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PREFACE


I suppose, like a great many other people of my age group, my first introduction to the legends of Robin Hood was Richard Greene swinging through the greenwood in the 1960s television series Robin Hood. Later my interest in this very British hero was rekindled through another television series, Robin of Sherwood, which not only re-awakened my fascination but also induced me to do my own research into the subject. This book is a result of that somewhat lengthy research, though it must be said that Robin Hood has not been my only avenue of research over the ensuing years.


Unlike many other writers and researchers on the subject I have not simply tried to determine the historicity of Robin Hood. That is not to say that I do not firmly believe that Robin Hood was a real man who has a definite place in our history rather than solely in our folklore, but it is rather an affirmation of my belief that to discover the historicity of a legendary character will ultimately destroy the magic and mystique of that character. Like King Arthur, whom I also firmly believe once walked on British soil, Robin Hood is essentially a legendary figure, and it is thus the legends of the character that I have concentrated on, before examining the history behind those legends.


My research has investigated the period during which the legends are believed to have first developed, but that historical background simply illustrates the necessity for the character rather than his actual life and times, and indeed whether or not he really lived at all. Robin Hood is an essential part of our heritage, and yet very little is ever written about the legends themselves. Hundreds of thousands of words have been written about the character in an attempt to discover the truth behind the legends, but all appear to bypass the legends themselves and concentrate on the daunting task of uncovering the history of the character and just why the legends developed, each resulting book turning out to be little more than the author’s own personal conclusions. Rather than drawing my own immediate conclusions, of which I have many, I have simply retold the legends in chronological order, and will leave the majority of the conclusion-drawing, at this stage, to you, the reader.


This book is written in four main parts, each of which, I hope, can be enjoyed in its own right. Part One retells the legends of Robin Hood and his band of outlaws, the Merry Men, though whether or not they actually had much to be merry about is doubtful. Here you will not find the popular conception of the outlaw and his men swinging through the trees to right wrong (a mode of transport that there is no evidence Robin Hood or his men ever made use of), but rather an accurate retelling of the legends as they first appeared. Part Two is a concise A to Z of all the major players and places mentioned within the legends. It is here that you will find the historical influence on the legends, as well as gaining easier access to the relevant parts of the legends, in an easy-to-use ready-reference work in a form that has never before been presented.


Part Three concerns itself with a select number of the core source texts that any student of Robin Hood should study in order to glean a better understanding not only of the character, but also of the means by which the legends were propagated and advanced. Finally, the conclusions I have personally drawn have been included as Part Four and I sincerely hope this part will give you much food for thought. It should be noted that this final section simply relates my own personal conclusions and feelings on the subject, and is by no means a definitive statement of fact. Readers can make up their own minds.


I trust I have chosen the best format for the presentation of this book, as it offers easy access to the legends, characters and places that many know in essence, but few know in detail. I also hope that by writing this book I will help to stimulate interest in a very important part of our heritage, a heritage that is all too often overlooked despite its great relevance to modern society. If I have indeed succeeded in this last aim then I shall be only too pleased to hear from readers, especially from those with any comments or suggestions to pass on. Letters should be addressed to the publishers, who will ensure that they reach me.


Mike Dixon-Kennedy


Lincolnshire, 2006
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PART ONE





THE LEGENDS OF ROBIN HOOD AND HIS MERRY MEN


The legends of Robin Hood and his Merry Men, as presented here, are drawn from six major sources, as well as from a plethora of other literature, both ancient and modern. The six main sources are A Gest of Robyn Hode, Robin Hood and Guy of Gisborne, Robin Hood and the Curtal Friar, Robin and the Monk, Robin Hood and the Potter and The Death of Robin Hood. Though all of these works were written well after the traditional period ascribed to the hero of the tales, they contain the best-known elements of the legend. By taking the main themes that run through these works, and adding to them certain historical or legendary detail from other sources, the narrative that follows is, perhaps, the most complete version of the legendary life of Robin Hood.


The narrative is split into eleven sections, each covering a main area of the life and legends of Robin Hood, arranged in chronological order covering a time period that runs from the last years of the reign of King Henry II (say from c. 1185), through the reigns of Kings Richard I and John, and ends during the reign of King Henry III sometime after 1235. Popular legend makes the date of Robin’s death 1247, which is not inconceivable. These are, of course, the traditional periods ascribed to Robin Hood, though some sources place different events in widely differing time periods. By arranging the material in chronological order and basing the text that follows on numerous sources, the confusion has been largely removed, and the legends run from the time when a young Robin Hood, aged around 25, was forced to become an outlaw, to his death, again as an outlaw, some fifty to sixty or more years later, aged about 85.


Obscure words have been left in situ as they better serve to give a flavour of the legends than would their modern counterparts. Explanations of these words may be found in Part Two of this book. At no point is dialogue included in the legends as this would detract from the legends themselves and, after all, how do we know what might have been said? These are legends that are woven around a quasi-historical background, and as such dialogue has no place in them.


The most obscure period of the life of Robin Hood follows the death of his beloved Marian when, having attained a royal pardon and adopted the life of a freeman of substance, Robin Hood once more returns to the forests to live out the remainder of his life beyond the law. During this period, which makes up the last section of the following narrative, many local legends sprang up about Robin Hood, but the majority of these stem from at least two hundred years after the core of the legends had been recorded and thus must be regarded as somewhat suspect. They can best be regarded as local endeavours to gain some connection to the famous outlaw whose name had already passed into our folklore by that time. As this is the case, only three events in the last fifteen years or so of Robin Hood’s life have found their way into the following narrative; all three appear to have been current when the main core was being recorded.


