. 
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today's Encyclopaedia of Forms and Precedents.39  It was concerned with civil rather 

than criminal matters, and contained a large number of model wills, and deeds of 

sale, mortgages, and leases. West clearly drew on his own experience, but to 

preserve confidentiality, he deleted the names of parties he had acted for (and 

relevant places), leaving only initials, so that we often find that a person is described 

as 'A.B. of C. in the County of Y.; but it is sometimes possible to divine where the 

original document comes from.  

  The precedents are drawn from many different parts of the country, 

including London ; but we can see that some originated in the West Riding of 

Yorkshire. For example, the lengthy precedent for the grant of a corporation by the 

King (section 254) reproduces the grant to Doncaster, which was incorporated in 

1467. The section on copyhold tenure (section 428) contains instructions on the 

manner of keeping court rolls and includes wording used by West when he presided 

over the manor court in Sheffield in 1590.  There are also sections which relate to 

Rotherham.  The licence to erect a school (section 383) is the licence which Edward 

IV granted to Archb ishop Thomas Rotherham in 1482.  The feoffment to twelve 

persons in trust to certain uses (section 188), whilst relating to the town of C...... in 

the County of D.....,  has many of the features which appeared in the Charter of 

Common Lands granted to Rotherham's Feoffees in 1589.40 It seems likely, too, that 

certain instruments (sections 38G, 39I, 146A) which specify that debts be paid in cash 

in the south porch of the parish church of R...... ÈÓÚÖɯÖÙÐÎÐÕÈÛÌËɯÐÕɯ6ÌÚÛɀÚɯ×ÙÈÊÛÐÊÌɯÐÕɯ

Rotherham.  

In other cases, a local origin is not certain but is very probable.   The condition 

ȿthat a Prentice shall not wast his master's goodsɀ (section 94) is taken from the 

articles of apprenticeship of a cutler  (and these were already very common in the 

Sheffield area). The ȿperfect testament and last willɀ (section 406) contains a gift of 

coalpits, ȿto include sufficient place and places for staking and laying of the coles to 

be gotten in the same pits until they shall be sold and carried awayɀ.  The same 

document contains the following gift  

 

 Also I give and bequeath unto the said W my wife such coalepits as shalbe 

 going at the time of my death, and also full power, authoritie and libertie to 

 digge, use and have two coalepits to be commonly going yerely in my lands 

 and tenements in A aforesaid, wyth free libertie to digge new pits when any 

 old pit or pits shall fa ile, with suffificent pinchwood for the same to be taken 

 within A aforesaid, making no spoile in or of the same woodes.  

 

 Coal was already being mined in large quantities in South Yorkshire in 

                                                           
39 Written in the early 1990s.  The Encyclopaedeia has now been largely superseded by the internet. 
40

 The objects are very similar (repair of bridges, payment of common charges, relief of the poor). The 

procedure for replacing Feoffees is the same. The number of greaves is the also the same, and so is the 

procedure which they had to follow when they prepar ed their accounts. 
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Elizabethan times. 

  The second part of Symbolaeographie, published in 1594, contains a treatise on 

criminal law, and a large number of precedents for indictments. The equivalent 

today would be the latest edition of Archbold's Criminal Pleading, Evidence & Practice, 

ÖÙÐÎÐÕÈÓÓàɯ×ÜÉÓÐÚÏÌËɯÐÕɯƕƜƕƜȮɯÉÜÛɯÚÛÐÓÓɯȿthe Bibleɀ for advocates specialising in criminal 

matters.41  Many of the crimes which West was concerned with are familiar enough 

today. Elizabethan society had its share, perhaps more than its fair share, of 

murders, robberies, burglaries, rapes, assaults and so on. However, West also 

suggested model indictments for use against men who fight in churchyards, or pull 

out eyes, or tongues. He also provides a form for use against ȿÛhose who keep 

retainersɀ.  We also find precedents which w ould come in useful when there were 

riots at the Quarter Sessions or batteries at an Assize (which occurred more 

frequently than one might have thought) . 

The Tudor State sought to intervene - perhaps for the first time? - in economic 

and social life; and there are draft charges here for use against moneylenders who 

engage in usury; landlords who convert tillage into pasture; merchants who attempt 

to defeat the working of the market by ȿforestallingɀ and ȿregratingɀ; bakers who 

conspire to make loaves of bread lighter than they should; blacksmiths who sell 

horses into Scotland without Royal licence; and people whose only crime is being 

vagabonds. There are two indictments headed ȿAgainst Egyptiansɀ (gipsies). There is 

one for use against a person who keeps a blind tavern (one without a sign), receives 

suspicious persons there, and whose wife is also a scold. (Poor man!)  It was also 

necessary to have a precedent for  use when prosecuting people who offend ed 

against the sumptuary laws . Hence West suggests a form of words which could be 

used in the case of a tailor, audacious enough to wear silk in his cap for a whole day.  

Finally, there is an indictment for use against those who play unlawful games like 

ÉÖÞÓÚȮɯÞÏÐÓÌɯÚÌÊÛÐÖÕɯƕƔƛɯÖÍɯ6ÌÚÛɀÚɯÎÙÌÈÛɯÞÖÙÒɯÊÖÕÛÈÐÕÚɯÈɯÊÖÕËÐÛÐÖÕɯ(for use in a 

contract) that a servant shall not play at dice. 

 The modern English lawyer often needs precedents for similar situations; but 

he has no need to be told what form of words he should use to prosecute people 

who absent themselves from church, or say and hear mass, or are suspected of the 

treason of Jesuitism.  West has indictments for use in each case, and indeed cites 

numerous examples of how treason can be committed.  This illustrat es how the 

crime expanded after 1570, when the Pope published Regnans in Excelsis ȹȿ1ÌÐÎÕÐÕÎɯ

ÖÕɯ'ÐÎÏɀȺȮɯthe bull which purport ed to depose Queen Elizabeth I.   

 

Sorcery 
 

Finally, there is a section on witches.  This needs some explanation now, at least in 

the West, but in the past the belief in witchcraft seems to have been universal.  It 

permeated both the Old and New Testaments of the Bible, and found full expression 

                                                           
41 This may no longer be the case (2018). 
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in two works of the late 15 th century : the Papal Bull Summis Desiderantes Affectibus 

(1484) and the treatise written for prosecutors by Jakob Sprenger, Maleficus 

Maleficarum ȹȿÛÏÌɯ'ÈÔÔÌÙɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ6ÐÛÊÏÌÚɀȮɯƕƘƜƚȺ.  One might have expected that the 

Renaissance and Reformation would see the end of the phenomenon; but, on the 

contrary, it was in the 16th and 17th ÊÌÕÛÜÙÐÌÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÈɯȿÞÐÛÊÏ-crazeɀɯÚÞÌ×ÛɯÛÏÙÖÜÎÏɯ

Western Europe, particularly affecting France and England between 1580 and 1650.  

There were notorious outbreaks in Aix -en-Provence in Provence in 1611, Loudun in 

Poitou in 1634, Louviers in Norm andy  in 1647, and (in a very different form) in East 

Anglia in the late 1640s, wheÙÌɯÛÏÌɯȿ6ÐÛÊÏÍÐÕËÌÙɯ&ÌÕÌÙÈÓɀɯ,ÈÛÛÏÌÞɯ'Ö×ÒÐÕÚɯbecame 

famous.42 

 In 1967 Hugh Trevor-Roper, who was Regius Professor of Modern History at 

Oxford, described the demonology at the heart of the witch -craze ÈÚɯÈɯȿÕÌÞɯÙÌÓÐÎÐÖÕɀɯ

- a mirror image of Roman Catholicism, as expounded in the works of St Thomas 

Acquinas (1225-1274).  Medievalists did not approve of his thesis, but to my mind 

the Professor did show that the Protestants persecuted and prosecuted witches even 

more enthusiastically than their Cathol ic predecessors had done; and this was was 

particularly true in countries and communities where Calvinism prevailed, such as 

Geneva, Scotland and Puritan England.  By contrast the mainstream Church of 

England adopted a moderate position.43 

 The main features of the ȿÕÌÞɯÙÌÓÐÎÐÖÕɀɯÞÌÙÌɯÛÏÌɯsame everywhere.  They 

included the making of a personal compact between the witch and the Devil; the 

ȿÎÙÖÜ×ɯÌßÌÙÊÐÚÌɀɯÒÕÖÞÕɯÈÚɯÛÏÌɯÞÐÛÊÏÌÚɀɯÚÈÉÉÈÛȰɯand group or individual sex  with the 

Devil or his demons, whether they be male (incubi) or female (succubi); but there 

were regional variations : 

 

They all joined to worship the Devil and danced around him to the sound of 

macabre music made with curious instruments - horses' skulls, oak-logs, 

human bones, etc. Then they kissed him in homage, under the tail if he were a 

goat, on the lips if he were a toad. After which, at the word of command from 

him, they threw themselves into promiscuous sexual orgies or settled down to 

a feast of such viands as tempted their national imagination. In Germany  

these were sliced turnips, parodies of the Host; in Savoy, roast or boiled 

children; in Spain, exhumed corpses, preferably of kinsfolk; in Alsace, 

fricassées of bats; in England, more sensibly, roast beef and beer. 

 

 As for the distinctive method of kissing the Devil  here described, it is 

interesting that the great French historian Jules Michelet (1798-1874) considered that 

some of his 17th century female compatriots  preÍÌÙÙÌËɯÛÖɯÒÐÚÚɯÛÏÌɯ#ÌÝÐÓɀÚɯÈÙÚÌ rather 

than ÛÏÌÐÙɯ ÏÜÚÉÈÕËÚɀɯ ÔÖÜÛÏÚɯ ȹsince the latter were contaminated by smoking 

                                                           
42

 See  ÓËÖÜÚɯ'ÜßÓÌàɀÚɯThe Devils of Loudun ȹƕƝƙƖȺɯÈÕËɯ*ÌÕɯ1ÜÚÚÌÓÓɀÚɯÍÐÓÔɯThe Devils (1971).   The three 

outbreaks in France were connected, according to Michelet, Satanism and Witchcraft, chapter 20.   
43 Trevor-Roper, 69, 118-9. 
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tobacco, recently imported from the West Indies.)44  As for diabolical intercourse, 

there was much speculation as to whether this could produce offspring, and i f so, 

what they might be like : 

 

As a lover, the Devil was of 'freezing coldness' to the touch; his embrace gave 

no pleasure - on the contrary, only pain; and certain items were lacking in his 

equipment. That he could generate on witches was agreed by some doctors 

(how else, asked the Catholic theologians, could the birth of Luther be 

explained?); but some denied this, and others insisted that only certain worm -

like creatures, known in Germany as EIben, could issue from such unions.  

  

 Trevor-Roper pointed out that the authorities on the Continent (and in 

Scotland), which followed the traditions of the Roman civil law, employed a w ide 

variety of torture to extract confessions: 

  

 There were the gresillons (in Scottish pennywinkis), which crushed the tips of 

 fingers and toes in a vice; the echelle or 'ladder', a kind of rack which violently 

 stretched the body; and the tortillon whi ch squeezed its tender parts at the 

 same time. There was the strappado or estrapade, a pulley which jerked the 

 body violently in mid -air.  There was the leg-screw or Spanish boot, much 

 used in Germany and Scotland, which squeezed the calf and broke the shin-

 bone in pieces - 'the most severe and cruel pain in the world', as a Scotsman 

 called it ; and  there was the 'ram' or 'witch -chair', a seat of spikes, heated from 

 below. There was also the 'Bed of Nails', very effective for a time in  Styria. In 

 Scotland one might also be grilled on the caschielawis, and have one's 

 finger - nails pulled off with the turkas or pincers; or needles might be driven 

 up to  their heads in the quick. But in the long run perhaps nothing was so 

 effective as the tormentum insomniac, the torture of artificial sleeplessness 

 which has been revived in our day.  

 

 The treatises written by Matthew Hopkins and his associate John Stearne 

illustrate important differences between the 17th century witch -crazes in England 

and France.  Firstly, the French cases involved orgies, when nuns allegedly had 

intercourse with the Devil  (in the form of a man) , whereas in East Anglia, the witch 

was nearly always female, and though she sometimes had sex with the devil, she 

more usually gave suck to his imps, ÞÏÖɯÍÈÚÛÌÕÌËɯÖÕÛÖɯÝÈÙÐÖÜÚɯȿÔÈÙÒÚɀɯÖÕɯÏÌÙɯÉÖËàȭɯɯ

Secondly, torture of the kind commonly used on the Continent never formed part of 

English legal process, as Sir John Fortescue (c.1394 ɬ 1479) famous treatise De 

Laudibus Legum Angliae (Concerning the Praises of the Laws of England) confirms.  

Fortescue expressly disapproved of it, as both inhumane and ineffective (because a 

man under threat of torture wil l say anything, to escape it); but this did not prevent 

                                                           
44 Michelet, 197ȯɯɁMieux vaut le derrière du Diable que la bouche de nos marisȭɂ 
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the English from administering the peine forte et dure (pressing with great weights) 

when the accused refused to plead to the indictment ; and there are certainly cases in 

which sleep deprivation was used .   

 Why was the witch nearly always a woman?  John Stearne provided an 

answer in his A Confirmation and Discovery of Witchcraft, published in London in 1648, 

the year before Charles I was executed; but this must have been the standard 

justification all along, because it reflects the Biblical view:  

 

 Satan's setting upon woman rather than man is, or like to be, because of 

 his unhappy onset and prevailing with Eve; or their more 

 credulous nature, and apt to be misled, for that they be commonly 

 impatient, and being dis pleased more malicious, and so more apt to 

 revenge according to their power, and thereby mo re fit instruments for 

 the Devil. 45  

  

 The great surprise here is that people in all countries believed in this 

nonsense, and maintained that belief for centuries; but we must bear in mind that 

the Bible also provided copious authority for the existence of witches, and 

demanded that they be prosecuted. Verse 22:17 of the book of Exodus contains the 

ËÐÝÐÕÌɯÊÖÔÔÈÕËȯɯȿ3ÏÖÜɯ2ÏÈÓÛɯÕÖÛɯ2ÜÍÍÌÙɯÈɯ6ÐÛÊÏɯÛÖɯ+ÐÝÌɀȰɯÈÕËɯÛÏÐÚɯÞÈs taken entirely 

seriously by no less a person than James VI & I, King of Scotland (1567-1625) and of 

England (1603-25), who even wrote an influential book expressing his views 

(Demonologie, 1597).   

 Some of the greatest minds of the age agreed with King James - including Jean 

Bodin (1530ɬ1596), professor of law in  Toulouse, who had also written a book on the 

subject entitled De la démonomanie des sorciers (Of the Demon-mania of the Sorcerers).  

Neither Francis Bacon, nor Hugo Grotius nor John Selden raised their voices against 

the belief in withcraft , though there were some brave men who did, notably 

Reginald Scot (or Scott) ȹÊȭɷƕƙƗƜ ɬ1599) MP, author of  The Discoverie of Witchcraft 

(1584).  He wrote that in the average witch trial, the witnesses were usually either 

ȿÓÌÞËȮɯÔÐÚÌÙÈÉÓÌɯÈÕËɯÌÕÝÐÖÜÚɯ×ÖÖÙɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɀɯÖÙɯÌÓÚÌɯÖÓËɯÞÖÔÌÕȮɯÖÙɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɯbetween 

the ages of 4 and 9.  However, few people agreed with him  at the time, at least not in 

public. 46   

  

The Witch Craze  
 

Under Queen Elizabeth I tÏÌɯ"ÏÜÙÊÏɯÖÍɯ$ÕÎÓÈÕËɯ×ÜÙÚÜÌËɯÈɯȿÝÐÈɯÔÌËÐÈɀȮɯÈɯÔÐËËÓÌɯ

course, in matters of religious doctrine and liturgy, and this included a moderate 

view of witchcraft ; but in 1603 King James was crowned in England; and he sought 

                                                           
45 Much the same view  can be found in the Malleus Maleficarum of Jakob Sprenger (c. 1436-1495): 

Michelet, Satanism and Witchcraft, 9. 
46 Notestein, 37 (n18). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Toulouse
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Member_of_Parliament
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Discoverie_of_Witchcraft


History & Myth in South Yorkshire 
 

65 
 

to change official attitudes in his southern kingdom.  Whereas Elizabeth I, famously , 

ËÐËɯÕÖÛɯÞÈÕÛɯÛÖɯȿÔÈÒÌɯÈɯÞÐÕËÖÞɯÐÕÛÖɯÔÌÕɀÚɯÚÖÜÓÚɀȮɯJames had written a treatise 

entitled Demonologie when King of Scotland, in the same decade as West published 

his Symbolaeographie. 

