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Hoodwinking the tourists
JOHN SHEFFIELD

LET'S BE REALISTIC. Let's live in the real world
Let's accept that here in Nottingham we are
entering the post-industrial age. Goodbye local
industry, hello the "ice cream" or "leisure"
econom.

We won't Äll_be working for Walls, of course,
nor will all of us be on the dole. But the only
way to keep Qff_the dole will be by providing
leisure activities for people with time and
money (foreigners, southerners etc.) who have
nothing better to do with their leisure and
their loot than the things we provide for them,

Got it?
Right, so here in Nottingham what can we

offer that they can't get elsewhere? What have
we got in the way of "tourist attractions" or
"leisure magnets" (in the jargon of the trade)?

Averagely old
Well (living in the real world again),

Nottingham is an averagely old city with an
averagely interesting history and some averagely
interesting old buildings only averagely knocked
about by wartime bombing and post-war develop-
ment - neither fossil Stamford nor born-again
Birmingham.

We have a spectacular castle rock with an
unspectacular not-a-castle on it, a cluster of
excellent museums not quite in the Jorvik class,
Byron and Lawrence connections (Newstead is a
pearl, Eastwood a wart, but an interesting one),
a working windmill associated with a mathematic-
al genius (not many people are interested in
mathematical geniuses but most people like wind-
mills), an Elizabethan mansion of great archi-
tectural interest (though mainly to architectur-
al historians), a Victorian industrial area
which we are often told is rather special (but
which, in my experience, never quite convinces
visitors, who expect something rather more
special), plenty of caves, which have a surpris-
ing, doubtless ancestral, fascination, an
excellent concert hall, two excellent theatres,
a vibrant nightlife (so I'm told - I wouldn't
know, myself), an Olympic rowing course (but, so
far, no Olympics), a Test Match cricket ground
(with Test Matches), an occasionally exciting
cricket team, one (sometimes two) successful
soccer teams, a first-rate rugby team (largely
ignored in this soccer city - I've heard more
people talking about American football), and ,,.
and ... well, Nottingham is a wonderful shopping
centre, there are two or three interesting old
pubs, the river Trent is quite attractive, and,
and ... of course! ... ROBIN HOOD}!

Where?
Well, nowhere, actually. Apart from a few

medieval ballads and the remarkably persistent
tradition from which they sprang, there is not a
scrap of tangible evidence that Robin Hood ever
existed. No eyewitness account, no documentary
record. Nor, if we look at the earliest stories,
is his connection with Nottingham beyond all
reasonable doubt. True, his great enemy, the
Sheriff, lives in Nottingham, and Robin has to
go there to confront him - but most of the

evidence in the ballads, including some very
precise place-name references, puts him in
Barnsdale Forest in South Yorkshire rather than
Sherwood Forest in Nottinghamshire. No mention
of Mansfield (the most important town in
Sherwood Forest), or of Edwinstowe, Calverton or
Linby (where forest courts were held), but lots
about Wentbridge, Doncaster, Wakefield and The
Sayles (an obscure spot overlooking the Great
North Road which nobody outside the immediate
area would ever have heard of),

The most convincing theory for the absence of
Nottinghamshire place-names is that at some
point in the development of the ballads two
separate traditions were brought together, that
of a wily but chivalrous Yorkshire outlaw and,
to give him a suitable opponent with a well-
established pedigree of villainy, a group of
stories about a wicked Sheriff of Nottingham.
Why else would a South Yorkshire outlaw have for
an inveterate enemy a distant royal official
whose jurisdiction came nowhere near him?

However, these are matters for scholars and
learned amateurs. The essential point is that
here in Nottingham we have literally nothing
genuinely associated with Robin Hood. A medieval
castle would have given at least an aura of
possibility, but the Civil War and the Dukes of
Newcastle deprived us even of that, and, for all
the energetic burrowings of the Trent Valley
Archaeological Society, all we will ever be able
to offer visitors is a few moderately suggestive
heaps of roughly mortared medieval stone.

Modern technology
There is, of course, the Robin Hood statue.

The outrage over his dropsical legs and elfin
hat has now more or less died down, and modern
technology (courtesy of apprentices at the Royal
Ordnance Factory) has at last given him a vandal-
proof bow and arrow. (But so far no string.
Perhaps they're working on it. Curious that the
Gun Factory produces all sorts of sophisticated
weaponry so that Third World governments can zap
their neighbours and, rather more often, their
own people, but can't yet come up with a
workable-looking imitation of the medieval long-
bow.

