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Teacher Activity Plan

Story-telling

Do not be shy about telling a story to your class. The story of the Domesday Survey is dramatic. We have provided you with a version of it. It is the interpretation of Professor Stephen Baxter from the University of Oxford. He has recently (2017) been working on the Exon Domesday manuscript and the story is the results of his research. Exon Domesday is one of the documents that was used to write up Domesday Book. It has been taken apart, tested and analysed. The results are exciting. As you read, as dramatically as possible. Ask students to spot all the reasons why William wants the Domesday Survey.  According to Professor Baxter, the process reveals the purpose. In the first section you will find that William learnt:

· How much to tax each area of England

· Where there were disagreements about land-holding that he could agree to sort out, for a fee

· How much land each person held, so that he could tax and make demands of them

There is a break in the story, where you run the student activity. Before beginning the activity discuss with students what they have learned so far that would support or challenge the description of the Domesday Survey and Norman government as ‘Efficient and ingenious.’ 
The nature of the student activity

This activity puts students in the role of men in the northern Domesday circuit. They have to turn all the information from the wapentake areas into lists of land held by individuals. Their task is to work out how they can collect the information quickly and accurately. You are therefore setting them a puzzle – how would you as a group collect the information about each landholder that the king needs?

Here is what the scribes did – don’t tell your students this until they have tried to find their own solution! In the summer of 1086 the scribes had about 6 weeks to write out all the information collected by hundred area (wapentake in the North) into a format describing the land held by each land-owner. This was a huge task carried out in hot and sweaty rooms under pressure. The King wanted all the information presenting to him at Old Sarum (near Salisbury) on 1st August. 

We know from analysis of the documents that the scribes, working on Exon Domesday in Exeter, came up with an ingenious and methodical matrix system to ensure speed and accuracy as follows:

1.  Each scribe would take a land-holder and read a hundred (wapentake) document looking for their land-holdings. 

2. He would move on from wapentake to wapentake document, until they discovered that another scribe was working on the next document they needed. 

3. At that point, he would stop work on his land-holder, place that land-holder’s document at the missing wapentake document tray and begin work to collect information on another land-holder. Complex? Yes! 

There is no need for students to understand this precisely! The key point is to get across to them that, faced with a tricky problem, these scribes came up with ingenious solutions. Don’t tell them what was done. Instead, present them with the problem and see if they can solve it. There is no need for students to complete the task, just to get far enough into it so that they have to work out a system they would use. The point is not to learn lots of information about the wapentakes, the point is to learn about how skill and intelligence of the Domesday scribes.

Guidelines for the students’ task

What follows are suggestions for how carry out this task.

Teacher in role:

“Right, men! Now we’ve got all this information for our circuit. It’s all listed under areas of land called hundreds - or wapentakes for the northerners amongst us. So, we know what tax can be expected from each village / wapentake / shire and we intend to use that information well. But now we have orders to list everything by each landholder so the King knows what land each man holds. Big task! 

On the desk in front of you is the information gathered from 8 wapentakes around the City of York, including York itself. 

Now, men, we have 10 people here who hold land – but we don’t know where. You need to find out in which wapentakes they own their land. Paper is short and this is all we have.  (Spread out the ten characters on a desk.) You must find out for each landholder: 

· where they hold land

· the value of it in 1066

· who they got it from

· the value of that land now (1086) 

· and any claims/disputes that are connected with them. 

How you do this is up to you, but you are under pressure. You have to work out how to collect the information quickly but accurately. The King is scary! You’ve got 3 minutes to make a plan!”

Give students about 3 minutes to make a plan.

“Ok, men, you have 5 minutes to collect the information – go!”

After about 3 minutes, intervene and tell students it’s being rumoured that the King is angry. Ask students how the process is going. Do they want to review it? Give them another few minutes.

Review

Ask students how quickly and accurately they think they were working? How do you think the Domesday scribes did it? You can now share with them the information about how the Exon Domesday scribes worked out their matrix system at this point. 

Debrief

· What does trying to do this task tell us about the administrators in 1086? (effort, ingenuity, control, organisation - a month for their whole circuit! – these people are intelligent, motivated and organised.) 

· What is their conclusion? Do they agree that the Domesday Survey and Norman government were ‘Efficient and ingenious’ and what is the best evidence to support or challenge this?
· When this Domesday Survey was completed, what could the King do: for each person how could they be used? (tax, dues, relationship to the King, claims…) 


Finish the story

Tell students that the scribes of all seven Domesday circuits completed their huge task. William was presented with all the information and now he could:

· Calculate tax for every area of England

· Make money from settling claims and disagreements about land-holding

· Know which land each person held, so that he could tax and make demands of them

In addition, the whole protest had made the Conquest very real. No one could doubt that the Norman King William and his Norman lords were in charge. The process of doing the Domesday Survey reveals its many purposes.

After the meeting at Old Sarum, William seems to have ordered that all the circuit information should be summarised further into one large document. Rather like a symbol, or a souvenir of the whole process. One scribe wrote it up over several months. It is known as Domesday Book and is one of England’s most precious historic documents. 

Now students understand the Domesday Survey, you can move onto the linked activity about what Domesday Book reveals about the impact of 20 years of Norman rule. 
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