 The English Witchcraft Act of 1563, whose long title was An Act Against 

Conjurations, Enchantments and Witchcrafts was enacted in the fifth year of Queen 

$ÓÐáÈÉÌÛÏɀÚɯÙÌÐÎÕȭɯɯ!ÌÍÖÙÌɯÛÏÐÚȮɯÚÖÙÊÌÙàɯÏÈËɯÍÈÓÓÌÕɯÞÐÛÏÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÑÜÙÐÚËÐÊÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ

Church; and it was the Church which had presided over t he most famous witch 

trials of the early 15th century, inv olving Queen Joan of Navarre,47 and Eleanor 

Cobham Duchess of Gloucester;48 but the new statute provided for prosecution and 

trial according to English common law procedures .  Its terms were relatively 

ȿÓÐÉÌÙÈÓɀȮɯÊÖÔ×ÈÙÌËɯÛÖɯÞÏÈÛɯwas done in other places.  The Act provided that anyone 

who should "use, practise, or exercise any Witchcraft, Enchantment, Charm, or 

Sorcery, whereby any person shall happen to be killed or destroyed", was guilty of a 

felony  and was to be put to death; but ȿÔÌÙÌɀɯÚÖÙÊÌÙàɯ- enchantment which did not 

result in death of the victim - was not of itself an offence.  

  So, where does William Westɀs book fit into all this?  We should start by 

admitting that he certainly seems to have believed in witchcraft  himself ; and in this 

he was no different from the leading light of his legal world , Sir Edward Coke (1552-

1634).  West certainly includes numerous definitions which would seem  to indicate 

acceptance of the existence of the diabolical creed: Thus 'magicians' are  

 

 those which, by uttering of certaine superstitious words conceived, adventure 

 to attempt things above the course of nature, by bringing forth dead men's 

 ghosts, as they falsely pretend; in shewing of things either secret or in 

 places far off; and in shewing them in any shape or likenesse. These wicked 

 persons, having taken themselves to the devil, have forsaken God and 

 broken their covenant, made in baptisme.  

 

 'Wizards' are that kind of magician who divines and foretells things to come 

 and raises up evil spirits...[they] set before their eyes, in glasses chrystalls 

 stones or rings, the pictures or images of things sought for.  

                                                           
47 Joan of Navarre was the second wife of Henry IV, who died in 1413.  When Henry V won the Battle 

ÖÍɯ ÎÐÕÊÖÜÙÛɯÐÕɯƕƘƕƙȮɯÏÌɯÊÈ×ÛÜÙÌËɯ)ÖÈÕɀÚɯÚÖÕɯÉàɯÏÌÙɯÍÐÙÚÛɯÔÈÙÙÐÈÎÌȮɯ ÙÛÏÜÙɯÖÍɯ!ÙÐÛÛÈÕàȮɯÈÕËɯ)ÖÈÕɯÛÙÐÌËɯ

to have him released.  Henry did not take this kindly, and in 1419, she was accused of hiring two 

magicians to use witchcraft  to poison the King. She was expropriated and imprisoned in  Pevensey 

CastleȮɯÈÕËɯÖÕÓàɯÙÌÓÌÈÚÌËɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯ*ÐÕÎɀÚɯËÌÈÛÏɯÐÕɯƕƘƖƖȭɯ 
48 Eleanor Cobham was the second wife of Humphrey Duke of Gloucester, youngest brother of Henry 

V.  In 1435 she consulted astrologers, who predicted that Henry VI would suffer a life -threatening 

illness in 1441. Word got out, and Eleanor was arrested.  She confessed to obtaining potions 

from  ,ÈÙÎÌÙàɯ)ÖÜÙËÌÔÈàÕÌȮɀthe Witch of Eyeɀ. She and her fellow conspirators were found guilty.  

Eleanor had to do public penance in London, divorce her husband and was condemned to life 

imprisonment.   She was imprisoned a t Chester Castle, then in Kenilworth Castl e, the Isle of Man, and 

finally Beaumaris Castle in Anglesey, where she died in 1452. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Witchcraft
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pevensey_Castle
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pevensey_Castle
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Margery_Jourdemayne,_%22the_Witch_of_Eye%22
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chester_Castle
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kenilworth_Castle
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Isle_of_Man
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Beaumaris_Castle
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 There are also descriptions of professors of the art of divination, jug glers and 

ȿsleightyɀɯÊÜÙÌÙÚɯÖÍɯËÐÚÌÈÚÌÚȮɯÌnchanters and charmers, ȿaugurersɀ and ȿsouthsayers 

by birdsɀ, ȿdiviners by seeing the intrals of beasts sacrificedɀ, and witches or hags. A 

witch or ȿhagɀɯis: 

 

 Shee which being eluded by a league made with the devill, through his 

 perswasion inspiration and jugling, thinketh she can designe what manner of 

 evill things soever, either by thought or imprecation, as to shake the aire with 

 lightnings and thunder, to cause haile and tempests, to remove green corne or 

 trees to another place, to be carried of her Familiar49 which hath taken upon 

 him the deceitful shape of Goate Swine or Calfe, into some mountain far 

 distant, in a wonderful short space of time, And some times to flye upon a 

 staffe playing, sporting, banquetting, dancing, daliance, and divers other 

 devillish lusts, and lewd disports, and to shew a thousand such monstrous 

 mockeries.  

 

  These definitions are framed carefully, by an astute and experienced lawyer.  

The book is a grim reminder of how differently the Elizabethans saw the world . 

 William West was a practitioner, rather than a jurist or philosopher .  He had 

studied the common law,  and (following the Act of 1563) he was principally 

concerned to provide his colleagues with useful precedents - forms which they could 

use in court, when prosecuting malefactors.  It may therefore be of some significance 

that he only includes three sample indictments relating to witchcra ft, two against 

individuals ȿfor killing a man upon the statute of Year 5 of the Queenɀ, and one for 

use against those who bewitched a horse ȿwhereby he wasted and became worseɀɯ

(which would seem to have been a felony at common law anwyay , rather than under 

the Act).   

 The American historian Wallace Notestein (1878-1969) noted that these 

precedents were based on trials which had actually taken place in Yorkshire between 

1591 and 1593.  The titles of the cases in question indicate that all three witches wer e 

female - one being a spinster and two being widows ; but they are hardly evidence 

ÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÞÈÚɯÈɯȿÊÙÈáÌɀɯÖÙɯÖÜÛÉÙÌÈÒɯÖÍɯÚÖÙÊÌÙàɯÖÙɯÞÐÛÊÏ-hunting in the West Riding of 

Yorkshire at the time ; and this was ÊÖÕÍÐÙÔÌËɯÉàɯ6ÈÓÓÈÊÌɯ-ÖÛÌÚÛÌÐÕɀÚɯÌßÛÌÕÚÐÝÌɯ

researches, which revealed only 50 executions for the whole country during the 

reign of Elizabeth I, mostly in other parts of the country .50   

 Things changed after 1603.  James I thought he had been the victim of 

witchcraft himself, wh en King of Scotland.  Specifically , he believed that they could 

fly; and that no t all of them were poor old women.  ȿSome of themɀ, he wrote, ȿare 

rich and worldy -ÞÐÚÌȮɯÚÖÔÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌÔɯÈÙÌɯÍÈÛɯÖÙɯÊÖÙ×ÜÓÌÕÛɯÐÕɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÉÖËÐÌÚɀȭɯɯ'ÐÚɯÉÖÖÒɯ

                                                           
49  ȭÒȭÈȭɯȿÐÔ×ɀɯÖÙɯËÌÔÖÕ. 
50 Notestein, chapter II.  He refers to the cases noted by William West, and no others, for Yorkshire. 
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on the subject was written in order to refute what  he regarded as the ȿpernicious 

doctrineÚɀ of the Englishman Reginald Scot, that they did not exist, or at least that 

they did not constitute a threat to others. 51  James, on the other hand, was convinced 

that witches were a real and present danger, and must be prosecuted.    

 In the very first year of )ÈÔÌÚɀÚɯreign in England , a statute was enacted which 

was designed to tighten up the law.    Its full title was An Act against Conjuration, 

Witchcraft and dealing with evil and wicked spirits; and it amended the law so as to 

criminalise any one who ȿinvokedɀ evil spirits or ȿcommunedɀ with  ȿfamiliarsɀ.  Two 

centuries later, Sir Walter Scott described and condemned the result, despite being a 

Scot himself: 

 

 The English statute against witchcraft, passed in the very first year of James I 

 is of a most special nature, describing witchcraft by all the various modes and 

 ceremonies in which, according to King James's fancy, that crime could be 

 perpetrated; each of which was declared felony, without benefit of clergy. 

 This gave much wider scope to prosecution on the statute than had existed 

 under the milder acts of Eliza beth. Men might now be punished for the 

 practice of witchcraft, as itself a crime, without necessary reference to the 

 ulterior objects of the perpetrator. 52  

 

 Wallace Notestein thought that James I was responsible for the subsequent 

use of two kinds of h ighly questionably evidence, notwithstanding the historic 

disapproval of torture under English common law.  The first was the evidence 

provideËɯÉàɯÛÏÌɯÞÐÛÊÏɀÚɯȿÔÈÙÒÚɀɯȹindicat ing ÛÏÈÛɯÚÏÌɯÏÈËɯȿÍÈÔÐÓÐÈÙÚɀɯÖÙɯÐÔ×ÚȺ.  The 

second was use of the ȿswimming ɀɯȹor floating ) test, which involved throwing a 

witch into water to see if she would sink or swim.  If she sank she was deemed 

innocent; but if she floated, this was evidence of guilt, since water was a pure 

substance, which would reject an impure body.  (A kind  ÖÍɯȿ"ÈÛÊÏ-ƖƖɀȮɯƗƙƔɯàÌÈÙÚɯ

before the phrase was coined.) 

 This is a bleak chapter in English history, and there are few consolations to be 

had; but at least ÛÏÌɯ"ÏÜÙÊÏɯÖÍɯ$ÕÎÓÈÕËɯÚÌÌÔÚɯÛÖɯÏÈÝÌɯÛÈÒÌÕɯÈɯȿÓÐÉÌÙÈÓɀɯÛÜÙÕɯÈÛɯÛÏÐÚɯ

time, by banning the practice of exorcism at parish level: 

 

 In the same year [1603] when the legislature rather adopted the passions 

 and fears of the king than expressed their own by this fatal  enactment, the 

 Convocation of the Church evinced a very different spirit; for, seeing the 

 ridicule brought on their s acred profession by presumptuous men, in the 

 attempt to relieve  demoniacs from a disease commonly occasioned by 

 natural causes, if not the mere creature of imposture, they passed a canon, 

 establishing that no minister or mini sters should in future attempt to expel 

                                                           
51 Notestein, chapter V. 
52 Letters on Demonology. 
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 any devil or devils, without the license of his bishop; thereby virtually 

 putting a stop to a fertile source of knavery among the people, and 

 disgraceful folly among the inferior churchmen. 53  

 

 Still , there were undoubtedly instances of great injustice or at least of rough 

justice, in early 17th century England ; and there is little doubt that the Jacobean 

legislation produced an increase in the number of prosecutions (though very few in 

Yorkshire).  Perhaps the best known example in the North of England was the case 

ÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ/ÌÕËÓÌɯ6ÐÛÊÏÌÚɯÐÕɯƕƚƕƖȮɯÔÈËÌɯÍÈÔÖÜÚɯÉàɯ'ÈÙÙÐÚÖÕɯ ÐÕÚÞÖÙÛÏɀÚɯ19th century 

novel The Lancashire Witches.  Even more famous is the murderous career of Matthew 

Hopkins in East Anglia between 1645 and 1647, which has been the subject of 

numerous books and at least one horror film, Witchfinder General (1968), starring 

Vincent Price.   

 There are several especially horrifying, and puzzling , features of Hopkin sɀÚɯ

reign of terror.  One is that , despite the historic aversion to torture  in England, the 

magistrates routinely allowed him to deprive suspects of sleep.  Another is his use of 

the swimming test. He excused himself on the basis that sleep deprivation 

(accompanied by aggressive questioning) worked, because it did produce 

confessions,54 and that he only used the swimming test in fine weather, when the 

water was relatively warm; but a Parliamentary enq uiry eventually prohibited him 

from using both techniques.  Meanwhile, however, several hundred people (almost 

all of them women) had been hanged.  

 The question is how any of this could happen in England, in view of what we 

have said about the protections afforded by the common law?  The answer is that 

Hopkins operated in Suffolk , Essex, Norfolk , Cambridgeshire and Huntingdonshire , 

and to a lesser extent in Northamptonshire  and Bedfordshire.  These were the 

counties where Oliver Cromwell had formed the Eastern Association, during the 

First Civil War.  They were centres of Puritan ism, as well as loyalty to the 

Parliamentary cause, and provide d the crack regiments which defeated Charles I 

and his Cavaliers.  The Puritan soldiery were not naturally inclined to go soft on 

what they regarded as evil -doing, as was to be shown when they came to power in 

Massachusetts in the 1690s.   Moreover, t he civil war had produc ed bitter 

division sand led to a breakdown of the machinery of justice.  Notestein went so far 

as to say that England as a whole was in a state of ȿÑÜËÐÊÐÈÓɯÈÕÈÙÊÏàɀ in the late 1640s; 

and there is certainly evidence that there was a collapse of central control in East 

Anglia .  Specifically, the Assizes which at least provided a high level of judicial 

scrutiny of the evidence, ceased to function; and most trials were conducted by local 

Justices of the Peace, or else by special or local jurisdictions. 55   
                                                           
53 Scott; Notestein, 58 (n.36). 
54 It is true that there were many confessions; but there were also many retractions, at the trial. 
55 In Chapter VIII of his book, Notestein makes the point that, when it came to the evidence for the 

existence of imps, he came across only one case where there were eye-witnesses (other than the 

accused) who swore that they had seen the imp or imps.  All the others relied on confessions, by 
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The Waning of the Superstition  
 

In Intellectual Origins of the English Revolution (1965, 1980, 1997) Christopher Hi ll 

argued that it was during the revolutionary decades between 1640 and 1660 that the 

English abandoned the old unscientific way of th inking about the world, including 

the belief in witchcraft.  He cited numerous examples to show how members of the 

medical profession started to regard witches as people who were mentally ill , rather 

than evil or sinful ; and how scientists also undermined traditional ideas about about 

alchemy, astrology, physics, chemistry and geography, and hence witchcraft itself.  

He quoted from John Aubrey (famous as the author of Brief Lives) - ȿÛÐÓÓɯÛÏÌɯàÌÈÙɯƕƚƘƝɯ

twas held a strange presumption for a man to attempt an innovation in ÓÌÈÙÕÐÕÎɀȰɯÉÜÛɯ

ȿÊÐÝÐÓɯÞÈÙÚɯËÖɯÕÖÛɯÖÕÓàɯÌßÛÐÕÎÜÐÚÏɯÙÌÓÐÎÐÖÕɯÈÕËɯÓÈÞÚȮɯÉÜÛɯÚÜ×ÌÙÚÛÐÛÐÖÕȭɀɯ 

 'ÐÓÓɀÚɯÝÐÌÞɯÞÈÚɯÍÈÙɯÛÖÖɯÙÖÚà, since some of the worst examples of superstition 

occurred duri ng the civil wars, and in Puritan areas; but it is true that, even at the 

height of the witch -craze, there were sceptics. The Parliamentary newspaper The 

Moderate Intelligencer asked: 

 

  Whence is it that Devils should choose to be conversant with silly Women 

 that know not their right hands from their left?  