And if anyone thinks that recent controver-
sies over civic sculptures are anything new,
they might try looking up old newspaper cuttings
on the Robin Hood statue. Outrage over "Leaf
Stem" (or "Dribbling Dick" as it is more approp-
riately called) is a piddle in the ocean compar-
ed with the blow to the local psyche delivered
by sculptor James Woodford when Robin Hood was
unveiled in 1952.

I have a theory about this, which links in
with what I want to say about the cornetto
tendency in the local economy. I think that what
really offended the locals about the Robin Hood
statue was not that it didn't look like Douglas
Fairbanks or Erroll Flynn, but that it gave
Robin Hood a material form. Queen Victoria and
Samuel Morley, yes. Robin Hood, no. We'd managed
without a statue for nearly /continued on page1C)
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AIDS scare hits Nottingham
- please panic slowly

THERE IS A GRUESOME fascination in watching the AIDS
epidemic take hold, not so much in the progress of the
disease - the statistics are grimly predictable - as in
the moral attitudes which develop with it.

In Nottingham, the joint efforts of the City
Council's Leisure Services Committee and the Evening
Post have given us a preview of the rituals of panic
which will no doubt increasingly be enacted as the
disease spreads. Perhaps separate, subsidised gay
swimming sessions are not the most effective or
sensible way of advancing gay rights - like most
political decisions, it was at least arguable - but
what was disturbing was how quickdy AIDS became a stick
with which to beat the gay community.

The Evening Post, in a typical act of moral funk
(when has it ever campaigned for a cause it knows will
be unpopular with its readers but which it believes to
be right?), agreed that for parents to keep their I
children away from swimming sessions was "misguided" -
but was nevertheless "perfectly natural". The Council's
decision was a "monumental blunder" and "crassly
insensitive" - although, of course, "persecution and
victimisation of gays should never be tolerated in this
day and age".

Pious professions
Weasel words! How characteristic of the Post to make

pious professions of tolerance while simultaneously
declaring open season for bigots.

The attitude of the parents was "natural" only to
the extent that ignorance, prejudice and panic are
natural. It is the job of responsible newspapers to
dispel these attitudes, not encourage them. This was a
tragically wasted opportunity. If our future dealings
with AIDS are to be calm and rational (and we desperate-
ly need them to be), then here was a good place to
start.

Had any of the parents seriously thought through the
implications of their attitude, one wonders. Had they
thought about the gays who turn up, unidentified, to
public swimming sessions? (Hitler had an answer to that:
Stars of David for Jews, pink triangles for homosexuals.
If people really are worried about AIDS in swimming
baths, then surely they ought to welcome gay swimming
sessions and encourage, even compel, Äll_gay swimmers
to attend them. That way the risk could be isolated and
contained. The swimming baths could be fumigated and hosed
down afterwards and made fit for decent folk to swim in.

But what about the heterosexuals who carry AIDS in
increasing numbers? If AIDS spreads as predicted (and
so far it has), all of us will.be in regular contact
with people who have contracted it. Not all of them
will be aware of it, since the virus can be carried for
long periods without symptoms appearing, and even
screening is unreliable, because the antibodies on
whichzitdepends take three months to develop.

Are we to close every swimming baths and sports
centre? If the scaremongers are right, the government's
advice about safer sex and condoms is woefully
inadequate. We should be talking about safer contact
with the entire human race in whatever capacity, in and
out of bed. After all, you never know when someone is
going to bite you or bleed on you or splutter over you.
Perhaps people should be advised to encase their whole
bodies in giant condoms equipped with breathing appara-
tus or surgical masks. (Non lubricated, of course, in
case they slip on the pavement and get a puncture.)

The Post was at it again in its comments on the
appalling Cllr Bill ("put 90% of gays in the gas
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chamber") Brownhill, leader of South Stafford-
shire District Council. (And why this feeble
tolerance of the other 10%?) Shameful, yes, said
the Post -but Cllr Brownhill was nevertheless
expressing a legitimate criticism of the govern-
ment's campaign, which hadn't pointed the finger
clearly enough at gays.

Dangerously wrong
Now, apart from pandering to bigots yet again

the Post has got it seriously and, given its
position of influence, dangerously wrong. As any-
one with the slightest awareness of how the
disease is spreading worldwide will know, AIDS
is in many places no longer a mainly homosexual
disease. It is a venereal disease transmitted by
and to both sexes like any other, and there is
no reason to think it will not follow the same
pattern in this country. The government knows
well enough that the gay community in Britain
has not only been aware of the dangers of AIDS
for even longer than the editor of the Evening
Post but has taken significant steps to combat
it (so much so that the incidence of venereal
disease among gays has dropped dramatically).
Gays should still be warned, of course, but the
most urgent need now is to stop AIDS spreading
in the "straight" community, and to dent the
complacency of heterosexuals misled by the "gay
plague" label still prevalent in sections of the
popular press.

