








“What are kingdoms but great robberies? Indeed, that was
an apt and true reply which was given to Alexander the
Great by a pirate who had been seized. For when that king
had asked the man what he meant by keeping hostile
possession of the sea, he answered with bold pride, ‘What
thou meanest by seizing the whole earth? Because I do it
with a petty ship, I am called a robber, whilst thou who dost
it with a great fleet art styled an emperor.'”
 Augustine of Hippo, The City of God, 410 CE .

There was a big high wall there that tried to stop me;
Sign was painted, it said PRIVATE PROPERTY;
But on the back side it didn't say nothing;
That side was made for you and me.

 Woody Guthrie, 'This Land is Your Land' (suppressed verse)
1944 CE.



I live in bandit country.
To the west is the village ofHampole, it lies at the very heart

ofwhat was once the vast and ancient Barnsdale Forest. During the

early medieval period these woods, rich with game and deer, stretched

from Wakefield to Sheffield, covering much ofwhat is now South

Yorkshire. The imposing forest may be long gone, but there are still

small patches ofwoodland that were seeded from trees which once

knew the impenetrable shadow of the wildwood.

To the north, where Yorkshire's internal borders huddle

together like newborn cats, lies Wentbridge; the only village to be

named in 'A Lytell Gest of Robyn Hode'. Dating from the 15th Century

the 'Gest' is one of the earliest known ballads ofRobin Hood and it
reveals that it was Barnsdale Forest, rather than Sherwood Forest,

which originally provided home and sanctuary for the kind-hearted

bandit and his bold outlaw kinsmen. After proving himself in various

adventures, Robin was invited to live with the king in Nottingham

Castle, but he soon grew tired of courtly life and longed to return to

his beloved Barnsdale.

‘Alas!’ then sayd good Robyn,
‘Alas and well a woo!
Yf I dwele lenger with the kynge,
Sorowe wyll me sloo.’
Forth than went Robyn Hode
Tyll he came to our kynge:
‘My lorde the kynge of Englonde,
Graunte me myn askynge.



‘I made a chapell in Bernysdale,
That semely is to se,
It is of Mary Magdaleyne,
And there to wolde I be.
A few miles south ofWentbridge lies the village ofCampsall;

home to one of the oldest churches in the region. The church is

dedicated to St Mary Magdalene. Local legend says that Robin and
his beloved Maid Marion were married in this church, but Marion

does not appear in the Gest. She is a much later creation who's
presence may allude to Robin's 'Marianism'; an attribute which was

prevalent in the 15th Century ballads, but less so in later tales
(Christianity, particularly Puritanism, would come to be less tolerant
of these worshippers of St Mary Magdalene who held women in such
high regard).

The introduction of new characters like Marion and Friar Tuck

was just one of the ways that the Robin Hood story changed over

time; Robin was originally a yeoman, but he came to be portrayed as

a noble who had lost his 'rightful' lands through duplicity; his

woodland hideaway moved 50 miles south to Sherwood Forest in

Nottinghamshire; his rallying against the clerics, the law and the

aristocracy (hardly something to be expected of a nobleman, not to
mention a friar's friend) became ever more sanitised as the story
became more childlike; and his partisanship of the poor came to look

more like charity than class war.
The modern, Errol-Flynnesque, image of a cheerful,

aristocratic, patriotic, tight-wearing Robin was largely the product of

Sir Walter Scott, who's 1 819 heroic adventure novel, 'Ivanhoe', was
inspired by the same landscape that had played muse to the writer of



the Gest some 400 years earlier. South ofDoncaster, overlooking the
Dearne Valley, lies Conisbrough Castle. Scott mistakenly believed

that the castle's non-typical architecture meant that it was pre-Norman

in date and he used it as a reference for the book's 'Saxon' castle. It is

in Ivanhoe that Robin is first named 'Robin ofLocksley' and Scott is
the first writer to have Robin split his competitor's arrow in two

during an archery contest.

Geographical displacement is a matter for the tourist industry,

but gentrification saw the very essence of the story change. When

asked about Robin Hood most people today talk about 'robbing the
rich and giving to the poor'; no doubt this is a noble endeavour  one
which I heartily recommend  but it is not a feature of the original
stories. Money and possessions meant much less to the people of pre-

capitalist England than they do to today's more consumer minded

brood and the Robin of the Gest was more than happy to keep his (not
so.. .) ill-gotten gains to himself. But in feudal England acts of

solidarity, support and kindness – offering shelter, protection, food
and clothing – could mean the difference between life and death. The
modern Robin Hood story fails to convey the full insurrectionary

nature of the original ballads; for this was a tale of land, liberty and
mutualaid rather than bravado, honour and tights.