 

 At the same time, the historian Arthur Wilson wrote:  

 

 There is nothing so crosse to my temper as putting so many witches to 

 death.  I saw nothing [in the w omen condemned at Chelmsford] other than 

 poore mellenchollie , ill -dieted atrabilious constitutions, whose fancies 

 working by grosse fumes and vapors might make the imagination readie to 

 take any impression.56 

  

 Eventually, the Scientific Revolution did its work; and, even before then, 

Oliver Cromwell proved more liberal, when he came to power in 1654, than one 

might have expected.  In &ÖËɀÚɯ$ÕÎÓÐÚÏÔÈÕ, Hill wrote this:  

 

 The 2nd ÞÐÍÌɯÖÍɯ.ÓÐÝÌÙɀÚɯÎÙÈÕËÍÈÛÏÌÙȮɯ2ÐÙɯ'ÌÕÙà Cromwell, was alleged to 

 have been killed by witch -craft, and in 1593 a woman was hanged for  

 the crime. Sir Henry endowed a sermon against witchcraft, to be 

 preached at Huntingdon annually for all time. Oliver must have heard 

 many such sermons. In 1646 a witch was executed at Huntingdon . Yet 

 the occupation of Scotland by English troops under Cromwell 's 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
witches who were usually old, often demented, and had been fed leading questions, after being 

deprived of sleep. 
56 This suggest that drugs might have caused the delusions suffered by witches, in some cases.  What 

ÌÓÚÌɯËÐËɯ6ÐÓÚÖÕɯÔÌÈÕɯÉàɯȿÎÙÖÚÚÌɯÍÜÔÌÚɯÈÕËɯÝÈ×ÖÙÚɀȳ 
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 command led to a virtual cessation of witch persecution there. In 

 England the burning of witches was coming to an end, and educated 

 men were ceasing to believe in their existence.57 

 

 There were several possible reasons for the waning of the witch -craze in 

England.  One was that, by the time of "ÙÖÔÞÌÓÓɀÚɯ/ÙÖÛÌÊÛÖÙÈÛÌ (1654-59), the 

ordinary courts were working again, and proper judicial control had been restored.  

Another was that ther e was a steady increase in the number of writers who, while 

reluctant to openly deny the existence of witchcraft, were nonetheless doubtful 

about the morality and efficacy of trying witches on the sort of evidence which had 

commonly been used in the 1640s.   

 So far as Yorkshire is concerned, James Raine, the founder of the Surtees 

Society and editor of Depositions from the Castle of York, relating to Offences Committed 

in the Northern Counties in the 17th Century could find no instance of a person being 

executed for witchcraft .  Moreover, the Yorkshire poet Edward Fairfax  of Fewston 

near Harrogate, who complained vociferously that two of his daughters had been 

bewitched in 1622, found few supporters for the idea that the alleged culp rits should 

be prosecuted.  He even wrote a treatise on the subject, pointing out that there were 

three kinds of doubting Thomases in Yorkshire, including some who did not believe 

in the existence of witches at all.  But he admitted that ÛÏÌÚÌɯÐÕÊÓÜËÌËɯȿÔÌÕɯÖÍɯÞÖrth, 

ÙÌÓÐÎÐÖÜÚɯÈÕËɯÏÖÕÌÚÛɀȭɯɯAnother Yorkshireman reported , as if it were a scandal, that: 

 

 There are some who are of opinion that there are no Divells nor any witches.

 Men in this age are grown so wicked, that they are apt to believe that there 

 are no greater Divells greater than themselves. 58 

 

 There was a significant change of opinion at this time, even in Catholic 

France.   According to Jules Michelet, there was an intrepid magistrate  called Yvelin, 

who investigated the Louvier scandal and published a report into it in the 1640s .  He 

declaring that , in duels between Science and the Church, the proper judge was not 

the Priest, but the man of science.  It is also remarkable that in 1672 Louis XIV 

orderered that all persons recently condemned for witchcraft by the Parlement of 

Paris should have the sentence of death commuted to banishment, 59 whi le his 

minister Jean-Baptiste Colbert abolished the charge of sorcellerie sabbatique altogether, 

only a few years before +ÖÜÐÚɀÚɯrevocation of the Edict of Nantes.   

 There was a sting in the tail in the form of an increase in the number of 

prosecutions for witchcraft after the Restoration of 1660, though this was also the 

period which saw the foundat ion of the Royal Society.  However, there were very 

few convictions and executions.   (Õɯ8ÖÙÒÚÏÐÙÌȮɯ)ÖÚÌ×Ïɯ'ÜÕÛÌÙɀÚɯLife of Oliver Heywood 

                                                           
57 &ÖËɀÚɯ$ÕÎÓÐÚÏÔÈÕ (1970) 
58 See Notestein, Chapter X.  
59 Huxley, 134. 
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shows that the belief in diabolical possession persisted longer amongst the Puritans 

ÛÏÈÕɯÐÛɯËÐËɯÈÔÖÕÎÚÛɯÔÈÐÕÚÛÙÌÈÔɯȿ ÕÎÓÐÊÈÕÚɀȭɯɯ'ÌàÞÖÖËɯÞÈÚɯÖÕÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÖÚÌɯ,ÐÕÐÚÛÌÙÚɯ

who was ejected from his living by the repressive legislation  of the Cavalier 

Parliament; and he records having fasted and prayed with co -workers over several 

ȿÊÖÕÝÜÓÚÐÝÌɀɯÈÕËɯȿÏàÚÛÌÙÐÊÈÓɀɯÉÖàÚɯÈÕËɯÎÐÙÓÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ6ÌÚÛɯ1ÐËÐÕÎɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯƕƚƚƔÚȭɯɯ'ÌɯÈÓÚÖɯ

gives details of a Mr Nathan Dodgson of Wakefield, who was  

 

 strangely taken, especially at prayer; six or seven lusty men could scarcely 

 hold him, but he was lifted up off the bed with incredible violence. He had 

 abundance of fits that day; had all his senses taken from him, was as stiff as a 

 stone; did sing in his fits.  He often sees an apparition like a woman, and 

 those that are with him hear a terrible noise, but see nothing. 

 

 Heywood recorded that Dodgson obtained some relief when his group 

prayed together.  However he also noted that a woman in Wakefield who was 

already under suspicion, was accused of having bewitched Dodgson, and this 

ȿÊÈÜÚÌËɯÏÌÙɯËÌÈÛÏɀ, at the hands of three persons who were tried and executed for 

murder.    

 At the end of the 17th century, we see the first signs of what we now call the 

Enlightenment.  In England this took t he form of a change of attitude, not just on the 

part of intellectuals, but by influen tial members of the higher judiciary, who set a 

good example to their fellows and to the Justices of the Peace.  Thus we find a case 

where evidence was given that the accused was accustomed to go flying, but Justice 

Powell turned to her and said  

 

 ȿYou may, there is no law against flyingɀ. 

 

 In another case Chief Justice Holt ruled that in future, where there was 

evidence that a witch had drowned as a result of the swimming test, those 

responsible for administering it should be prosecuted.  Finally, there was a case in 

Leicester before Justice Parker, where all the old nonsense was paraded, including 

evidence that an old woman and her daughter had been thrown into the water and 

that they ÉÖÛÏɯȿÚÞÈÔɯÓÐÒÌɯÈɯÊÖÙÒɀ, which would have been enough to condemn them 

in former times ; but on this occasion the grand jury found there was no case to 

answer. 

 The offence of sorcery created by James I was finally abolished by 

the Witchcraft Act  of 1735, which turned the legal tables around completely .  This 

made it a crime for a person to claim that another had magical powers or was guilty 

of practising  witchcraft !  And, i n any event, the new offence was only punishable 

with a term of ÖÕÌɯàÌÈÙɀÚɯÐÔ×ÙÐÚÖÕÔÌÕÛȭ 
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5 THE DRAGON OF WANTLEY  

 

The dragon featured often in m edieval prophesies and ballads.  The Welsh were told 

of a red Welsh dragon which would eventually defeat its White English opponent. 

The English appropriat ed St George and his famous adversary in the reign of 

Edward III (1327-77), who created the Order of the Garter as part of a conscious plan 

to rally the nation in support of his war in France.  The ballad of the Dragon of 

Wantley dates from the early 17th century, but is probably based on an older legend, 

or legends.  The lyric is not very specific when it comes to the time and the  place; 

but, once again, local patriotism has made up the deficit.    

The Legend 

The Dragon of Wantley concerns a dragon which lived near Wharncliffe Crags in 

South Yorkshire.  It first appeared in print in 1685, and was later included in  Thomas 

Percy's Reliques of Ancient Poetry of 1767.  It enjoyed widespread popularity in the 

18th and 19th centuries.  It tells how a knight, More of Mo re Hall  (which lies in t he 

Don Valley beneath the Crags), obtains a special suit of Sheffield armour and attacks 

the dragon by deliver ing an almighty kick up the "arse-gut," which kills the bea st 

outright.  The lyric contains an accurate description of the area around Wharncliffe  

Chase, though the story has been ÛÖÓËɯÐÕɯÔÈÕàɯ×ÓÈÊÌÚɯÍÈÙɯÍÙÖÔɯ2ÏÌÍÍÐÌÓËȭɯɯȿ6ÈÕÛÓÌàɀɯÐÚɯ

thought to derive from either Wortley or Wharncliffe.  

 For those who are unfamiliar with the area, I should explain tha t Wortley is a 

village in Yorkhire ( about seven miles from Thorpe Hesley, where I live), as well as 

the name of a famous local family, who subsequently became Earls of Wharncliffe.60 

Wharncliffe Crags, Wharncliffe Woods and Wharncliffe Chase form a large area of 

woodland and heath perched hig h above the River Don, around five miles to the 

North of Sheffield, and they are virtually uninhabited, except for hikers and cyclists.  

The Woods in particular are popular with mountain bikers, though you could take a 

hybrid up there.  You would be unwise  to try it on a road bike.  

 I first came across the place 40 years ago when I moved to South Yorkshire 

and, not long afterwards , I came across the legend attached to it ɬ at least I assumed 

                                                           
60 The present Wortley Hall is an 18th century building, owned since the Second World War by a 

consortium of trade unions.  Wortley Park is now entirely given over to agriculture.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Percy_(Bishop_of_Dromore)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Percy_(Bishop_of_Dromore)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reliques_of_Ancient_Poetry
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that there was a connection between the legend and the place.  After all, perhaps the 

most famous lines in the ballad are:  

 

And More of More Hall, with nothing at all,  

He slew the dragon of Wantley.  

 

 Now, there is more than one version of the ballad (and, for the sake of 

completeness, there is also an opera and a novel about the affair ), but all versions 

refer to More, More Hall and Wantley/Wortley, while the description of the 

topography does at certain points remind one of the geographical features associated 

with the name Wharncliffe, especially th e Cragsȭɯɯ,ÖÙÌɀÚɯÉÈÛÛÓÌɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯËÙÈÎÖÕɯÐÚɯ

also remembered in local tradition ;61 and, for what it is worth, t here is a wood on the 

western (or More Hall ) side of the Don, called Wantley Dragon Wood .  This has a 

ÕÖÛÐÊÌɯÉÖÈÙËɯËÐÚ×ÓÈàÐÕÎɯÈɯÔÈ×ȮɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÚÏÖÞÚɯÈɯ#ÙÈÎÖÕɀÚɯ#ÌÕɯÈÕËɯÈɯ#ÙÈÎÖÕɀÚ Well on 

Wharncliffe Chase, on the heights opposite.  Some years ago, the Woodland Trust 

built a drystone wall in the shape of a dragon at the top of the Wood, with a car ved 

wooden head.62  Moreover, long ago, Horace Walpole, son of Prime Minister Robert 

Walpole, and a prolific writer, thought that Sir Richard Wortley ( who died in 1603) 

was the prototype for the allegorical dragon : 

  

Old Wortley Montagu [d.1761] lives on th e very spot where the dragon of 

Wantley did, only I believe the lat ter was much better lodged: you never saw 

such a wretched hovel: lean, unpainted, and half its nakedness barely shaded 

with hareteen,63 stretched till it cracks.  Here the miser hoards health and 

money, his only two object s; but the savageness of the scene would charm 

your Alpine taste: it is tum bled with fragments of mountain , that look ready 

for building the world. One scrambles over a huge terrace, on which 

mountain ashes and various trees spring out of the big rocks; and at the brow 

is the den, but not spacious enough for an inmate.  However, I am persuaded 

it furnished Pope with this line, so exactly it answers to the picture:  

 

ȿOn rÐÍÛÌËɯÙÖÊÒÚȮɯÛÏÌɯËÙÈÎÖÕɀÚɯÓÈÛÌɯÈÉÖËÌȭɀ64 

  
                                                           
61 See for example The History of Morehall by Brenda Duffield, at www.stocksbridge.co.uk .  The writer 

×ÖÐÕÛÚɯÖÜÛɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÕɯƕƜƚƖɯ,ÖÙÌɯ'ÈÓÓɯÞÈÚɯÚÖÓËɯÛÖɯ+ÖÙËɯ6ÏÈÙÕÊÓÐÍÍÌȮɯÚÖɯÛÏÈÛɯȿÛÏÌɯ#ÙÈÎÖÕɯÔÐÎÏÛɯÏÈÝÌ 

ÛÙÐÜÔ×ÏÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÌÕËɀȵ 
62

  (ɯÚÈàɯȿÍÖÙɯÞÏÈÛɯÐÛɯÐÚɯÞÖÙÛÏɀɯÉÌÊÈÜÚÌɯÛÏÌɯ3ÙÜÚÛɯÖÕÓàɯÈÊØÜÐÙÌËɯÛÏÌɯÞÖÖËɯÐÕɯƖƔƔƔȮɯÈÕËɯÐÛɯÞÈÚɯÖÕÓàɯÛÏÌÕ 

that the relevant part of the adjacent woodland was given its present name.    
63 Or harrateen, an English fabric of linen or wool, used in the 18 th century for curtains and bed 

hangings. 
64

 Wortley & the Wortleys, lecture delivered before the Sheffield Literary and Philosophical Society and 

the Rotherham Literary and Scientific Society, Rev. Alfred Gatty, D.D. (Thomas Rogers, Sheffield, 

1877). 
 

http://www.stocksbridge.co.uk/
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 A very accurate portrait of the place, which we might struggle to equal now; 

but, in all view of all this evidence, is there any reason to doubt the connection 

between the ballad and the Wortleys of Wharncliffe?   

 

Sheffield  
 

The current  Wikipedia article relies, partly, on an article posted on the internet by 

Steve Moxon (www.stevemoxon.co.uk/dragon -of-wantley.php ), who traces the 

origi n of the legend to 1573, and a lawsuit arising, not in Wortley or Wharncliffe 

Chase, but in Shefffield: 

 

A lawsuit was taken out in  1573 by one George More of Sheffield on behalf of 

the Sheffield Burgery (the 'free men' of Sheffield) against the Lord of the 

manor of Sheffield, George Talbot, the sixth Earl of Shrewsbury, in respect of 

his appropriation of the proceeds of Sheffield 'waste' land, which hitherto had 

paid for Sheffield's poor, civic works and the parish church.  