But it's fascinating how prejudices, overt
and concealed, come to the surface in a crisis.
Tragically for the gay community, two decades of
slow progress towards acceptance of homosexual-
ity as a normal human variation have been
cruelly sabotaged by a biological accident.

Accident? Well, of course - unless you
believe that someone somewhere, or Someone
Somewhere, deliberately planned AIDS as a global
epidemic.

It's important to be clear about the secular
framework for fighting AIDS. Already the moral-
ists and the religionists are massing on the
hilltops, and what we've seen so far are only
scuffles compared with what's to come. There are
clear parallels with the medieval plagues and
the accompanying outbreaks of pathological
religiosity and scapegoat-hunting. And self-
chastising. We await with interest the moment
when James Anderton stips to the waist and
flagellates himself through the streets of
Manchester, offering his own suffering in
expiation of the sins of the nation.

So far the government has resisted appeals
for a moral crusade, aware that our society is
sufficiently secularised to make an explicitly
moral campaign counterproductive. But already
there have been calls from within the Tory
party and the government itself to link "safer
sex" not with condoms and caution but with
specifically Christian principles of chastity
and abstinence which are nothing to do with
physical health but with scourging and purificat-
ion of the spirit. AIDS is going to be difficult
enough to fight without entangling it with
Christian sado-masochistic phobias about the
corporal and the erotic.

A virus is not a supernatural or even a moral
event. It is a part of the natural world, a
living thing like myriads of others, and, like
them (including ourselves), it seeks its most
favourable ecological niche. Its search is not
directed by moral fervour. Moreover, it is only

one (if the most immediately dangerous) of the
countless ills that flesh is heir to. To give
moral status to AIDS and its avoidance is to
give moral status to all the others, so that the
tiniest pimple becomes a moral reproach (perhaps
for a very tiny lustful thought), or, if undeser-
ved, will doubtless be compensated for by an
anti-pimple in heaven.

This, to the secular mind, is the grossest
form of superstition. We need to fight AIDS not
with moral categories but with medical knowledge
and appropriate changes in our behaviour. It may
well be that Christian moral principles happen
to coincide with sensible precautions against
AIDS. There is no reason to see this as more
than coincidence. Let Christians be thankful for
the coincidence and for the earthly reward it
brings. Let them also keep their self-righteous
moralising to themselves, remembering that there
have been other Christian doctrines less
conducive to human well-being.

But let's not leave morality to the moralists
Let's widen the argument. Let's consider where
AIDS Started and how it spread - and see what
this tells us about the mrality of the world we
lhm nu

Give or take the odd conspiracy theory
(experiments in biological warfare by the CIA/
KGB etc.), it seems generally agreed that AIDS
started in Africa, where it is now endemic as a
venereal disease of both sexes. Apart from
prostitution and other promiscuous sexual
activity, a significant means of transmission
has been hypodermic needles used not by drug
addicts but in normal medical care. These
needles were meant to be used once and thrown
away, but, because of poverty and lack of proper
medical training, they are often used several
times without being sterilised.

Easiest means
Once the disease had made the leap to the

West (easy enough in these days of air travel),
first to the United States and then to the rest
of the world, it was transmitted fastest by the
easiest means, anal intercourse (the lining of
the anus is weaker than that of the vagina), a
practice most common among homosexuals. This
concealed its slower but equally inexorable
advance among heterosexuals, and opened the way
for recent outbreaks of self-righteous homo-
phobia disguised as concern for public health.

But, instead of blaming a section of the
community which is clearly victim rather than
cause, it would be more revealing to examine the
history of our society as a whole and the
attitudes which have developed with it and which
allow us to dismiss vast sections of humanity as
outside our concern - until their part in our
impending disaster draws them forcibly to our
attention.

Modern Africa, with its starvation, its
poverty, its cash-crop monoculture economies,
its vulnerability to exploitation by inter-
national capitalism, its cultural dislocation
and its strife-torn artificial boundaries, is a
creation of the colonising west. Had we tried,
we could hardly have devised better conditions
for the spread of an epidemic.

And our ignorance of Africa! How could a
deadly epidemic have gripped such a vast
continent without us being aware of it until so
very recently? Less than two years ago, it was
still being suggested in /continued on page 10
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