In her 1998 article, 'Robin Hood: Earl, Outlaw or rebel', Judy
Cox says, “In one of the earliest ballads, Robin Hood and the Monk,
there is a sense that the solidarity of the outlaws and the freedom of
the forests provide security against the alien, corrupting forces of
organised religion and the legal system. Another early ballad, Robin
and the Potter, reveals the monetary edge to the restrictions of the
town, which one historian has interpreted as expressing artisans'
dislike of producing artefacts for the market, 'an early vision of
alienated labour'. Historian Stephen Knight provides an insight into
the early popularity of the Robin Hood ballads: 'The semimythical
sense of resistance and opposition to the 'statutory' forces of state,
church and emergent mercantilism seems deeply embedded in these



tales and references ... The Gest, after all, advocates massive theft
from the church, civic insurrection against and murder of a properly
appointed Sheriff, breach of legitimate agreement with a King.' It is 'a
story with much potency among people who experience
institutionalised oppression and therefore require the relief of fictional
forms of dissent' (S. Knight: 'Robin Hood: a Complete Study of the English
Outlaw', Blackwells, 1994). The Robin Hood ballads were a major focus for
the idea that oppressive authorities can be resisted, even if this
usually remained an aspiration rather than an active opposition.” (J,
Cox: 'Robin Hood: Earl, Outlaw or Rebel?' INTERNATIONAL SOCIALISM Issue 78,
1998); which, in turn, suggests that Robin and his merry men, in
aspiration at least, were among the first organised anti-capitalists.

The ballads would have been performed by minstrels to an

audience of the so called 'Third Class' - yeomen, apprentices,

merchants, journeymen, labourers, and small proprietors - resentment

would run highest among these people as it was they who bore the

full weight of the 'Norman Yoke'. John Taylor writes, “The targets of
Robin Hood’s criticism are the justices of the forest and the common
law” (J. Taylor: 'Dictionary of the Middle Ages' edited by J. D. Strayner, Charles
Scribner’s Sons, 1988); these justices represented laws which had been
drafted by the powerful largely to protect the interests of the

landowning classes, but the commoners knew of a much older (some
might say 'higher'... ) law.

The English can be rightfully proud ofMagna Carta. In
contrast to the exploitation, suffering and death which the eternal

sunshine of the British Empire brought to the planet like a melanoma,

the Great Charter of Freedoms, drafted by the barons for King John
in 1215, helped to create a much more humane legacy for the people

of our Sceptred Isle. Magna Carta enshrines the rights ofhabeas
corpus, trial by jury, innocence until proven guilty, due process of
law, prohibition of torture and the right to silence (each of which we
are in danger of losing thanks to 9/11 and the 3000+ new 'crimes'
which the Labour government has created since 1997 * see appendix for



the additional follies which have been inflicted by the coalition government since
this essay was originally published). These medieval rights have provided a
foundation for judicial systems around the world and have inspired

more than their fair share of revolutions. But The Great Charter is
only half the story.

The document which most people recognise as Magna Carta 
the one which is proudly displayed in places like Westminster, Lincoln
Castle, the Bodleian Library, Australia's Parliament House and the
U.S. Capitol Rotunda in Washington, D.C.  is actually one of a series
of charters issued between 1215 and 1225 which together form

Magna Carta proper. The Great Charter of Freedoms gets all the
glory, but on it's own it merely confirms provisions already

voluntarily granted by Henry I many years earlier. It was a 1217

supplement to Magna Carta, the lesser known Charter of the Forest,
which promised the commoners ofEngland real and lasting freedoms.

As the Great Charter reaffirmed legal securities against the arbitrary
whims of the monarchy, the Charter of the Forest granted immediate
and concrete rights, privileges and protections for the commoner

against the abuses of the encroaching aristocracy. At a time when

forests were an important source of food (for both humans and
livestock), fuel (for heating and cooking), medicines (when folk
remedies offered more hope than the king's physicians) and materials
(for shelter and industry), the Charter of the Forest was unique in
providing a degree of economic protection for the lower classes of

society.