 

 In a single sentence, the writer jettisons the traditional origin of th e ballad, 

which was related ÉàɯÛÏÌɯËÖàÌÕɯÖÍɯȿÓÖÊÈÓɯÏÐÚÛÖÙàɀȮɯ#ÈÝÐËɯ'Ìà, as recently as 2002, in 

his Historic Hallamshire.  Moxon summarises this conventional view as follows:  

 

Historians have long maintained a consensus that the once hugely 

famous legend (in the form of a bawdy anonymous ballad, and later an opera) 

ÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÍÐÎÏÛɯÉÌÛÞÌÌÕɯÈɯËÙÈÎÖÕɯÖÍɯ6ÏÈÙÕÊÓÐÍÍÌɯ"ÙÈÎÚɯÈÕËɯȿ,ÖÙÌɯÖÍɯ,ÖÙÌɯ'ÈÓÓɀ is 

entirely an early -modern fancy: of Sir Francis Wortley personified as a 

dragon, with someone cast as the knightly adversary, who, though, ÊÈÕɀÛɯÉÌɯÈɯ

,ÖÙÌɯÖÍɯ,ÖÙÌɯ'ÈÓÓɯÉÌÊÈÜÚÌɯÛÏÌɯÍÈÔÐÓàɯÏÈËɯËÐÌËɯÖÜÛɯÉàɯ2ÐÙɯ%ÙÈÕÊÐÚɀɯÛÐÔÌȮɯ

necessitating the awkward twist that  it has to be a later owner of More Hall, 

George Blount, as being one of those who took legal actions against the 

Wortleys circa 1600. The Dragon of Wantley ballad, it is insisted, is nothing 

more than the flippant appropriation  ÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÈÕËÈÙËɯȿ&ÌÖÙÎÌɯȫɯÛÏÌɯ#ÙÈÎÖÕɀɯ

tale to allegorise the contest, with a literary treatment to satirise medieval  

romance.65 

   

 Before turning to ,ÖßÖÕɀÚɯtheory, it is worth remembering that the original 

ballad was quite specific as to location: 

 

In Yorkshire, near fair Rotherham,  

The place I know it well,  

Some two or three miles, or there-abouts, 

I vow I cannot tell ; 

                                                           
65 Moxon, op. cit. , who pays tribute to David Hey, while stating emphatically that he was wrong.  

http://www.stevemoxon.co.uk/dragon-of-wantley.php
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But there is a hedge, just on the hill edge, 

And Matthew's house hard by it;  

O there and then was this dragon's den, 

You could not chuse but spy it.  

 

 Now, it has to be admitted that it is about 8 miles from the centre of 

Rotherham to Wharncliffe Crags, whereas the latter are only about 7 miles from 

Sheffield; but these lines make it clear that the author was deliberately vague about 

the exact distance.  However, we are ÛÖÓËɯ ÛÏÈÛɯ ÛÏÌɯ ȿÉÐÎɯ ÍÐÎÏÛɀɯ ÛÖÖÒɯ ×ÓÈÊÌɯ ÕÌÈÙɯ

Rotherham, not Sheffield.  If the origin of the story was in a Sheffield law suit, it 

seems most unlikely that the ballad would not have made this  clear.  As it is the poet 

does refers to Sheffield, but only  when he tells us that his hero went t here when he 

was in need of a new suit of armour, of high quality:  

 

But first he went, new armour to  

Bespeak at Sheffield town, 

With spikes all about, not within but without,  

Of steel so sharp and strong, 

 

 The poet also ÙÌÍÌÙÚɯÛÖɯÈɯȿÏÐÓÓ-ÌËÎÌɀɯÈÕËɯÛÖɯȿ,ÈÛÛÏÌÞÚɀÚɯÏÖÜÚÌɀɯclose by.  This 

does sound like the solitary house perched on the Crags high above the Don Valley 

that one sees even now from the Manchester Road; and, if this identification is 

ÊÖÙÙÌÊÛȮɯÖÕÌɯÊÈÕɯÚÌÌɯÞÏàɯÛÏÌɯ×ÖÌÛɯÚÈÐËɯȿàÖÜɯÊÖÜÓËɯÕÖÛɯÊÏÜÚÌɯÉÜÛɯÚ×àɯÐÛɀ.  The house in 

question is indeed a remarkable sight from the West, and in particular from More 

Hall Reservoir.  It is now called Wharncliffe Lodge.  

 Why was this place ÊÈÓÓÌËɯȿ,ÈÛÛÏÌÞɀÚɯ'ÖÜÚÌɀɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÉÈÓÓÈËȳɯɯ3ÏÌɯÕÈÔÌɯÐÚɯ

×ÙÖÉÈÉÓàɯÔÌËÐÌÝÈÓȮɯÈÚɯÐÚɯÔÜÊÏɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÕÎÜÈÎÌɯÜÚÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ×ÖÌÔȮɯÉÜÛɯ,ÈÛÛÏÌÞɀÚɯ

house is described in the Bible, in Matthew 9:10-12.  The New Life Version tells us 

that: 

 

)ÌÚÜÚɯÈÛÌɯÐÕɯ,ÈÛÛÏÌÞɀÚɯÏÖÜÚÌȭɯ,ÈÕy men who gathered taxes and many who 

ÞÌÙÌɯÚÐÕÕÌÙÚɯÊÈÔÌɯÛÖɯ,ÈÛÛÏÌÞɀÚɯÏÖÜÚÌɯÈÕËɯÚÈÛɯËÖÞÕɯÞÐÛÏɯ)ÌÚÜÚɯÈÕËɯ'ÐÚɯ

followers.   The proud religious law -keepers saw this. They said to the 

ÍÖÓÓÖÞÌÙÚɯÖÍɯ)ÌÚÜÚȮɯɁ6ÏàɯËÖÌÚɯàÖÜÙɯ3ÌÈÊÏÌÙɯÌÈÛɯÞÐÛÏɯÔÌÕɯÞÏÖɯÎÈÛÏÌÙɯÛÈßÌÚɯ

and ÞÐÛÏɯÚÐÕÕÌÙÚȳɂ Jesus heard them and said, Ɂ/ÌÖ×ÓÌɯÞÏÖɯÈÙÌɯÞÌÓÓɯËÖɯÕÖÛɯ

need a doctor.ɂɯ 

 

 2ÖȮɯ,ÈÛÛÏÌÞɀÚɯ'ÖÜÚÌɯÞÈÚɯÈɯÒÐÕËɯÖÍɯÏÈÝÌÕɯÖÙɯÙÌÍÜÎÌȮɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÞÖÜÓËɯÉÌɯÈÕɯ

appropriate name for Wharncliffe Lodge in former times  ȹËÌÚ×ÐÛÌɯ'ÖÙÈÊÌɯ6ÈÓ×ÖÓÌɀÚɯ

criticisms).  This was certainly what Lady Mary Wortley M ontague thought, when 

she visited the place in the early 18th century.  2ÏÌɯÞÙÖÛÌɯÛÏÈÛɯȿÐÛɯÞÈÚɯÈɯÚÌØÜÌÚÛÌÙÌËɯ

ÙÜÙÈÓɯÚ×ÖÛȮɯØÜÐÛÌɯÖÍɯÈɯÙÜËÌɯÕÈÛÜÙÌȭɀ  A ride in a horse-drawn coach, along the track 
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from the Woodhead Road and across the Chase, to the Lodge, must certainly have 

been a bruising business, even when the sun shone; but the Lodge would still have 

been a welcome sight. 

 But Mr Moxon will have none of this.  For him , the identification of the 

dragon with a lord of Wortley (as opposed to a lord of Sheffield) is simply false, 

ÐÕËÌÌËɯÐÛɯÐÚɯÕÖɯÔÖÙÌɯÛÏÈÕɯȿan 18th century conjecture by Godfrey Bosville, likely 

serving to aggrandize one of his ancestors and to denigrate this ÈÕÊÌÚÛÖÙɀÚɯ

ÈÕÛÈÎÖÕÐÚÛȮɯ2ÐÙɯ%ÙÈÕÊÐÚɯ6ÖÙÛÓÌàɀȭ  He criticises all previous historians (including 

Bosville, Bishop Percy, Joseph Hunter and David Hey) for missing the point, which 

only he has discovered ɬ which is the existence of a lawsuit in 1573 between George 

More and the Earl of Shrewsbury.  According to Moxon, th is is the true origin  of the 

legend, which he also thinks is a commentary on the social tensions generated by the 

Reformation and Counter -Reformation. 

 These theories are open to serious objection:     

 

1  The ballad does not mention the Earl of Shrewsbury, or the subject matter of the 

Sheffield lawsuit, and cannot be tied to Sheffield in terms of topography.  

Admittedly it does mention a More of More Hall; but not a George More, which is 

the particular name Moxon focusses on .   

 

2  Moxon establishes no connection between the facts of the 1573 litigation, involving 

George More and the Earl of Shrewsbury and those which appear in the ballad ; and 

the 1573 litigation does not relate to Wantley or Wortley or Wharncliffe or M ore 

Hall.  Yet Moxon asserts ÛÏÈÛɯÐÛɯÐÚɯȿÚÌÓÍ-ÌÝÐËÌÕÛɀɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÞÚÜÐÛɯÖÍɯƕƙƛƗɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯÖÕÌɯ

ȿÐÕËÐÚÛÐÕÊÛÓàɯÙÌÊÈÓÓÌËɯÉàɯ!ÖÚÝÐÓÓÌɀȮɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯƕƜth century.  Why? 

 

3  Moxon thinks that what lay behind the case in 1573 was the re-distrib ution of land 

which took place as a result of the dissolution of the monasteries and chantries some 

decades previously; but there is no mention of religion, or of the two great 

dissolutions , in the ballad.  Admittedly, the English Reformation did lead to many 

disputes about the title to land; but again, there is not a hint of this in the ballad, 

though it accuses the dragon figure of many injustices.   In addition, Moxon seems to 

think that the 1573 dispute was a rare event; but disputes like this were very 

common.  Likewise, there is no reason to regard the 6th Earl of Shrewsbury, or his 

wife Bess of Hardwick , as unusually rapacious.  The Elizabethan aristocracy was 

notorious f or its extravagant spending, indebtedness, litigiousness and 

ruthlessness.66   

 

4  Moxon claims that George More of Sheffield was probably related to the More of 

More Hall.  Why?  More or Moore is a common name, for obvious reasons, in the 

                                                           
66 See Lawrence 2ÛÖÕÌɀÚɯCrisis of the Aristocracy (1967), #ÈÝÐËɯ"ÈÕÕÈËÐÕÌɀÚɯAspects of Aristocracy  (1994) 

ÈÕËɯ"ÏÙÐÚɯ!ÙàÈÕÛɀÚɯCritical History of the British Aristocracy (2017). 
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North of England. Further, there ÐÚɯÕÖÛÏÐÕÎɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÐËÌÈɯÛÏÈÛɯȿ,ÖÙÌɀ was commonly 

mis-spelt.  There could be no mis-spelling in an age before orthography was 

standardised.   

 

ƙɯɯ3ÏÌÙÌɯÈÙÌɯÚÌÝÌÙÈÓɯ×ÈÚÚÈÎÌÚɯÐÕɯ,ÖßÖÕɀÚɯÈÙÛÐÊÓÌɯÞÏÌÙÌɯÏÌɯËÙÈÞÚɯÊÖÕÊÓÜÚÐÖÕÚɯÍÙÖÔɯ

Celtic or Gaelic place-names.  One would have more confidence in these if he could 

Ú×ÌÓÓɯ$ÕÎÓÐÚÏɯÊÖÙÙÌÊÛÓàȭɯɯ3ÏÜÚɯÏÌɯÏÈÚɯȿÝÐÓÓÌÐÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ×ÌÈÊÌɀȮɯÞÏÌÙÌɯÏÌɯÔÌÈÕÚɯȿÝÐÓÓÈÐÕɯÖÍɯ

ÛÏÌɯ ×ÐÌÊÌɀȮɯ ÈÕËɯ ȿ×ÙÐÕÊÐ×ÓÌɀɯ ÞÏÌÙÌɯ ÏÌɯ ÔÌÈÕÚɯ ȿ×ÙÐÕÊÐ×ÈÓȭɀɯ ɯ 8ÌÛɯ ÏÌɯ ÊÈÚÛÐÎÈÛÌÚɯ ȿÛÏÌɯ

stubborn failure of academics to consider Gaelic roots, through false outdated 

ÕÖÛÐÖÕÚɯÈÉÖÜÛɯ×ÙÌÏÐÚÛÖÙàȭɀ 

 

ƚɯɯ,ÖßÖÕɯËÙÈÞÚɯÛÏÌɯÞÙÖÕÎɯÊÖÕÊÓÜÚÐÖÕɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÛÏÌɯ×ÖÌÛɀÚɯÜÚÌɯÖÍɯȿ,ÈÛÛÏÌÞɀÚɯ'ÖÜÚÌɀɯÈÚɯ

the name for what is generally considered to be Wharncliffe Lodge.  He says 

,ÈÛÛÏÌÞɀÚɯ'ÖÜÚÌɯÞÈÚɯÛÏÌɯÕÈÔÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÏÖÜÚÌɯÖÍɯ)ÌÚÜÚɀÚɯÍÐÙÚÛɯËÐÚÊÐ×ÓÌȮɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÐÚɯÛÙÜÌȮɯ

ÉÜÛɯÛÏÌÕɯÚÈàÚɯȿÛÏÌɯ6ÖÙÛÓÌàɯ+ÖÙËɯÊÈÕɯÏÈÙËÓàɯÏÈÝÌɯÉÌÌÕɯÊÖÕÚÐËÌÙÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÉÈÓÓÈËɯÉÖÛÏɯ

ÈÚɯȿ,ÈÛÛÏÌÞɀɯand ÛÏÌɯȿÔÖÕÚÛÌÙɀȭɯɯ6ÏàɯÕÖÛȳɯɯɯ6ÏàɯÚÏÖÜÓËɯÞÌɯÈÚÚÜÔÌɯÛÏÈÛɯ6ÏÈÙÕÊÓÐÍÍÌɯ

Lodge was occupied by the lord of Wor tley at the relevant time?  It might have been 

occupied by a tenant or employee.   In any case, on my reading of the poem, the 

allegorical dragon might have had his den ȿÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÏÐÓÓɯÌËÎÌɀɯȹÞÏÐÊÏɯ(ɯÛÈÒÌɯÛÖɯÉÌɯ

6ÏÈÙÕÊÓÐÍÍÌɯ "ÙÈÎÚȺȮɯ ÙÈÛÏÌÙɯ ÛÏÈÕɯ ÐÕɯ ,ÈÛÛÏÌÞɀÚɯ 'ÖÜse itself, though this was 

undoubtedly close by.   Finally, Moxon reads the poem too literally  at this point.  

Why should we assume that ȿ,ÈÛÛÏÌÞɀÚɯ 'ÖÜÚÌɀɯwas a holy place, when the 

reference might have been the equivalent of saying that the place was a haven, 

especially in winter time?  

 

7  Moxon proposes that Sir Richard Fanshawe, a Cavalier who spent some years in 

internal exile at the now ruinous Tankersley Old Hall, may have been the author of 

the ballad; but there is no evidence to support this conjecture.  We do know that 

%ÈÕÚÏÈÞÌɯÛÙÈÕÚÓÈÛÌËɯ+ÜÐÚɯËÌɯ"ÈÔÖÌÕÚɀÚɯÌ×ÐÊɯ×ÖÌÔɯThe Lusiads, from Portuguese into 

English in the mid -1650s.  His wife tells us so.67  Why ËÐËÕɀÛɯÚÏÌɯÔÌÕÛÐÖÕɯThe Dragon 

of Wantley, if Fanshawe wrote it? 

 

Wharncliffe Chase  
 

Let us turn from the critic to the criticised.  #ÈÝÐËɯ'ÌàɀÚɯÝÐÌÞɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÖÙÐÎÐÕÚɯÖÍɯȿÛÏÌɯ

#ÙÈÎÖÕɯÖÍɯ6ÈÕÛÓÌàɀ was that the ballad probably h ad its origins in the 1590s, in 

litigation between local people and their landlord Sir Richard Wortley. The Wortleys 

ÞÌÙÌɯȿÈÊÊÌ×ÛÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ$ÈÙÓɯÖÍɯ2ÏÙÌÞÚÉÜÙàɀÚɯÊÐÙÊÓÌɀȮɯÊÌÕÛÙÌËɯÖÕɯ2ÏÌÍÍÐÌÓËɯ,ÈÕÖÙɯ+ÖËÎÌȰɯ

ÉÜÛɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÞÈÚɯȿÕÖɯÙÌÈÚÖÕɯÛÖɯÓÐÕÒ ÛÏÌɯ $ÈÙÓɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌÚÌɯËÐÚ×ÜÛÌÚɀȭɯɯ3ÏÌɯlitigation 

concerned tithes and enclosures ɬcommon enough sources of conflict in Elizabethan 

                                                           
67 Chapeltown Researches, M.H.Habershon, (London & Sheffield, 1893). 
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times.  It is the second of these disputes which featured Sir Richard Wortley as the 

villain of the piece.  

 In 1594 Sir Richard Wortley lodged a complaint in the Court of Chancery, 

alleging that George Blount of More Hall and others had repeatedly broken into and 

vandalised both the Old Park at Wortley and the New Park on Wharncliffe Chase .  

The offenders were mostly yeomen or members of the minor gentry, some of whom 

were servants of the Earl of Shrewsbury.  These Parks had only recently been 

enclosed: Sir Richard  had enlarged the former and created the latter while extending 

Wharncliffe Chase in 1589, which almost certainly involved the eviction of some of 

his tenants.  In real life, therefore, it was deer, rather than dragons, which ȿate up 

ÔÌÕɀȭɯɯ(We should also ÕÖÛÌɯÛÏÈÛɯ2ÐÙɯ1ÐÊÏÈÙËɀÚɯÈÕÊÌÚÛÖÙɯ2ÐÙɯ3ÏÖÔÈÚɯ6ÖÙÛÓÌàɯÏÈd 

ȿÍÖÙÔɀȮɯÞÏÌÕɯÐÛɯÊÈÔÌɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÌÕÊÓÖÚÜÙÌɯÖÍɯ×ÈÙts of Wharncliffe Chase).   

 For my money, HeyɀÚɯÐÚɯthe better view.  To start with (and to employ an 

admittedly ad hominem argument) David Hey knew more a bout the history of South 

Yorkshire than anyone else.  He spent his life, and built a career, on it, acquiring 

several degrees, and was latterly Emeritus Professor of Local and Family History at 

the University of Sheffield.  He read all the sources, and published learned articles 

about many subjects relevant to the argument, long before he published Historic 

Hallamshire.  Moreover, he was a scholar and took a cautious approach to evidence.  

While he clearly thought that the the ballad originated in the events of 1593, rather 

than 1573, he did not assert this dogmatically.  He suggested that it was the most 

likely explanation, which is often the most we can hope for.  

 But what matters more is the evidence; and here there are again several points 

we can make:   

 

ƕɯɯ'ÌàɀÚɯÛÏÌÖÙàɯÐÚɯÚÖÜÕËÓàɯÉÈÚÌËɯÖÕɯÈɯÚÛÜËàɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÛÌßÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÉÈÓÓÈËɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÈ××ÌÈÙÌËɯ

ÐÕɯ!ÐÚÏÖ×ɯ/ÌÙÊàɀÚɯReliques of Ancient English Poetry of 1765; and in particular on the 

place names and topography  used by the author of that text .  Thus the action is 

shown to have taken ×ÓÈÊÌɯÖÕɯ6ÏÈÙÕÊÓÐÍÍÌɯÉàɯÛÏÌɯ×ÖÌÛɀÚɯÜÚÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ×ÓÈÊÌɯÕÈÔÌÚɯ

ȿ6ÈÕÛÓÌàɀɯ ȹwhich È××ÌÈÙÚɯ ÈÚɯ ȿ6ÈÕÛÊÓÐÍÍÌɀɯ ÐÕɯ ÈÕɯ ÐÕÚÊÙÐ×ÛÐÖÕɯ ÊÜÛɯ ÐÕɯ ÛÏÌɯ ÙÖÊÒÚɯ ÈÛɯ

6ÏÈÙÕÊÓÐÍÍÌɯ"ÙÈÎÚɯÐÕɯ'ÌÕÙàɯ5(((ɀÚɯÛÐÔÌ); and there are features of Wharncliffe Crags 

which fÐÕËɯÈÕɯÌÊÏÖɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ×ÖÌÛÙàɯȹȿÛÏÌɯÚÛÖÕÌÚɯÏÌɯÊÖÜÓËɯÕÖÛɯÊÙÈÊÒɀɯÊÖÜÓËɯÞÌÓÓɯÉÌɯÛÏÌɯ

gritstone boulders which lie in profusion up there) .  Hey even reproduced a black 

and white photograph of a hole in the rocks (not far from the Lodge) known as the 

#ÙÈÎÖÕɀÚɯ#ÌÕȭɯɯMeanwhile, More Hall still lies where it always was, on the minor 

road leading to More Hall reservoir , West of the Don. 

 

2  Though he cannot prove it, Hey explains a possibÓÌɯÖÙÐÎÐÕɯÍÖÙɯȿ,ÈÛÛÏÌÞɀÚɯ'ÖÜÚÌɀȮɯ

pointing out that in the 18 th century Godfrey Bosville identified one Matthew 

-ÖÙÛÏÈÓÓɯÈÚɯÛÏÌɯÒÌÌ×ÌÙɯÖÍɯ6ÏÈÙÕÊÓÐÍÍÌɯ+ÖËÎÌȭɯɯ,àɯÌÈÙÓÐÌÙɯ×ÖÐÕÛɯÛÏÈÛɯ,ÈÛÛÏÌÞɀÚɯ'ÖÜÚÌɯ

has a Biblical connotation is not inconsistent with this .  The ballad after all is a work 

of fiction; and there could be a double entendre here, though 'ÌàɀÚɯÌß×ÓÈÕÈÛÐÖÕɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯ

more obvious one. 
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Ɨɯɯɯ"ÙÜÊÐÈÓÓàȮɯ'ÌàɯÚÏÖÞÚɯÛÏÈÛɯ2ÐÙɯ1ÐÊÏÈÙËɯ6ÖÙÛÓÌàɀÚɯÈÊÛÐÝÐÛÐÌÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ6ÏÈÙÕÊÓÐÍÍÌɯÈÙÌÈɯ

ÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÛÌɯƕƙƜƔÚɯÈÕËɯȿƝƔÚɯÈÙÌɯÛÏÌɯÔÖÚÛɯlikely explanation for the complaints made in 

ÛÏÌɯ×ÖÌÔɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÛÏÌɯȿÌÈÛÐÕÎɀɯÖÍɯÛrees, houses and churches; and that he is the most 

likely villain to be cast as the Dragon, rather than the Earl of Shrewsbury (though it 

should not be assumed that the latter was a stranger to litigation or bullyin g).  He 

does this by a close study of the archives as a whole, rather than as a result of a 

chance discovery of a single document.   

 

4  Hey thinks that the ballad was probably written by a minstrel attached to the court 

of the Earl of Shrewsbury, shortly a fter the death of Richard Wortley in 16 03.  He 

thereby sets the ballad in context , in terms of authorship and audience, as well as 

geography. 

 

5  Admittedly, t he argument that the ballad can be traced to identifiable people in 

the 1590s would seem to breakdown when we come to More of More Hall, because 

(as Hey points out) the last owner or tenant there called More moved out of the area 

in 1547.  Moreover, the tenant of More Hall in the 1590s, who (uniquely as far as we 

know) was involved in both the tithe a nd hunting disputes with Sir Richard 

Wortley , was called George Blount.  However, Hey did not argue that the ballad was 

a precise allegory, but simply that the Wortley  family ɀÚɯÈÊÛÐÝÐÛÐÌÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ6ÏÈÙÕÊÓÐÍÍÌɯ

area in the 1590s were its most likely source.  The two disputes are presented in the 

form of a consciously antique ballad, with archaic language and touches of medieval 

romance, and featuring elements of the story about St George and the Dragon; and 

there is nothing unusual in giving a story a hero who lived in the past, r ather than 

the present.  More of More Hall may well have been such a hero. 

 

6  At the end of the ballad, the Dragon is slain, with a kick up the backside, rather 

than a club or a sword.  This explains why we are told in the first verse that More 

ËÐËɯÞÏÈÛɯÏÌɯËÐËɯȿÞÐÛÏɯÕÖÛÏÐÕÎɯÈÛɯÈÓÓɀɯɬ which is to say that no weapon was used.  

Can we draw a connection between this and the version of the facts on which the 

legend was based, as related by David Hey or Steve Moxon?  In the first case the 

connection is slim, but in the second case it is non-existent.  If the Dragon of Wantley 

represents Sir Richard Wortley, then we know that he died at the age of 42 in 1603, 

not long after the court proc eedings involving George Blount ;68 but, if it represents 

the 6th Earl of Shrewsbury, he died in 1590, some 17 years after the court case 

involving George More of Sheffield.     

  

 In conclusion, the ballad was meant to be enjoyed, rather than picked apart, 

although that is what I have spent most of this chapter doing.  It was immensely 

                                                           
68 The coincidence did not escape Hey, who thought it accounted for the probable  date on which the 

ballad was composed: Historic Hallamashire, p. 153. 
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popular in its day, giv ing rise to a comic opera in 1734 and a novel by the American 

novelist Owen Whistler in 1892; but , above all, it was entertaining , being included in 

all the great collections of ballads, in 1685, 1699, 1725 and 1765.  It was also referred 

to frequently in 19th literature , and the reference to it in Sir Walter ScottɀÚɯIvanhoe in 

particular helped to create a minor tour ist industry in South Yorkshire .   It can be 

read for pleasure even today, wÐÛÏÖÜÛɯÒÕÖÞÐÕÎɯÞÏÖɯÈÓÓɯÛÏÌɯȿÊÏÈÙÈÊÛÌÙÚɀɯÞÌÙÌɯÔÌÈÕÛɯ

to represent.   

 

 

APPENDIX: THE BALLAD 69 
 

Old stories tell how Hercules  

A dragon slew at Lerna, 

With seven heads, and fourteen eyes, 

To see and well discern-a: 

But he had a club, this dragon to drub, 

Or he had ne'er done it, I warrant ye: 

But More of More -Hall, with nothing at all,  

He slew the dragon of Wantley.  

 

This dragon he had two furious wings,  

Each one upon each shoulder; 

With a sting of his tayl, as long as a flayl, 

Which made him bolder and bolder.  

He had long claws, and in his jaws 

Four and forty teeth of iron;  

With a hide as tough as any buff, 

Which did him round environ.  

 

Have you not heard how the Trojan horse 

Held seventy men in his belly? 

This dragon was not quite so big, 

But very near I'll tel l ye. 

Devoured he poor children three,  

That could not with him grapple;  

And at one sup he eat them up, 

As one would eat an apple. 

 

All sorts of cattle this dragon did eat;  

                                                           
69 www. allpoetry.com/The -Dragon-of-Wantley , see also Percy, op.cit. 

http://www.allpoetry.com/The-Dragon-of-Wantley
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Some say he ate up trees, 

And that the forests sure he would  

Devour up by degrees; 

For houses and churches were to him geese and turkies; 

He ate all, and left none behind, 

But some stones, dear Jack, that he could not crack, 

Which on the hills you will find.  

 

In Yorkshire, near fair Rotherham,  

The place I know it well,  

Some two or three miles, or there-abouts, 

I vow I cannot tell;  

But there is a hedge, just on the hill edge, 

And Matthew's house hard by it;  

O there and then was this dragon's den, 

You could not chuse but spy it.  

 

Some say, this dragon was a witch; 

Some say he was a devil; 

For from his nose a smoke arose, 

And with it burning snivel;  

Which he cast off, when he did cough, 

In a well that he did stand by,  

Which made it look just like a brook  

Running with burning brandy.  

 

Hard by a furious knight there dwelt,  

Of whom all towns did ring,  

For he could wrestle, play at quarter -staff, kick, cuff and huff,  

Call son of a whore, do any king of thing,  

By the tail and the main, with his hands twain,  

He swung a horse till he was dead; 

And that which is stranger, he for very anger  

Eat him all up but his head. 

 

These children, as I told, being eat, 

Men, women, girls, and boys, 

Sighing and sobbing, came to his lodging, 

And made a hideous noise; 

"O save us all, More of More-hall, 

Thou peerless knight of these woods; 

Do but slay this dragon, who wo n't leave us a rag on, 

We'll give thee all our goods." 
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"Tut, tut," quoth he, "no goods I want:  

But I want, I want, in sooth,  

A fair maid of sixteen, that's brisk and keen,  

With smiles about the mouth,  

Hair black as sloe, skin white as snow, 

With blushes her cheeks adorning, 

To anoynt me o'er night, ere I go to fight,  

And to dress me in the morning."  

 

This being done, he did engage 

To hew the dragon down;  

But first he went, new armour to  

Bespeak at Sheffield town, 

With spikes all about, not within but witho ut, 

Of steel so sharp and strong, 

Both behind and before, arms, legs, and all o'er, 

Some five or six inches long. 

 

Had you but seen him in this dress, 

How fierce he look'd and how big,  

You would have thought him for to be  

Some Egyptian porcupig. 

He frighte d all, cats, dogs, and all, 

Each cow, each horse, and each hog: 

For fear they did flee, for they took him to be  

Some strange outlandish hedgehog. 

 

To see this fight, all people then 

Got up on trees and houses; 

On churches some, and chimneys too; 

But these put on their trowses,  

Not to spoil their hose.   As soon as he rose, 

To make him strong and mighty,  

He drank by the tale six pots of ale, 

And a quart of aqua-vitae. 

 

It is not strength that always wins,  

For wit doth strength excell;  

Which made our cunning c hampion  

Creep down into a well,  

Where he did think, this dragon would drink,  

And so he did in truth;  



History & Myth in South Yorkshire 
 

86 
 

And as he stoop'd low, he rose up and cry'd, "Boh!" 

And hit him in the mouth.  

 

"Oh," quoth the dragon, "pox take thee, come out! 

Thou disturb'st me in my d rink:"  

And then he turn'd, and s[hat?] at him;  

Good lack how he did stink!  

"Beshrew thy soul, thy body's foul,  

Thy dung smells not like balsam;  

Thou son of a whore, thou stink'st so sore, 

Sure thy diet is unwholesome." 

 

Our politick knight, on the other si de, 

Crept out upon the brink,  

And gave the dragon such a douse, 

He knew not what to think:  

"By cock," quoth he, "say you so, do you see?" 

And then at him he let fly  

With hand and with foot, and so they went to't;  

And the word it was, Hey boys, hey!  

 

"Your words," quoth the dragon, "I don't understand:"  

Then to it they fell at all,  

Like two wild boars so fierce, if I may  

Compare great things with small.  

Two days and a night, with this dragon did fight  

Our champion on the ground;  

Tho' their strength it was gr eat, their skill it was neat, 

They never had one wound. 

 

At length the hard earth began to quake, 

The dragon gave him a knock, 

Which made him to reel, and straitway he thought,  

To lift him as high as a rock, 

And thence let him fall.   But More of More -hall, 

Like a valiant son of Mars, 

As he came like a lout, so he turn'd him about, 

And hit him a kick on the a[rse?]  

 

"Oh," quoth the dragon, with a deep sigh,  

And turn'd six times together,  

Sobbing and tearing, cursing and swearing 

Out of his throat of leather;  
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"More of More -hall; O thou rascal!  

Would I had seen thee never; 

With the thing at thy foot, thou hast prick'd my a[rse -gut?], 

And I'm quite undone for -ever. 

 

"Murder, murder," the dragon cry'd,   

"Alack, alack, for grief;  

Had you but mist that place, you could  

Have done me no mischief." 

Then his head he shaked, trembled and quaked, 

And down he laid and cry'd;  

First on one knee, then on back tumbled he, 

So groan'd, kickt, s[hat?], and dy'd. 

   

 

Ɉɯ 
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9 Wortley Park  
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10 Wharncliffe Lodge from the Chase  
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11 Wharncliffe Lodge from the Don Valley



History & Myth in South Yorkshire 
 

91 
 

 

 

 

 

 

12 More Hall  
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13 The Dragon in Dragon Wantley Wood
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Kentish Sir Byng stood for his King,  

Bidding the crop -headed Parliament swing: 

And, pressing a troop unable to stoop 

And see the rogues flourish and honest folk droop,  

Marched them along, fifty score strong,  

Great-hearted gentlemen, singing this song. 