From 1217 until 1 971 - when it was repealed by the then Lord
Chancellor, Baron Quinten McGarel Hogg II QC; son of Douglas
McGarel Hogg, the man who helped to reaffirm and fortify the rule of
law following the 1926 General Strike (talk about 'like father, like
son') - the Charter of the Forest created one of the longest running –
and arguably one of the fairest  statutes in legal history. It guaranteed
the rights to herbage (free grazing for cattle), assarts (clearing trees
and grubbing stumps for gardening or growing grains), pannage
(letting pigs graze woods for mast and nuts – especially important for



cattle farmers as acorns are poisonous to sheep and cows), chiminage
(a ban on tolls for roads and paths), and estovers (the collection of
wood for fuel, shelter and implements) on all common land. This
effectively guaranteed that every man woman and child in England

had the basic right to subsistence from lands which were traditionally

held in common for the mutual benefit of all. Small wonder then that
this particular charter doesn't get it's fair share of the limelight!

As with most concessions from the rich and powerful the

provisions guaranteed by the Charter of the Forest did not come out
of the blue; in reality it offered no more than that which was seen by

the vast majority of people to be theirs already by right of birth.

Birthrights are central to 'the commons', an idea which has developed

independently in almost every human culture throughout history; that
the land is a gift from nature – or God  which should be treated as a
common treasury for all living things; that everyone has the right to
live off nature's bounty; and that no single man or class can claim
sole possession of the land. This was a view elegantly espoused by

priest turned pirate, Caraccioli, who observed, 'that every Man was
born free, and had as much right to what would support him, as to the
air he respired... that the vast difference betwixt man and man, the
one wallowing in luxury, and the other in the most pinching necessity,
was owing only to avarice and ambition on the one hand, and a
pusillanimous subjection on the other … ambition creeping in by
degrees, the stronger family set upon and enslaved the weaker; and
this additional strength overrun a third, by every conquest gathering
force to make others, and this was the first foundation of monarchy.'
(Capt. C. Johnson: 'Pirates', Creation Books, 1999)

It was Caraccioli who originally inspired the French pirate,

Captain Misson, and together they would found Libertalia, a colony
founded on truly libertarian principles (not the anally retentive

nonsense which passes for libertarian in the modern age) which

stretched from Madagascar's Bay ofAntongil to what is now the town

ofMananjary. For 25 years Libertalia (also refered to as Libertatia)



provided home and shelter for hundreds of emancipated slaves from

all around the world. These free men and women (freed, that is, from
the shackles of chattel, bonded and  in the case of the European
sailors  wage slavery) called themselves 'the Liberi' and in their
colony: "no Hedge bounded any particular Man's Property." and
prizes and money taken at sea were "carry'd into the common
Treasury, Money being of no Use where every Thing was in common."
(Anonymous: 'Pirate Utopias', Do Or Die issue 8, 1999)

Access to the land (and therefore to natural resources) not only

gave people the ability to provide for themselves in times of need, it

meant that poorer people in rural areas, especially women, were not at

the constant beck and call of farmers, proprietors and landowners.

Common rights offered protection from exploitation and the country's

commons, wastes and forests became, in the words ofChristopher

Hill, 'schools of economic democracy.' (C. Hill: 'The World Turned Upside
Down: radical ideas during the English Revolution' Maurice Temple Smith, 1972).

The freedoms granted by common rights were so empowering

that commoning remained popular in the more rural areas of

Barnsdale right up to the end of the 20th Century. Even when coal had

become king in South Yorkshire and the Vale ofYork had been

blighted by the giant power stations ofMegawatt Alley, coppiced and

pollarded woodlands still provided fuel for many a commoner (they
also helped a lot of people get through the winter during the 1984/85
Miner's Strike). Over the last few decades many of these people found

themselves priced out of their homes as rural work became ever more

scarce. Unfortunately the new, wealthier, inhabitants ofBarnsdale's

more pastoral villages seem to be more interested in 'aspect' than

traditional lifestyles and central heating, uPVC double glazing, 4x4s,

striped lawns and empty pubs are now the order of the day. But

commoners were in trouble long before capitalism destroyed working

rural communities. Widespread autonomy and self-reliance is

incredibly damaging to authoritarian systems and commoners have

always been brutally condemned by society's more willing slaves.



During the Tudor period the demonisation and persecution of

commoners grew ever more vicious as the demand for wood

increased. Power in Europe (not to mention domination of the

Americas. . .) depended on a nation's control of the seas – and ships, of

course, were made out ofwood. Magna Carta was largely forgotten
(which proved very convenient when Henry VIII decided to make one
of the biggest single landgrabs in English history – notwithstanding
the Norman invasion and the Christian church of course ;)), but
common rights were still very highly prized. This caused major

problems for those who wanted to clear-cut the forests in order to fuel

a newly emerging empire. Then as now, the powerful chose to use

fear as their primary weapon against liberty.
It was women who benefited the most from the freedoms

offered by common rights and the gathering ofwood and forest foods

was traditionally seen as 'women's work'; so it was women who were

the main target of one of the most brutal forms of oppression in

English history. The late 16th Century saw a massive rise in witch

trials (for 'trial' read 'persecution, torture and murder') as the
'supernatural law' of the church was used to suppress the 'natural law'

of the commons. Religion and morality may have been used to justify

the callous actions ofmen, but it was crass economics which lay at

the heart of this atrocity. It is no coincidence that evidence against

witchcraft included association with the people's common rights to

estovers, pannage and herbage. Hanging, drowning and burning

would become de facto punishments for commoning.
The commoners of the 17th Century faired no better. Under

Charles Stuart common land was enclosed at an even greater rate and

witch trials reached epidemic proportions; indeed it was restrictions to

common rights and issues of forest law which helped to spark the

English Revolution. As Peter Linebaugh says in his ground-breaking

book, 'The Magna Carta Manifesto' ( P. Linebaugh: 'The Magna Carta
Manifesto: Liberties & Commons For All', University of California Press, 2008) [from
here on in I shall take a great deal from this incredible book, if only because it has a



great deal to give]): 'Cottagers, artisans, labourers, and poor farmers
rioted to preserve their commons against attempts by Charles I to
enclose them, for during bad harvests and stagnation in the cloth
trade, they depended on income supplements from the forests –
pannage, grazing, firewood, construction timber, game. Authorities
complained that common right, and common pasture in particular,
supported beggars and gave license to thieves, rogues, and “naughty
and idle persons.”' Widespread suffering at the hands of a tyrannical

monarch would guarantee revolution, but Magna Carta would also
have it's part to play. For the second time in it's history The Great
Charter would be used to bring a king to heel.

It was the leading constitutionalist of Parliament, Edward

Coke (1552 – 1634), who did most to revive the fortunes ofMagna
Carta. As Linebaugh shows 'Coke helped to transform it, first by
amalgamating habeas corpus with chapter 39, second by inserting it
into the colonial charters of Atlantic colonies, third by affirming that
Magna Carta's nullus liber homo (free man) equalled all the people,
including women, and fourth by linking Magna Carta to Parliament.'
(P. Linebaugh, 2008). Coke's attempts to empower Parliament went much
further than he could possibly imagine, he had given the nullus liber
homo a powerful weapon to use against all tyrants – whether they be
'monarchs', 'dictators' or 'elected representatives'.

As the only man in English history to be tried for treason by

both King and Parliament, 'Freeborn' John Lilburne (1614 - 1657)

knew a thing or two about tyranny; indeed he famously said, 'I neither
love a slave, nor fear a tyrant' – which has obvious echoes of
Caraccioli's 'avariceandambition' v. 'pusillanimous subjection'. A
campaign to free Lilburne from the Tower ofLondon in 1646 would

spawn a movement known as the Levellers. Peter Linebaugh again:

'The goal of the Levellers was “the right, freedome, safety, and well
being of every particular man, woman, and child in England.” Magna
Carta became “the Englishman's legal birthright and inheritance.”
Lilburne said, “the liberty of the whole English nation is in chapter



39. He addressed the soldiers, “we are at best but your hewers of
wood and drawers of water. The ancient and famous magistracy of
this nation, the Petition of Right, the Great Charter of England...
which our ancestors at an extraordinary dear rate, as with abundance
of their blood and treasure, purchased for the inheritance of us and of
the generations after us.”' (P. Linebaugh, 2008). Lilburne recognised that
Coke's interpretation ofMagna Carta could pave the way for a
previously unheard of level of social equality; a universal levelling of
privilege and wealth. As the highest ranking Leveller in the

Cromwell's New Model Army, Col. Thomas Rainsborough, stated

during the Putney Debates of 1647:

“For really I think that the poorest he that is in England hath a
life to live, as the greatest he; and therefore truly, sir, I think it's
clear, that every man that is to live under a government ought
first by his own consent to put himself under that government;
and I do think that the poorest man in England is not at all
bound in a strict sense to that government that he hath not had
a voice to put himself under.
As to the thing itself, property. I would fain know how it comes
to be the property of some men and not of others. As for estates,
and those kind of things, and other things that belong to men, it
will be granted that they are property; but I deny that that is a
property to a Lord, to a Gentleman, to any man more than
another in the Kingdom of England.”