 

 

Robert Browning (1812-1889) 

 
The civil Wars  of the 1640s produced bitter divisions within English society, so much 

so that one faction accused the other of being unprincipled dandies, while the other 

accused their opponents of being joyless Puritans, who all cut their hair short .  The 

ȿ"ÈÝÈÓÐÌÙÚɀɯÈÕËɯȿ1ÖÜÕËÏÌÈËÚɀɯeach made their opponents into caricatures.  Later on, 

when the Parliamentary forces prevailed , they changed the definition of treason, so 

ÛÏÈÛɯÐÛɯÕÖÞɯÔÌÈÕÛɯȿÊÖÕÚ×ÐÙÈÊàɯÛÖɯÚÜÉÝÌÙÛɯÛÏÌɯ2ÛÈÛÌɀɯÙÈÛÏÌÙɯÛÏÈÕɯȿÊÖÕÚ×ÐÙÈÊàɯÛÖɯÒÐÓÓɯÛÏÌɯ

*ÐÕÎɀȭɯ   

 John Mar ris (or Morris ) was brought up in the household of Thomas 

Wentworth, 1 st Earl of Strafford , who lived at Wentworth Woodhouse (then called 

Wentworth House) in South Yorkshire.  He served King Charles I to the best of his 

ability, and beyond the call of duty.  Condemned as a traitor, he was executed in 

1649, the same year as his King; but, while Charles became a martyr for the Church 

of England and the Tory cause after 1660, Marris was largely forgotten .  Yet he was 

one of the bravest men in England. 

 

John Ma rris  
 

Marris  was born in Elmsall , but brought up in the household of Thomas Wentworth, 

probably as a page, and possibly at a time when his time when his grandfather 

Richard was Steward at Wentworth Woodhouse.  When Thomas became Lord 
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Deputy of  Ireland  in 1632, Marris  was only 16, but was nevertheless made ensign in 

his master's company of foot, and soon afterwards lieutenant of his guard.  During 

the Irish rebellion of 1641 he was appointed sergeant-major in a regiment 

commanded by Sir Francis Willoughby, and major by a commission from the Earl of 

Ormonde.  He helped to defend the town of Drogheda against an attack by Irish 

rebels.   

 Meanwhile, civil war had broken out in England.  In South Yorkshire, the 

sympathies of the common people in Sheffield and Rotherham were mainly with 

Parliament, whilst a majority of the local aristocracy and gentry supported the King.  

Amongst tho se who joined the ranks of the Cavaliers was Sir Francis Wortley of 

Wortley, d escribed by the Roundheads as ȿthe first incendiarie in this county that 

publikely engaged  a party for the King against the Parliamentɀ;70 but some members 

of the gentry were reluctant to take sides, and tried to keep out of the fight for as 

long as possible. 
During the second half of 1642, the Parliamentarians fortified the area around 

Rotherham and Sheffield.  Not to be outdone, the Royalist gentry strengthened their 

manor houses (part of Richard Elmhirst's fortifications at Hound Hill can still be 

seen). Sir Francis Wortley organised a garrison at Tankersley, consisting of 150 

dragoons plus officers. Local constables received orders from the Royalists that they 

must pay for the maintenance of the garrison.71 

In 1643 the Earl of Newcastle, who was the King's commander in the North, 

mounted a general offensive against the Parliamentary forces in Yorkshire. 

According to  his wife's memoirs, Newcastle: 

 

sent a considerable party into the west of Yorkshire, where they met with 

 about 2,000 of the enemy's forces, taken out of their several garrisons in those 

 parts, to execute some design upon a moor called Tankersley Moor, and there 

 fought  them and routed them.  M any were slain, and some  taken prisoners.   

 

The Royalists went on to capture the main towns.  Rotherham was taken on 4 

May, after an assault which lasted two days.  Sheffield fell on 9 May 1643. A 

fortnight later , the Parliamentarian commander Lord Ferdinando Fairfax wrote to 

the Speaker of the House of Commons, bewailing the fact that ȿthe Earl of 

Newcastle's army do now range cruelly over all the south -west part of the country, 

pi llaging and cruelly using the well -affected party.ɀ   

 Marris returned from Ireland as a Sergeant-Major in a regiment of foot 

commanded by Colonel Byron.  He landed in Chester and fought for the King at 

Nantwich and Middlewich, where the Royalists were def eated, though it was said 

that he ȿÍÖÜÎÏÛɯÏÈÓÍɯÈÕɯÏÖÜÙɯÈÍÛÌÙɯÈÕàɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÙÌÚÛɀȭɯɯ2ÖÔÌɯÔÖÕÛÏÚɯÓÈÛÌÙɯÏÌɯÈÕËɯÏÐÚɯ

                                                           
70 See chapter 5 above. 
71

 Hun ter's South Yorkshire vol II, 14, 317; The History of Worsborough by Joseph Wilkinson 1872, 12; 

YAS  XVIII, 60; Surtees  LXV, 281.  
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fellows marched into Lancashire and took part in the storming of L iverpool Castle.  

Eventually, however, the port surrendered to a parliamentary army, and Marris 

ÉÌÊÈÔÌɯÈɯȿ1ÖÜÕËÏÌÈËɀɯÍÖÙɯÈɯÛÐÔÌȮɯthough he always denied that he was responsible 

for betraying Liverpool.  It was at this uncertain time that h e retired to Elmsall and 

started to plan how he could help the Royal ists once more.72  He also took a wife, 

Margery Dawson, daught er of Dr Robert Dawson, Bishop of Clonfert and 

Kilmackdough in Ireland .   

One Royalist observed that, between 1645 and 1648, there was one law for the 

victors and another for  the vanquished.  On 14 March 1646 the County Commi ttee 

complained that Yorkshire taxpayers were suffering from an intolerable tax burden ; 

and there were also complaints about the outrages committed by the Scots in 

Tickhill .  Of seven Tickhill cases which came before Colonel Frazier at Laughton on 

21 April, three related to men charged with rape,  and three of them were called 

Frazier; but all were acquitted.  AccÜÚÌËɯÖÍɯÙÈ×ÐÕÎɯÞÐËÖÞɯ"ÙÖÔ×ÛÖÕɀÚɯËÈÜÎÏÛÌÙ, 

John Frazier said:  

 

He denies he ever knew her carnally, but she being sitting in a chair and 

 making some sport with  her, both of them kissed one another, and he 

 had some intention to have had carnal dealing with her, and was between her 

 legs.  He confesses the woman refused unless he made her promise of 

 marriage, to which he answered, that he could not grant, but promised to give 

 her contentment some other way.    

 

Wentworth & Strafford  
 

Dame Veronica Wedgwood wrote that ȿbetween Thomas Wentworth and his 

steward [Richard Marris] , there existed that friendship which is possible between 

master ÈÕËɯÚÌÙÝÈÕÛɯÞÏÌÕɯÌÈÊÏɯÏÈÚɯÈɯÙÌÚ×ÌÊÛɯÍÖÙɯÌÈÊÏɯÖÛÏÌÙɀÚɯÊÏÈÙÈÊÛÌÙȭɀ It appears 

that Thomas preferred to sit down with Marris, enjoying a pipe and discussing 

agricultural projects, rather than go to dinner with his neighbours.  However , 

Wedgwood also noted that the steward was ȿan inveterate and excessive drinkerɀ.  

She seems to think that this was a vice which Wentworth disapproved of , since he 

lent at the time towards the Puritans.  

Thomas had entered the House of Commons as M.P. for the County of 

Yorkshire  in 1614, when the Crown and Parliament were already at loggerheads; but 

it was not until 1621 that he spoke in Parliament.  When he did, he was ambivalent.  

On the one hand, he said that the security of the whole country depend ed on 

maintaining the strength of the Crown; but , on the other, he supported a bill 

promoted by  John Pym ȿfor better keeping the Sabbath day.ɀ   

In January 1626 Wentworth asked for the Presidency of the Council of the 

North  and was refused it.  After the dissolution of Parliament, he fell out of favour, 

                                                           
72 See also Fox, 98; ODNB; Ashton, 405. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yorkshire_(UK_Parliament_constituency)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Council_of_the_North
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Council_of_the_North
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and was dismissed from his remaining offices in Yorkshire.  In  1627, he refused to 

contribute to a for ced loan demanded by the Crown and was imprisoned.   In 1628 

he supported the Petition of Right , which attempted to curb royal powers and 

prerogatives; but, once Charles accepted the Petition, he switched sides and 

supported the Crown.  For this, he was branded a turncoat by the parliamentary 

opposition.  There followed several years during which Charles I came to admire his 

×ÖÓÐÊàɯÖÍɯȿ3ÏÖÙÖÜÎÏɀ, and to value his services. 

Wentworth was President of the North between 1629 and 1633 and made 

many enemies in the region as a result.  He lived in some style and built a new wing 

on to the Manor House at York.  He reduced the legal fees payable by litigants in the 

appearing before the Council of the Nor th, and defended it against various atempts 

to challenge its jurisdiction.  He also fell out with Sir Thomas Gower, who took 

refuge in Holbor n in London with a group of friends, knoÞÕɯÈÚɯȿÛÏÌɯÙÌÉÌÓÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ

-ÖÙÛÏɀ.  He obtained a commission from the King, making it clear that the powers of 

the Council of the North were equal to those of the Court of Star Chamber in 

Westminster.  As a result, his enemies were to charge him later with abuse of 

power .73 

There was a curious incident in 1631 which goes far to explain why Dame 

Veronica Wedgwood eventually changed her mind about Wentworth , and came to a 

less favourable view.  In February he wrote to his steward Richard Marris, to instruct 

him to buy wheat in Yorkshire and ship it to London.  As the Dame wrote :  

 

It would be consistent with his repeated asseverations about justice for the 

 poor if it could be shown that his plan was intended merely to supp ly the 

 crying needs of London.  But Wentworth gave no such motive: he merely 

 informs Marris that the price in London was very high , as the Irish shipments 

 had not come, and that it would be excellent business to buy cheap in 

 Yorkshire and sell dear in London.   

 

3ÏÐÚɯÞÈÚɯÕÖÛɯÛÏÌɯÙÐÎÏÛɯÞÈàɯÍÖÙɯÖÕÌɯÖÍɯ"ÏÈÙÓÌÚɯ(ɀÚɯ/ÙÐÝàɯ"ÖÜÕÊÐÓÓÖÙÚɯÛÖɯÉÌÏÈÝÌ; 

and, in the later edition of her book , Dame Veronica did not hesitate to condemn her 

erstwhile hero for his greed and hypocrisy.  

In January 1632, Wentworth was made Lord Deputy of Ireland .   His goal was 

to make Irishmen as like Englishmen as possible, in order that they might be equally 

loyal to the English Crown; but this was unlikely to work in a country which was 

deeply divided between Celtic natives, old Anglo -Norman settlers, and the Scots 

and English ȿplantedɀ in Ulster in the early 17 th century. The first two groups were 

predominantly Catholic, the third were fiercely Protestant; but, in attempting to be 

impartial, Wentworth su cceeded in alienating all three.  Though he attempted to 

reform the Irish armed forces and administration , he faced a country which was 

united only in its hostility to the English government.  St rong-arm tactics, 

                                                           
73 Wedgwood, 106-122. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Petition_of_Right
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vehemence and Èɯȿ3ÏÖÙÖÜÎÏɀɯÈ××ÙÖÈÊÏɯȹÈÚɯ6ÌÕÛÞÙÛÏɯhimself called it) were no 

ÚÜÉÚÛÐÛÜÛÌɯÍÖÙɯÎÌÕÜÐÕÌɯÓÖàÈÓÛàɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯ×ÈÙÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ*ÐÕÎɀÚɯÚÜÉÑÌÊÛÚȰɯÈÕËɯat the same 

time, many suspected (not without some justification) that Wentworth was lining  his 

own pockets. 

In June 1636 Wentworth heard that his steward Richard Marris had drowned, 

while crossing a stream in Yorkshire in a drunken condition.  This cannot have come 

as a complete surprise, because he had already warn ed Marris about his drinking ; 

but, when he returned from Ireland, he found that his estates had been much 

neglected.  He took up residence in Covent Garden in London, attended on the King, 

and on 21 June made a statement in Westminster, arguing that there had been a 

ȿÔÈÙÝÌÓÓÖÜÚɯÐÔ×ÙÖÝÌÔÌÕÛɀɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÈÛÌɯÖÍɯ(ÙÌÓÈÕËɯsince he had become Deputy.  He 

returned to Dublin with a full assurance of the king's favour.  Indeed he was now 

ÚÌÌÕɯÉàɯÔÈÕàɯÈÚɯ×ÖÛÌÕÛÐÈÓÓàɯȿÛÏÌɯÎÙÌÈÛÌÚÛɯÔÈÕɯÐÕɯ$ÕÎÓÈÕËȭɀ  It was also at this time 

that he sat for Van Dyk.   

In the middle of August 1636 Wentworth found time to visit his estate s in 

Yorkshire, at Gawthorp and Wentworth.  He found his orchard heavy with fruit and 

his park at Wentworth teeming with deer (as it does again today); but he was back in 

Ireland by the end of November 1636; and it was during the following three years 

that he started to buy land there on a large scale.   

On 28 February 1637 Charles I consulted Wentworth as to whether he should 

intervene in  a war between France and her allies on the one hand, and Austria , on 

the other.  The minister advised against intervention , because the royal f inances were 

not yet on a sound footing (despite a recent judicial decision that the tax known as 

Ship Money was legal).  Like Margaret Thatcher, Wentworth had little time for those 

who did not think like him.  He thought that John Hampden, whom history deems a 

champion of liberty, should be ȿwhipped home into his right wits ɀ for his refusal to 

pay the Ship Money.  

In 1640, when Charles attempted to subdue the Scots and a Scottish Army 

invaded England, the King asked Wentworth to return from Ireland , and he became 

"ÏÈÙÓÌÚɀÚɯÊÏÐÌÍɯÔÐÕÐÚÛÌÙɯfor all three kingdoms .  It was now that he was made 1st Earl 

of Strafford ; and it was on 2ÛÙÈÍÍÖÙËɀÚɯÈËÝÐÊÌɯthat Charles first ÚÜÔÔÖÕÌËɯÛÏÌɯȿ2ÏÖÙÛɯ

/ÈÙÓÐÈÔÌÕÛɀɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌÕɯÛÏÌɯfateful ȿ+ÖÕÎɯ/ÈÙÓÐÈÔÌÕÛɀȮɯÛÖɯprovide the money which 

would enable the King to make war on his own Scottish subjects.  On 18 March 1640 

Strafford returned to Ireland.   

Strafford set out for London again on 6 November, writing that he was ȿwith 

more dangers beset, I believe, than ever any man went out of Yorkshire. ȿ   In the 

Commons Pym moved for a committee to prepare fo r a conference with the Lords 

ȿand the charge against the Earl of Strafford.ɀ It was decided that they would 

impeach the minister.  ȿI will go ɀ, replied Strafford, ȿand look my accusers in the 

faceɀ; but, when he arrived  in Parliament , the Lords would not allow him to speak.  

His trial opened in Westminster Hall on 22 March 1641 ; and John Pym stated he case 

against him.   Strafford was now allowed counsel.  He denied all charges and 
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asserted that he had had only done his duty.  Th ere was no illegality, let alone 

treasonable conduct. 

The vigour with which Strafford defended himself  won him some popularity 

outside the House of Commons; but on 5 April a new charge was brought against 

him, of raising an army of Irish papists ȿfor the ruin and destruction of England and 

of his majesty's subjects, and altering and subverting the fundamental laws and 

established government of this kingdom ɀ.  Sir Henry Vane (the elder) was brought 

forward to say that Strafford had said that he would bring over an Irish army to 

reËÜÊÌɯȿthis kingdom ɀȰɯÉÜÛɯ2ÛÙÈÍÍÖÙËɯdefened himself by insisting that he had meant 

to refer to Scotland here, not England.  