Among other things the Levellers called for the end of

parliamentary and judicial corruption, toleration of religious

differences, the translation of law into the common tongue and an

elected judiciary (sadly these demands remain all too relevant today,
but where is our Lilburne or Rainsborough?). To meet these goals the
Levellers' intended to wrestle power from the gentry and rich

landowners as well as the king. Cromwell however had other plans:



Freeborn John would spend years in prison and exile before dying of

fever in 1657, aged 42; in October 1648, much to Barnsdale's shame,

Thomas Rainsborough would be murdered by Royalists in Doncaster

during a bodged kidnap attempt (which was widely believed to have
been orchestrated by Cromwell as a direct attack on the Levellers);
and mutinies at Bishopsgate and Banbury in 1649 would see Levellers

like Robert Lockyer executed to discourage further dissent. By the

end of 1649 the Leveller cause had effectively been crushed,

but not before they had inspired an even more radical, land-based

form of levelling.

Gerrard Winstaley (1609 – 1676) was a victim of the

economic recession which followed the first Civil War. On becoming

bankrupt in 1643 he said 'I was beaten out both of estate and trade,
and forced to accept the goodwill of friends crediting to me, to lead a
country life'; but 'country life' would dramatically change
Winstanley's view of the world. In January 1649 he published The
New Law of Righteousness, in which he wrote: 'Everyone that gets an
authority into his hands tyrannises over others; as many husbands,
parents, masters, magistrates, that live after the flesh do carry
themselves like oppressing lords over such as are under them, not
knowing that their wives, children, servants, subjects are their fellow
creatures, and hath an equal privilege to share with them in the
blessing of liberty ... so long as such are rulers that call the land
theirs, upholding this particular property of mine and thine, the
common people shall never have their liberty, nor the land be freed
from troubles, oppressions and complainings.' This echoes the need
for economic and social equality espoused by the Levellers, but

realising that this would be worthless without equal access to natural

resources Winstanley goes even further and suggests that in a state of

liberty. . . 'everyone shall put to their hands to till the earth and bring
up cattle, and the blessing of the earth shall be common to all; when a
man hath need of any corn or cattle, [he may freely] take from the
next storehouse he meet with. There shall be no buying and selling,
no fairs or markets, but the whole earth shall be a common treasury



for every man.... There shall be none lords over others, but everyone
shall be lord of himself, subject to the law of righteousness, reason
and equity'. Winstanley saw that the commons could be extended to

create a form of agrarian communism that would, ifwidely

implemented, ensure socio-economic equality and negate the need for

a ruling class. The movement Winstanley helped to create called

themselves the True Levellers because they sought to level 'real

property' as well as titles and wealth.

By April, 1 649, just a few moths after the publication ofThe
New Law of Righteousness, food prices in England were at an all time
high. The True Levellers responded by planting vegetables in

common land on St George's Hill near Cobham in Surrey. They

invited 'all to come in and help them' and promised them 'meat, drink,
and clothes' in return. This cultivation of common land, which earned
the True Levellers the nickname 'Diggers', was meant to inspire

similar actions among the poor. The diggers believed that the poorer

sections of society could become self-sufficient – and free themselves
from both serfdom and wage slavery – by manuring, preparing and
sowing commons, forests and wastelands; the Diggers hoped that this

would neutralise the monopolies of the landowners and pave the way

for Winstanley's agrarian revolution. Digger communes did appear

throughout the country, but, recognising them as a threat, local clergy

and landowners were quick to organise violent opposition; Diggers

were beaten by paid hooligans and extensively fined by magistrates;

their cattle were driven away, their crops torn up and their makeshift

homes burnt; General Fairfax even sent troops against them, but this

tactic was soon abandoned when the troops started to take an interest

in Digger ideas. Harsh conditions and even harsher treatment would

lead to the downfall of the True Levellers.

Numerous 17th Century radical groups met with the same ends

and without organised opposition parliament - and the landowners

they served - would come to enclose even more land than the

monarchy before them. The mercantile classes that had been the focus



of peasant ridicule and resistance in the Gest would finally come to
dominate both the physical and political landscape ofEngland.