It began to seem as if impeachment might fail .  The leaders of the Commons 

and some peers in the Lords now argued that Strafford must  be got rid of  by Act of 

Attainder, which meant that Strafford should be executed for treason.  The Earl of 

Bedford was against this, and sought to moderate the violent opinions of some of his 

fellow peers; but the Earl of EssexɀÚɯÈÕÚÞÌÙɯÞÈÚɯÊÏÐÓÓÐÕÎȯɯȿStone Dead hath no 

Fellowɀ.74  

The Commons now brought forward a bill of A ttainder .  Strafford defended 

himself in the House of Lords.  He asked how a number of mere misdemeanours 

could amount to high treason.  He pointed out that the re was no precedent for 

executing a man for mere words - and all he had allegedly done was to threaten to 

bring over an Irish army .  Parliament should hesitate to invent new capital offences 

in this way .75  

On the 19 April the C ommons declared Strafford a traitor and, two days later, 

it passed the bill of Attainder by a majority of 204 to 59.  The King wrote to Straffo rd, 

promising him his life:   

 

I must lay by the thought of employing you hereafter in my affairs, yet  I 

 assure you now, in the midst of your troubles, that, upon the word of a 

 King, you shall not suffer in life, honour, or fortune.  

 

The next day a mob beset the House of Lords, crying for justice, and posted 

up the names of the 59 M.P.s who had voted against the bill of A ttainder as traitors 

to their country.  The bill became an Act , and it provided that Strafford be hung 

drawn and quartered , like a common traitor ; but, in fact, he was granted the 

ȿprivilegeɀ of death by beheading.  He asked the King to let him die in private; but 

ÛÏÐÚɯÞÈÚɯÉÌàÖÕËɯ"ÏÈÙÓÌÚɀÚɯ×ÖÞÌÙȰɯÈÕËɯÏÐÚɯÏÌÈËɯÞÈÚɯÚÛÙÜÊÒɯÖÍÍɯÐÕɯ×ÜÉÓÐÊȭɯɯɯɯ'ÌɯÞÈÚɯ

buried in the vault in what is now the Old Church at Wentworth; but legends grew 

up that he had been buried elsewhere, to prevent his grave from being desecrated.  

Some even said that he was buried nearby, at Hooton Roberts, where his widow, 

                                                           
74

 Clarendon Hist. Rebellion (1702) I. III . 191. 
75 Wedgwood, 361. 

http://www.luminarium.org/encyclopedia/attainder.htm
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ÞÏÖɯÚÜÙÝÐÝÌËɯÏÐÔɯÉàɯƘƛɯàÌÈÙÚȮɯÞÈÚɯÜÕËÖÜÉÛÌËÓàɯÐÕÛÌÙÙÌËȭɯɯ(Õɯ6ÌËÎÞÖÖËɀÚɯÝÐÌÞɯÛÏÐÚɯ

story is baseless. 

 

The Sieges of Pontefract Castle 

 
There were three sieges of Pontefract.  The first began on Christmas Day 1644 and 

involved an attack by Parliamentary forces le d by Colonel Lambert.  The attackers 

were unable to breach the castle defences, and the siege had to be lifted when 

Royalist forces under Sir Marmaduke  Langdale won a victory nearby on 1 March 

1645; but the Royalist success was short-lived.  The second siege began on 28 March 

1645 and went on for four months before the royalists finally surrendered.  The 

Third Siege was part of what is known a s the Second Civil War of 1648, when the 

Royalists organised armed uprisings in South Wales and Kent, as well as in the 

North of England.  They received considerable support from the Scots at this time 

and - given that the Scots had been allies of Parliament during the First Civil War ɬ it 

is worth asking why.  

 The Scots were disappointed when the English Parliament , victorious in 1645, 

failed to re-model the Church of England along Presbyterian lines; and they resented 

the influence of the Independents at Westminster and in the New Model Army.  In 

February 1647 they went home and the dominant faction in Scotland made an 

ȿEngagementɀ with Charles I, whereby he agreed to support the establishment 

of Presbyterianism in England , in return for a military alliance.  On 8 Ju ly 1648, a 

Scottish ȿEngagerɀ army crossed the Border and seized Berwick  and Carlisle, before 

marching south.  The commander of the New Model Army was Lord Thomas 

Fairfax (1612-71); but it was Cromwell who marched n orth to deal with the Scots.  At 

ÛÏÌɯ!ÈÛÛÓÌɯÖÍɯ/ÙÌÚÛÖÕȮɯÍÖÜÎÏÛɯÉÌÛÞÌÌÕɯƕƛɯÈÕËɯƕƝɯ ÜÎÜÚÛɯƕƚƘƜȮɯÏÐÚɯƜȮƔƔƔɯȿ(ÙÖÕÚÐËÌÚɀɯ

decisively defeated a force of Scots and Royalists which was three times as large. 

Thomas Paulden (1625-1702) came from Wakefield.  His part in the capture of 

/ÖÕÛÌÍÙÈÊÛɯ"ÈÚÛÓÌɯÉÌÎÈÕɯÞÏÌÕɯÏÌɯÏÌÈÙËɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ#ÜÒÌɯÖÍɯ'ÈÔÐÓÛÖÕɀÚɯ×ÓÈÕɯÛÖɯÐÕÝÈËÌɯ

England in 1648, and joined a group of Royalists in Yorkshire .  Encouraged by Lady 

Savile and joined by his brothers William and Timothy, he managed to enlist around 

300 foot and 50 horsemen.  We know this because, many years later in 1702, Thomas 

wrote an account of his part in the Royalist capture of Pontefract Castle and the third 

siege we have referred to.   

 Of John MaÙÙÐÚɀÚɯ×ÈÙÛɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÈÍÍÈÐÙȮɯ"ÓÈÙÌÕËÖÕɯÞÙÖÛÌȯ 
 

[Marris ] now, as a Country Gentleman, frequented the Fairs and Markets, and 

conversed with equal freedom with all his Neighbours, of what Party soever 

they had been, and renewed the Friendship he had formerly held with some 

of those Gentlemen who had served the King. But no Friendship was so dear 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charles_I_of_England
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Presbyterianism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Engager
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anglo%E2%80%93Scottish_border
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to him, as that of the Governor of Pontfret Castleɀ.76  He declared to one of 

those Gentlemen, who were united together to make that Attempt That he 

would surprise that Castle, whenever they shoul d think the Season ripe for it.  
 

 John Marris was evidently a gifted conspirator .  He had ingratiated himself 

with the Governor of Pontefract Castle, although the latt er was warned by his 

friends not to trust him .  However, the Governor was replaced in November 1647 

and Marris  did not know his replacement , Colonel Cotterell .77 

 In May 1648, MaÙÙÐÚɀÚɯÔÌÕɯËÌÊÐËÌËɯÛÖɯÈÛÛÈÊÒɯ/ÖÕÛÌÍÙÈÊÛɯÉàɯescalade (with 

ladders); but there are differing accounts of what ÏÈ××ÌÕÌËȭɯɯ/ÈÜÓËÌÕɀÚɯ1ÖàÈÓÐÚÛɯ

account is as follows: 

 

We had secret Correspondence with some in the Castle; Amongst the rest, 

with a Corporal, who promised, on a certain Night, to be upon the Guard, 

and to set a Centinel [sic], that would assist us, in scaling the Walls by a 

Ladder, which we had provided, and  brought with us. But the Corporal 

happened to be drunk at the hour appointed, and another Centinel was 

placed, where we intended to set our Ladder, who fired upon us, and gave 

the Alarm to the Garrison. They appearing upon the Walls, our Men retired in 

haste, leaving the Ladder in the Ditch; whereby the next Day they within 

knew, that it was no false Alarm, but that there had been a real Attempt to 

surprise the Castle. 

 The Ladder being found the next Morning, made the Governor call the 

Soldiers out of the Town, to lodge in the Castle: in order to which he sent his 

Warrants into the Country, for beds to be brought in by a day appointed.  We 

had notice of it, and made use of the Occasion.  With the beds came Colonel 

Morice and Captain William Paulden, 78 like Country Gentlemen, with Swords 

by their sides, and about Nine Persons more, dressed like plain Countrymen, 

and Constables, to guard the Beds, but arm'd privately with Pocket-Pistols 

and Daggers.  Upon their approach, the Drawbridge was let down, and t he 

Gates opened by our Confederates within.  Colonel Morice and those who 

were with him, ent ered into the Castle.   

 The Main-Guard was just within the Gate, where our Company threw 

down the beds, and gave a Crown to some Soldiers, bidding them fetch Ale, 

to make the rest of the Guard drink; and as soon as they were gone out of the 

Gate, they threw up the Draw -bridge, and secured the rest of the Guards, 

forcing them into a Dungeon hard by, to which they went down by about 

Thirty stairs; and it was a place that would hold Two or Three hundred men. 

                                                           
76 'ÌɯÈËËÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÛÞÖɯÔÌÕɯȿÈÓÞÈàÚɯÓÈàɯÛÖÎÌÛÏÌÙɯÐÕɯÖÕÌɯÉÌËɀȰɯÉÜÛɯÐÛɯÐÚɯÜÕÚÈÍÌɯÛÖɯÉÜÐÓËɯÛÖÖɯÔÜÊÏɯÖÕɯ

that: 98-9; ODNB. 
77 Fox, 89 et seq. says that Overton was called to London ; but the ODNB tells us that he became 

governor of Hull . 
78 3ÏÌɯÞÙÐÛÌÙɀÚɯÉÙÖÛÏÌÙȭ 
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 Then Capt. William Paulden made one of the Prisoners shew him the 

way to the Governor's Lodging, where he found him newly laid down upon 

his Bed, with his Clothes on, and his Sword, being a long Tuck, lying by him.  

The Captain told him the Castle was the King's, and he was his Prisoner; but 

he, without answering anything, started up, and made a thrust at the Captain, 

and defended himself very bravely, till being sore wounded, his Head and 

Arm cut in several places, he made another full and desperate Push at the 

Captain, and broke his Tuck against the Bed-post, and then asked Quarter, 

which my Brother granted. 79 

 

Marris had achieved a remarkable success.  It was found that, along with the 

castle itself, he had acquired ȿa great quantity of malt & salt, 4,000 stand of arms, a 

good store of ammunition, some cannon & 2 mortar pieces.ɀ  On 17 June he 

appointed a Council of War with himself as president.  Th is agreed on eight Articles 

of War, and appoint ed officers to command foot and horse soldiers both inside the 

castle walls and in the town of Pontefract, where Marris  decided to quarter some 

troops.   

 MaÙÙÐÚɀÚɯcoup was so successful that it seems as if the Royalists captured 

most of the Parliamentary garrison.  Fortunately they had somewhere to keep these 

men, which was in th e dungeon, now called the Underground Magazine.  The 

prisoners were chained there and had only limited access to daylight; and food must 

have been scarce.  Nonetheless some 30 of them found the time, and were given 

permission, to inscribe their names on the walls.80   

The capture of the castle gave heart to Royalists everywhere.  Paulden 

provides us with the details :  

 

There came speedily to us, in small Parties, so many of our old Fellow-

 Soldiers, that our Garrison at last was increased to Five Hundred Men. 

  

 Marris and his men had found the castle well stocked; but it was still 

necessary to increase supplies.  He sent to his wife for any money she had in their 

house, and purchased some goods with his own funds; but it was also decided to 

send out raiding parties :  

 

                                                           
79 Paulden, 8-11. 
80 Foster, 10-12. Foster suggests that the gaolers may have done the inscribing, as apparently 

happened at the Tower of London.  The graffiti include the name John Grant  - four times!   The guide 

may tell you that Grant was a Scotsman, who refused to pay a ransom.  Foster tells us that he was a 

Parliamentary gunner.  The other important name is I. Toulson, which bears the date 1647 ɬ though 

the castle was not captured by Marris until 16 48.  This might suggest that the Parliamentarians (who 

held the castle prior to Marrisɀɯcoup) also held prisoners; but Foster thinks the date is simply a 

mistake.   
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We found in the Castle a good quantity of Salt and Malt, with Four thousand 

Arms, and good store of Ammunition, some Cannon and two  Mortar -Pieces.  

We expected a Siege very suddenly, and got what Provisions of Corn, and 

Cattle, we could, out of the Country. 81  

  

 From the parliamentary point of view it was important to re -take Pontefract 

as soon as possible; but at first there was a distinct lack of co-ordination to this end.  

The Modern Intelligencer published a story that ȿsome hundreds of horse and 

dragoonsɀ had been sent to ȿtry a bout or two with the career men of Pomfret ɀ.82  

Eventually, the Commons decided to refer the problem to a joint committee of 

English and Scots known as the Derby House Committee.  The result, according to 

Paulden, was that:   

 

In a very short time after, we were besieged by Sir Edward Rhodes and Sir 

Henry Cholmondly, and Five Thousand Men of regular Troops: But we kept a 

Gate open on the South-Side of the Castle, which was covered by a small 

Garrison we placed in an House called New Hall, belonging to the family of 

Pierrepoint, being about a Musquet -shot or two from the Castle.83   
 

The Royalists were not about to give up.  They planned a raid on Doncaster, 

with the aim of releasing the leading Royalist Sir Marmaduke Langdale; but, though 

daring, the expedition  was unsuccessful.  It had to be aborted when they entered 

Doncaster but killed Colonel T homas Rainsborough  by mistake.  He was a leading 

Radical in the New Model Army ȮɯÈÕËɯÏÐÚɯȿÔÜÙËÌÙɀɯÉàɯÛÏÌɯ1ÖàÈÓÐÚÛÚɯÊÈÜÚÌËɯÈÕɯ

uproar.  

 Meanwhile, John Marris was engaged in a fascinating correspondence with 

his opposite number Cholmley about the exchange of prisoners.  It is clear from this 

that Marris  would not be talked down to.  His firmness and directness were 

displayed again a little later, for on 27 November  1648 he wrote to Fairfax to 

complain  and to threaten retaliation:  

 

 Sir, I understand you have hanged a soldier which did belong to this Castle 

 who did but go forth to secure his horse (which I know to be true).  I desire to 

 know what Article you hanged him for ɬ some of yours here shall taste of the 

 same flavour. 

  

Oliver Cromwell arrived back at Pontefract on Friday 3 November 1648.  On 9 

Nov ember he sent a summons to Marris, asking him to surrender, or else the castle 

                                                           
81 Fox, 106, 114, 103; ODNB, Marris; Paulden, 11. 
82 Fox, 111, 114, 106. 
83 Paulden, 13. 
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woul d be taken by storm.  We can already guess what answer was given.  Marris 

even refused to ÙÌÊÖÎÕÐÚÌɯ"ÙÖÔÞÌÓÓɀÚɯÈÜÛÏÖÙÐÛàȯ 

 

Sir, I am confident you do not expect that I should pass my answer before I be 

satisfied that the summoner has power to perform my co nditions, which must 

be confirmed by Parliament. Besides, the dispute betwixt yourself and Sir 

Henry Cholmley, commander in chief by commission of the committee of the 

militia of Yorkshire, who, as I am informed, denies all subordination to your 

authority,  when my understanding is cleared in this concerning scruple, I 

shall endeavour to be as modest in my reply, as I have read you in your 

summons.84  

 

Marris  ËÐËɯÕÖÛɯÛÌÓÓɯÏÐÚɯÖÞÕɯÔÌÕɯÈÉÖÜÛɯ"ÙÖÔÞÌÓÓɀÚɯÚÜÔÔÖÕÚȯɯÏÌɯÔÜÚÛɯÏave 

thought little enough of his opponent; and Cromwell was in an y case called away to 

deal with a political crisis  in London ; but John Lambert soon arrived to take charge 

for the Parliament .  He soon reported that they were closing the ring on MarrisɀÚɯ

men.  Paulden confirms the desperate state of the Royalist garrison:   

 

Close shut up, without hope of Relief, and our Provisions very nigh 

 spent,  which put us upon Capitulating; and they threw Papers over the Walls, 

 offering Honourable Conditions, saving that Six Persons were to be excepted 

 from any Benefit of the Articles, who were not to be named till after the 

 Articles were Signed by the Governor.85 

 

By Christmas 1648, John Marris was reduced to asking Fairfax for permission 

to allow Sir John Digby to leave the castle, on grounds of ill -health; but Fairfax 

refused.  There was indeed a hardening of relations, so much so that Marris felt 

obliged to write again, at the end of January 1649, threatening retaliatory measures: 

 

I would gladly receive and have several times desired an answer of my letter 

ÞÏÐÊÏɯ(ɯÚÌÕÛɯÐÕɯ,ÈÑÖÙɯ"ÙÈÛÏÖÙÕÌɀÚɯÉÌÏÈÓÍɯÍÖÙɯàÖÜɯÚÌÕËÐÕÎɯÐÕɯÖÍɯÚàÙÜ×ÚɯÞÏÐÊÏɯ(ɯ

understand his lady would have done but that she was by yourself 

prohibited .  Consequently your wounded men will fare the worse.  

 

The common civilities  had now ceased. On another occasion, Marris  informed 

Fairfax that, because the Roundhead soldiers had beaten a Royalist drummer, he 

would be compelled to  ȿÜÚÌɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÞɀȮɯby which he meant the Biblical lex talionis ɬ an 

eye for an eye.  Meanwhile, the corpses of those who had been killed in the conflict 

                                                           
84 Fox, 127. 
85 Paulden, 19-20. 
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were no longer returned in respectful fashion to their former comrades: they were 

dumped unceremoniously between the lines.  86 

The military situation at Pontefract now was summarised by a subaltern in 

the Roundhead army, Thomas Margetts. He thought that all would be well in 

Yorkshire, if only ȿthis unlucky hole ɀ (that is, Pontefract) were reduced; but he feared 

that this might take a long time yet, and the delay might prove ȿthe undoing of this 

poor country ɀ.  In particular, he wrote:   

 

The poor people in these parts are afraid of Jocky87 again, hearing rumour as if 

 they were preparing for a second invasion; and I perceive that is the great 

 hope of this besieged enemy. 

 

In the middle of January, Margetts had reported that he had learned of the 

plan to put King Charles I on trial at Westminster.  He thought that this was a good 

idea, one which was likely to hearten local Roundheads and discourage Royalists.   

 

Trial and Execution  
 

The Cavaliers in Pontefract refused to give up, even when they heard the 

astonishing news that the Roundheads had executed the King.  When Charles II sent 

a message to say that, as far as he was concerned, they were under no duty to 

continue the fight, 88 they took no notice.  Instead they minted silver c oins with 

"ÏÈÙÓÌÚɯ((ɀÚɯÕÈÔÌɯÈÕËɯÓÐÒÌÕÌÚÚɯÖÕɯÛÏÌÔȭ89  However, t he besieged garrison must also 

have known in their hearts that their days were numbered ɬ and we soon learn that 

negotiations had indeed begun.  At t he beginning of February John Marris wrote to  

Fairfax, asking for terms.  He wrote again soon afterwards, saying that he had 

received a reply from Lambert and now proposed to send envoys to a pub called The 

Bull ȹÖÙɯÚÖÔÌɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÊÖÕÝÌÕÐÌÕÛɯȿÏÖÜÚÌɀȺȭɯɯ 

For his part Lambert proposed that the garrison should surrender and that a 

general indemnity be granted to the garrison , with six named exceptions; and these 

ȿColonel Moriceɀȭ90  One might have thought that these were the best terms that 

could be obtained; but the Royalists did not agree:. 

They from within  ÈÊÒÕÖÞÓÌËÎÌËɯȻ+ÈÔÉÌÙÛɀÚȼɯÊÐÝÐÓÐÛàɯÐÕɯÛÏÈÛɯ×ÈÙÛÐÊÜÓÈÙȮɯÈÕËɯ

would be glad to embrace it, but they would never be guilty of so base a 

                                                           
86 Fox, 132-5. 
87 The Scots. 
88 ODNB. 
89 These 'siege coins' were the first to be struck in Charles II's name.  On one side they bore the words 

Dum Spiro, Spero ȹȿ6ÏÌÙÌɯÛÏÌÙÌɀÚɯÓÐÍÌɯÛÏÌÙÌɀÚɯÏÖ×ÌɀȺȰɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÖÛÏÌÙɯPost Mortem Patris pro Filio, ȹȿ ÍÛÌÙɯÛÏÌɯ

death of the father, [we are] for the son)ɀȭɯɯ ÍÛÌÙɯÛÏÌɯ1ÌÚÛÖÙÈÛÐÖÕȮɯÛÏÐÚɯÉÌÊÈÔÌɯ/ÖÕÛÌÍÙÈÊÛɀÚɯÔÖÛÛÖ.  See 

ÛÏÌɯÛÖÞÕɀÚɯÓÖàÈÓɯÈËËÙÌÚÚɯÛÖɯ"ÏÈÙÓÌÚɯ((ȯɯ%ÖßȮɯƕƙƙ-6. 
90 Paulden, 20-3. 
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thing, as to deliver up any of their companions; and therefore they desired 

they might have six days allowed them, that thos e six might do the best they 

could to deliver themselves; in which it should be lawful for the rest to assist.  

 Amazingly, Lam bert agreed, which seems to indicat e that the age of chivalry 

was not quite over, even amongst stern Puritans.  Paulden tells us what happened 

next ÛÖɯȿÛÏÌɯ/ÖÕÛÌÍÙÈÊÛɯÚÐßɀȯ 

The Governor [MarrisȼɯÈÕËɯ!ÓÈÊÒÉÖÙÕÌɯÊÏÈÙÎÌËɯÛÏÙÖɀɯÈÕËɯÌÚÊÈ×ÌËȰɯÉÜÛɯÞÌÙÌɯ

taken in Lancashire about ten days after, (seeking for a Ship to pass beyond 

Sea). Smyth was killed in the attempt.  Austwick, As hby, and Floyd were 

forced back into the Castle, where they hid themselves in a private Sally-Port 

(which we had covered, designing to take the Castle again by it, when there 

should happen a fair Opportunity). Thence they made their Escape the next 

Night aÍÛÌÙɯÛÏÌɯ"ÈÚÛÓÌɯÞÈÚɯÚÜÙÙÌÕËÌÙÌËȮɯÈÕËɯÈÓÓɯÓÐÝÌËɯÜÕÛÐÓɯÈÍÛÌÙɯÛÏÌɯ*ÐÕÎɀÚɯ

Return.91 

 

3Öɯ+ÈÔÉÌÙÛɀÚɯËÐÚÎÜÚÛɯÛÏÌɯ/ÈÙÓÐÈÔÌÕÛɯËÐÚÙÌÎÈÙËÌËɯÏÐÚɯproposed generosity to 

the Royalist escapees.  He had apparently said that, if any of the six escaped more 

than five miles f rom the castle, no attempt would be made to recapture them; but the 

Council of State decided instead that the fugitives should  be tried as common 

criminals . 

There was a delay of some months between MarrisɀÚɯÊÈ×ÛÜÙÌɯÐÕɯLancashire 

and his trial in York .  This began on 16 August, when he was indicted under the 

Treason Act of 1351 'for levying war against the late King Charles.'  The report in the 

State Trials makes it clear that Marris contested this strongly.  He attacked the 

jurisdiction of the court i n much the same way as Charles I had done three months 

earlier; and argued that, if he was to be tried at all, it should be by way of court-

martial .  For these reasons, he was unwil ling to plead; but the court pressed him on 

this point:  

 

Court . Sir, what do you say, are you guilty or not guilty? This is the second 

time you have been asked: sir, if you will not answer the third time, we shall 

know what to do. Are you guilty or not guilty?  

Col. Marris . My lords, I still conceive I ought not to be tryed here  ; if I have 

done anything worthy of death, I appeal to a martial court, to my Lord 

Fairfax, major-general, or a general council of war : You have not any 

precedent for it, either for you to try me in this way, or me to suffer by it.  

Court.  Are you guilty  or not guilty? This is the third time.  

Col. Marris . My lords, if your honours will force me to plead, I conceive I am 

not guilty.  

Court.  How will you be tryed?  

                                                           
91 Paulden, 23-4. 
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Col. Marris . My lords, I was never at any bar before; I am ignorant herein.  

Court.  Tell him  what to say.  

Upon that some near him told him, ȿBy God and the countryɀ. 

Col. Marris . By God and the country.  

 

 Master Brooke, a great Parliamentarian, stepped up to be sworn as foreman 

of the jury ; but Marris objected. 

 

Col. Marris . My lords, I except against [challenge] this Brooke.  

Court . Sir, he is sworn, and you speak too late.  

Col. Marris . My lords, I beseech your honours that I may except against him; I 

know him, as well as I know my right hand, to be my enemy.  

Clerk of Assize. Sir, he is recorded sworn; there is no disputing against the 

record.  

Col. Marris . My lords, I must submit to your honours.  

 

 After that, Ma rris challenged sixteen men, which  one judge thought him 

ȿÛÌËÐÖÜÚɀȮɯÚÈàÐÕÎɯȿSir, keep within your compass, or I wi ll give you such a blow as 

will strike off your head ɀ.  ,ÈÙÙÐÚɯÙÌ×ÓÐÌËɯȿMy lords, I desire nothing but justice, for 

by the statute of 14 Hen. VII. fol. 19 I may lawfully challenge thirty -five men, 

without showing any cause to the contrary ɀȭ 

 After a full jury was empanelled, the indictment was read, and evidence for 

the state was produced, that Colonel Marris was governor of Pontefract; but Marris 

was not about to give up now : 

  

Col. Marris . My lords, I humbly desire a copy of my indictment, that I may 

know what to answer; I conceive I may plead special as well as general.  

Court.  Sir, you cannot by the law.  

Col. Marris . My lords, I conceive there is a point of law in it, and I humbly 

desire to have counsel; for I conceive by the law, being attainted for h igh 

treason, I ought to have counsel by the statute 1 Hen. VII. fol. 2.3.  

Court. Sir, I tell you, you cannot have it.  

Col. Marris . Then, my lords, I conceive I am not any way guilty to the 

indictment for treason. My lords, it is said to be against the ki ng, his crown, 

and against his peace, whereby, my lords, I can make it appear I have acted 

only for the king, and nothing against him, which may appear hereby by my 

commission.  

 

 Marris was again adopting the tactics employed by Charles I at his trial; bu t 

he needed to be more ingenious than Charles had been.  If Charles was the hedgehog 

ɬ who knew one big thing - Marris  had to be the fox ɬ who knew many small things.  

'ÌɯÛÏÌÙÌÍÖÙÌɯ×ÖÐÕÛÌËɯÖÜÛȮɯÕÖÛɯÖÕÓàɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÜÙÛɀÚɯÊÙÌËÌÕÛÐÈÓÚɯÞÌÙÌɯËÜÉÐÖÜÚɯÉÜÛɯÛÏÈÛɯ

his own were impeccable, since everything he had done was done by direct 
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authority from the King, in the form of his commission as Colonel.  There was the 

slight complication that the King in question was now dead; but Marris  claimed that, 

in that case, his authority must necessarily derive from the Prince of Wales (later 

Charles II). The court was having none of it:  

 

Court.  Sir, you are deceived, this is false, it is from the Prince.  

Col. Marris . My lords, it is very well known my Lord Fairfax hath his 

commission derived from the Parliament, and upon that he grants 

commissions to his officers, which is all one and the same. The Prince hath his 

from his father, and I have mine from the Prince, whic h is full power, he 

being captain-general of his majesty's forces.  

Court. Sir, have you nothing else to say?  

Col. Marris . My lords, under correction, I conceive it is sufficient; for, by the 

same power, all judges, justices of peace, your lordships, your predecessors, 

and all other officers did act by the same power, and all process and writs of 

law were acted and executed in his name and by his authority.  

 

 Marris had touched here upon the central contradiction  ÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ/ÈÙÓÐÈÔÌÕÛɀÚɯ

case.  Under English law, all authority derived from the King and the law of treason 

had been framed so as to protect him, his family and his government.  Yet here was a 

court trying him for assisting the King.  The republican way of dealing with this 

argument was to say that tÏÌɯ*ÐÕÎɯÏÈËɯÛÞÖɯȿÉÖËÐÌÚɀ.  He was a corporation, or 

institution, as well as a natural person, and must as trustee for the nation; but, as we 

shall, Marris had prepared to meet this argument too:  

 

Court.  His power was not in him but the kingdom, for he was in trust for the 

kingdom; the king's highway and the king's coin being so called, is not his 

own but his subjects, and his natural power and legal power are different.  

Col. Marris . My lords, under corr ection, I conceive his legal and personal 

power are indivisible , all one, and cannot be separated.  

Court.  Sir, all is one if the king bid me kill a man, is this a sufficient warrant 

for me to plead? No, sir, it is unlawful: Sir, have you no more?  

Col. Marris . My lords, I conceive I have acted nothing against the Parliament, 

for that which I acted it was for the king; and since the abolishing of regal 

power I have not meddled with anything against the parliament, for that act 

was but enacted the 14 July last, and before that time an act of abolishing 

kingly -government, that princely place which I kept by his commission was 

demolished; my lords, I beseech your honours, that my commission may be 

read, to give satisfaction to the court.  

 

 Marris was putting a further argument here.  If it was said that, although he 

ÏÈËɯ ÕÖÛɯ ÈÊÛÌËɯ ÈÎÈÐÕÚÛɯ ÛÏÌɯ *ÐÕÎɯ ×ÌÙÚÖÕÈÓÓàȮɯ ÏÌɯ ÏÈËɯ ÈÊÛÌËɯ ÈÎÈÐÕÚÛɯ ȿÛÏÌɯ *ÐÕÎɯ ÐÕɯ

/ÈÙÓÐÈÔÌÕÛɀȮɯÞÏÐÊÏɯ/ÈÙÓÐÈÔÌÕÛɯÞÖÜÓËɯÛÏÈÛɯÉÌȳɯɯThe Long Parliament, which had sat 
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since 1640, had been much reduced in numbers by the effects of the First Civil War, 

ÈÕËɯ ÛÏÌÕɯ ȿ×ÜÙÎÌËɀɯ Éàɯ "ÖÓÖÕÌÓɯ /ÙÐËÌȭɯ ɯ ,ÖÙÌÖÝÌÙȮɯ /ÈÙÓÐÈÔÌÕÛɯ ÞÈÚɯ Èɯ ÔÌËÐÌÝÈÓɯ

institution, which had always consisted of two houses, Lords and Commons; but, by 

an Act of 16 March 1649, the House of Lords had been abolished.  So, if the 

prosecution said that MarrisɀÚɯÛÙÌÈÚÖÕɯÊÖÕÚÐÚÛÌËɯÖÍɯÈÊÛÐÕÎɯÈÎÈÐÕÚÛɯÛÏÌɯÐÕÛÌÙÌÚÛÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ

people as represented in Parliament, this was not the same institution as had existed 

at the time of the acts complained of.  However, the judges had little time for these 

arguments either. 

 Having seen his appeals to law and reason fail,  Marris now let raw emotion 

speak: 

 

But, my lords, I do not speak for saving my own life, for (I thank my God) I 

am prepared, and very willing t o part with this lump of clay. I have had a 

large time of repentance, it being twenty -two weeks since my imprisonment .  

Though you take away my life, there will be others which will take up the 

lintstock to give fire, though I be gone.  

 

 Whatever one thinks of the various arguments, we have to admire MarrisɀÚɯ

ingenuity, when he had no access to legal advice (though we cannot rule out the 

×ÖÚÚÐÉÐÓÐÛàɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÞÈÚɯÈɯÙÖàÈÓÐÚÛɯȿÎÙÈ×ÌÝÐÕÌɀɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÊÐÙÊÜÓÈÛed details of the best 

defences to use).  In addition, w e must admire his tenacity.  

 Even now, he did not throw in the towel.  He and Blackborne managed to 

escape from York Castle; but Blackborne broke a leg in doing so, and Marris refused 

to abandon him.  The ghastly but popular spectacle of public execution was then 

played out.  At the place of execution, Marris  made his last profession of faith : 

 

Gentlemen, First, I was bred up in the true protestant religion: having my 

education and breeding from that honoured house my dear lord and master 

2ÛÙÈÍÍÖÙËȱɯand now I am resolved, by God's assistance, to die in it.  

  

 The outcome was predictable. Like Strafford and like King Charles, Marris  

was beheaded.  His body - or what was left of it - was buried at Wentworth ȿnear 

unto the grave of his worthy lord and master the late famous Earle of Strafford. ɀ92  

He was 34 years of age. 
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 Surtees XXXVII, 115; Surtees XL, 13-15; Hunter's South Yorkshire vol. II, 98.  
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