Capitalism would cover the commons in 'PRIVATE' signs and help

turn a well-fed peasantry into a starving rural – then urban.. . -

proletariat.

Winstanley himselfwasn't overly impressed with Magna
Carta, he felt that 'the best Laws that England hath (viz. Magna
Carta) ... are yoaks and manicles, tying one sort of people to be slaves
of another' (P. Linebaugh, 2008). He did however believe that pre-
Norman, Anglo-Saxon England was a golden age for common rights.

There can be little doubt that the English peasantry was better off

before the Norman invasion, but modern science suggests that the

common rights enshrined by the Liberties of England are much more
ancient than Winstanley could possibly have imagined; much older, in
fact, than England itself...

The generally held – but largely romantic - view ofBritish

history is that the Scots, Irish and Welsh are descended from Celts

who arrived in the area comparatively recently, while the ancestors of

the English are for the most part the Anglo-Saxons who drove the

others into the hills as the Roman Empire was collapsing. But modern

science paints a very different story. Research by Stephen

Oppenheimer ofOxford University shows that 70 percent of Scottish

men and 68 percent of the English have DNA that suggests they are

descended from people who arrived in Britain more than 7,500 years

ago from the Basque region ofNorthern Spain.

“7595% of British Isles [genetic] matches derive from Iberia
… Ireland, coastal Wales, and central and westcoast Scotland
are almost entirely made up from Iberian founders, while the
rest of the nonEnglish parts of the British Isles have similarly
high rates. England has rather lower rates of Iberian types with
marked heterogeneity, but no English sample has less than 58%
of Iberian samples … The ancestors of some 88 percent of the



Irish, 81 percent of the Welsh, 79 percent of the Cornish, 70
percent of Scots and 68 percent of the English arrived here
during that period … None of the later immigrations
contributed anything more than 5 percent to the gene pool.” (S.
Oppenheimer: ‘The Origins of the British: a genetic detective story’, Constable
& Robinson, 2006)

The Basque people themselves have always been been big on

social equality and common rights. Linebaugh describes how, on

paying a visit to the Basque region, the first vice president of the

United States, John Adams, was astonished to find that 'the Basque
have “never known a landless class, either slave or villein.” Well
before the regicides of modern European revolutions, “one of the
privileges they have most insisted on, is not to have a king.”' (P.
Linebaugh, 2008).

Linebuagh also tells us that the Basque have their own

Charters ofLiberty: 'The liberties of the Basques were traditionally
renewed at an oak standing on ground in Guernica. The liberties
derive from the fueros or charters of the eleventh through the
thirteenth centuries. They are similar to Magna Carta – providing
jurisdiction, defining customs, delineating tenures, documenting
pasturage rights. The Castilian king swore at Guernica that he and
his successors would maintain the fueros, customs, franchises and
liberties of the land. The charters began as an orally transmitted code
of uses and customs. The details of commoning varied from valley to
valley, village to village, but clearly indicated a precommodity
regime.' (P. Linebaugh, 2008). The comparisons between the Basque
liberties and those of the Basque-descended English are striking. I am

more dreamer than thinker and do not claim to be an authority on

such matters; but is it too far fetched to hypothesise that the 'liberties'

which appeared in England and the Basque Country during the

medieval period might have an ancient common ancestor? That the

idea of 'the commons' may even have been 'orally transmitted' by



poorer people throughout history regardless ofwhich regime

happened to be in power? And that maybe these culturally inherited

ideas were drawn upon whenever - and wherever - their common

rights were threatened by newly emerging property rights? We cannot

know; but the possibility warms my heart.
Guernica, of course, would witness a terrible  and highly

symbolic  attack on liberty that would change the face ofmodern
warfare.

Unlike most ofEurope in the 1930s, Spain was still a largely

rural, peasant-based society. Authoritarian, state-based ideologies like

capitalism, communism and fascism shunned the peasantry as an

anathema to their shared dream of 'technological progress'. Marxist

dogma insisted that it was the urban worker, rather than the peasant,

who was the prime agent of revolutionary change; but in Spain it was

the peasantry who were instrumental in creating a truly revolutionary

society.

As with the Basque peoples, Spanish peasants had little regard

for tyrants and during the 19th Century the Andalusian countryside

witnessed a surge of revolutionary agrarian movements. Eric

Hobsbawm says: 'In the late 1850s there is news of roaming peasant
bands, and even of villages taking power.... [T]he first indiginous
revolutionary movement which attracted specific attention was the
revolt in Loja and Iznajar in 1861, several years before the irruption
of the Bakunist apostles.' (E. Bobsbawm: 'Primitive Rebels', W. W. Norton &
Company, 1959) This deeply held 'peasant anarchism' would complement
the teachings of radical educators like Francisco Ferrer y Guardia and

strengthen the work of the urban anarchist collectives in cities like

Barcelona and Zaragoza. Common cultivation of the land provided an

unprecedented level of autonomy and by 1936 much of Spain was in

the thrall of a “beautiful idea”; a beauty poignantly captured by
George Orwell in his 1938 'Homage To Catalonia'. . .



“I had dropped more or less by chance into the only community
of any size in Western Europe where political consciousness and
disbelief in capitalism were more normal than their opposites.
Up here in Aragon one was among tens of thousands of people,
mainly though not entirely of workingclass origin, all living at
the same level and mingling on terms of equality. In theory it
was perfect equality, and even in practice it was not far from it.
There is a sense in which it would be true to say that one was
experiencing a foretaste of Socialism, by which I mean that the
prevailing mental atmosphere was that of Socialism. Many of
the normal motives of civilized lifesnobbishness, money
grubbing, fear of the boss, etc.had simply ceased to exist. The
ordinary classdivision of society had disappeared to an extent
that is almost unthinkable in the moneytainted air of England;
there was no one there except the peasants and ourselves, and
no one owned anyone else as his master.” (G. Orwell: 'Homage To
Catalonia', Secker and Warburg, 1938)

The anarchist experience during the Spanish Republic

debunked many authoritarian myths. Far from needing a 'boss',

anarchist farms and factories became more efficient than they had

been under feudalism or capitalism. Some areas abandoned money

altogether, but even where it was still in use goods were available at a

quarter of their previous price. Anarchist zones worked on entirely

libertarian principles; decisions were made through councils of

ordinary citizens without any sort of bureaucracy (this system was

even honoured by the anarchist militias; they had no rank system, no

hierarchy, no salutes, and "leaders" were elected by the troops). But,

as I mentioned earlier, widespread autonomy and selfreliance is
incredibly damaging to authoritarian systems and the anarchists
would come under attack from fascists, capitalists and communists
during the Spanish Civil War.



On April 26th, 1 937, in a horrifying precursor to London,

Dresden and Hiroshima, a German Luftwaffe squadron known as the

'Condor Legion' attacked Guernica with bombs, incendiary devices

and machine-gun fire. Noel Monks, a correspondent for the "London

Daily Express", reported:

"We were about eighteen miles east of Guernica when Anton ...
started shouting. He pointed wildly ahead, and my heart shot
into my mouth, when I looked. Over the top of some small hills
appeared a flock of planes....
We were still a good ten miles away when I saw the reflection of
Guernica's flames in the sky. As we drew nearer, on both sides
of the road, men, women and children were sitting, dazed. I saw
a priest... 'What I happened, Father?' I asked.... He just pointed
to the flames [and] whispered: 'Aviones ... bombas' ... mucho,
mucho.' ...
I was the first correspondent to reach Guernica, and was
immediately pressed into service by some Basque soldiers
collecting charred bodies that the flames had passed over. Some
of the soldiers were sobbing like children. There were flames
and smoke and grit, and the smell of burning human flesh was
nauseating. Houses were collapsing into the inferno.
...The only things left standing were a church [and] a sacred
Tree, symbol of the Basque people."

The 'sacred Tree' was, of course, the oak where the Basque

people traditionally renewed their liberties, but by 1939 all liberty in

Spain would be crushed beneath the iron glove of fascism. Today

nothing remains of the 'beautiful idea' but the massacre at Guernica

did lead to the creation of one of the most important artworks in



human history.

The Spanish Republic had already commissioned Pablo

Picasso to create a mural size painting for the 1937 Paris International

Exhibition, but after hearing about the terrible events in the Basque

Country he deserted his original idea and on May 1 , 1 937, he began

work on 'Guernica'. The painting that he produced is so haunting that
it has the power to put even latter-day tyrants to shame. On February

5th, 2003, a large blue curtain was used to cover up the tapestry copy

ofGuernica which hangs in the entrance to the United Nation's

Security Council room. This was done so that Picasso's famous image

was not be visible to cameras when Colin Powell gave a press

conference to try and justify the forthcoming war with Iraq.

Australian MP, Laurie Brereton, said in an interview after Powell's

speech:

There is a profound symbolism in pulling a shroud over this
great work of art ... We may well live in the age of the socalled
`smart bomb,' but the horror on the ground will be just the same
as that visited upon the villagers of Guernica .... Innocent Iraqis
— men, women and children — will pay a terrible price. And it
won't be possible to pull a curtain over that.

Today our televisions bring us daily 'Guernicas' from around

the world; a highly fascistic form of capitalism is attempting to make

'property' of every aspect of human life, including our common
genetic, cultural and intellectual heritage; and our ancient, hard-won

liberties are being steadily rolled back in the name of 'security'.

Freedom in the 'free world' has more to do with 'brand choice' than

land rights, but that hasn't stopped more and more people trying to

get 'back to the land'.
Some are trying to escape the rat race; others are concerned



about global threats like climate change and peak oil; and some, like

Winstanley and I, are just plain skint (the full story of my own happy
escape from capitalism can be found in the most beautifully produced
book of 2009, 'The Idler issue 42: Smash the System'). There are an
estimated 2 million people currently awaiting allotments. Countless

more are using their own gardens to grow food crops (in 2007 fruit
and veg seeds outsold decorative plant seeds for the first time since
the Second World War). Guerilla Gardening has gone from being a

radical, underground act of resistance to being a lifestyle feature on

BBC television's The One Show and wild food has become the

nouvelle cuisine of the naughties.
Piecemeal, largely individual, cultivation of gardens and

allotments can make a real difference. During the Second World War

these 'home-grown' initiatives supplied 10% of the nation's food; this

may not sound like a lot, but this 10% provided the vitamins and

minerals essential for health and allowed farmers to focus their efforts

on producing carbohydrates and fats. But we can become even more

resilient and further increase yields by reintroducing the notion of

communal cultivation; in other words by resurrecting the commons.

Our neglected parks, fields, wastelands, industrial sites, car

parks, railway embankments, tow-paths, spoil heaps, quarries and

landfills are all commons in waiting. Large scale, communally

managed, high yield, permaculture plots (which combine edible

woodland, shrubbery and meadows) could help provide cheap,

environmentally friendly, food, fuel and resources (not to mention

playgrounds.. .) to communities throughout Britain.



Winstanley was right; but so  until such a time that the
commons are once again protected by the statute books  was Robin
Hood. It is a sad fact that today's commoner may have to chose

between what is legal and what is right; in order to practice their

ancient common rights they may be forced to live outside the law.

At the time ofwriting, in the heart ofBarnsdale, latter-day

Diggers are planning a symbolic squat ofDoncaster's 'Earth centre'.

Costing somewhere in the region of £50 million the Earth Centre was

originally conceived in the late 1980s as a response to the World

Commission on Environment and Development's call for 'vast
campaigns of education, debate and public participation' concerning
sustainable development. Unfortunately. Sadly, as the money started

to roll in, the project mutated from 'an exhibition of sustainable
development practices and an international centre for related
research and education' and became a rather crappy theme park. In
2004, following what the Guardian called “a roller coaster ride of

false starts, wild hopes and dashed plans" (what we locals call “cock-

ups” and “sell-outs”) the Earth Centre closed it's doors for the last

time. The site, which is overshadowed by Scott's beloved

Conisbrough Castle, is presently being used by a wargames company

and as a film set for ITV's post apocalypse TV series, 'Survivors'. Not

ideal uses for a facility which has ultra-quiet wind turbines, a solar

canopy, advanced 'living machine' biological sanitation and water

purification systems, immense underground galleries, extensive

allotments, forest gardens and fishing lakes, and a dormitory to sleep

over 100 people. Let's hope that Barnsdale's latest band of 'merry

men' (who happen to be mostly women – Robin the Marianist would
be delighted) can save these facilities for future generations and open
up a much needed debate on common rights. And what ofRobin

himself; what would he make ofmodern Barnsdale? I have a feeling

that Keats' was not far wrong when he wrote. . .



And if Robin should be cast
Sudden from his turfed grave
And if Marian should have
Once again her forest days,
She would weep and he would craze.
He would swear, for all his oaks
fallen beneath the dockyard strokes,
Have rotted on the briny seas.
She would weep that her wild bees
Sang not to her  strange that honey
Can't be got without hard money.
 John Keats, 'Robin Hood. To A Friend',
The Poetical Works of John Keats, 1884.