The paragraph numbers added to the text are intended for use with Part Two, the cross-referenced guide to all the players and places within these legends.


1. The Outlawing of Robin Hood


1     Having been absent from home for longer than he would have liked, Robert of Locksley returned to Barnisdale Forest en route for his home at Outwoods, which lay just beyond the fringes of the forest. As he walked through the broad-leafed trees of the dense forest at noon in the height of summer, dragonflies hovering lazily above the infrequent damp areas, Robert became aware that there were very few animals to be seen in the vicinity. Quietly he took up a position behind a great oak tree and looked out across a small clearing, expecting to see some of the hated foresters who kept watch over the king’s deer that roamed the forest.


2     Robert of Locksley was a young man of about 25, his face bronzed by long periods spent in his beloved greenwood. His eyes shone brightly in a face that was full of compassion, and yet had a steely quality that had and would put many in their place. His head was covered with a mass of brown curls that were partially hidden under a green velvet cap into which he had idly stuck a plover’s feather. He was dressed in a tunic of rough green cloth which was open at the neck and gathered around his waist by a broad leather belt, which held a dagger on his right-hand side and three arrows on his left. His thighs were covered with breeches of supple leather while his lower legs were protected by green woollen hose. On his feet he wore shoes of stout pig’s leather.*


3     As he watched he caught a movement out of the corner of his eye. Slowly turning his head he saw the undergrowth move as three deer entered the glade on the opposite side. As he turned his head to watch the buck and two does an arrow flew across the glade out of the undergrowth and struck the first doe clean in the heart. The other two deer fled as the stricken doe fell to the ground. All remained quiet. Nothing stirred. The doe lay exactly where she had fallen, her killer waiting an appropriate time to make himself known for fear that the foresters might come running at any moment.


4     For a full five minutes Robert watched across the glade, every now and then looking to where he had seen the movement a little while before. His patience was rewarded when he saw a man creep out of the bushes, his knife drawn and held before him as he moved slowly, keeping low, across the open space to where his quarry lay. He was dressed in the rough garb of a villein, a rope around his waist holding together his homespun brown tunic, and his legs covered with tatty trousers of the same rough material. His feet were bare.


5     As he reached the doe he crouched down and deftly began to cut away the most tender portions of the carcass. Still watching, Robert made no effort to show himself, but instead wondered what had driven this man, a man he knew, to risk life and limb in such a reckless manner. Having cut away the meat he required the man wrapped his meal in a piece of rough sacking which he secreted beneath his tunic before making his way back across the glade, and from there on towards his home. Robert followed him at a discreet distance until he managed to pass him, and then stepped out in front of him, blocking the pathway.


6     As the man saw that his route was barred his hand went for his knife, but suddenly he recognised Robert and strode swiftly towards him to greet him warmly, though some of the warmth left his voice as Robert questioned his motives. The man, whom Robert had recognised as Will Scarlet, carefully explained that in ‘Master Robin’s’ absence, for that was how he and many others referred to Robert of Locksley, his brother-in-law John a’Green had been taken ill and died, and his sister and her three children evicted by Sir Guy of Gisborne to fend for themselves.


7     The very mention of Guy of Gisborne reminded Robert of his own position. He and his ancestors held a house and 160 acres of land on a legal rent from the lords of the manor of Birkencar, and had done so since the time when the manor had first been given to the lords by King William. However, the last lord of the manor, Sir Guy of Wrothsley, had bequeathed the manor and all its lands to the White Monks of St Mary’s Abbey, and they coveted the land that Robert held as it was the most fertile and productive of all their lands. Yet as long as Robert paid his dues on time, there was no way they could ever legally take possession. However, Robert knew of the evil Sir Guy of Gisborne, and was aware that, with the connivance of the monks, he had long sought a way to dispossess Robert, even if that meant having him accused of some false crime and thus proclaimed an outlaw – upon which all his possessions and lands would be forfeit. This was the reason for Robert’s return to his home, for while he was away he had heard that Sir Guy of Gisborne and the abbot were plotting to seize his lands.


8     Robert was snapped back out of his own thoughts as Will Scarlet continued to describe all that had befallen his family. His sister had come to him with her three children, but she had died of starvation a short time afterwards, whereupon two of the children had been taken in by kindly neighbours, Will Scarlet keeping young Gilbert as his own charge. It was to feed the child that he had taken to stealing the king’s meat from the forest, an undertaking he would continue while there were still deer to be had.


9     Robert listened despondently to the story, not interrupting once. However, when Will Scarlet fell silent Robert turned to him and softly told him that he should have gone to Outwoods, for there his steward Scadlock would have provided for him. Will Scarlet replied that he was well aware of that, but he had not wished to make Robert any further enemies – enemies that, he added, were at that very moment scheming against him. Will Scarlet was astonished to learn that the news of those plans were the very reason for Robert’s return to Outwoods, for while he was in residence he was confident that the monks and the foul Sir Guy of Gisborne would not dare move against him.


10   As Will Scarlet wondered how Robert had heard about the plans while he was away, Robert took him by the shoulder and told him, in a quiet but commanding voice, to place the meat he had cut from the deer on the ground next to Robert’s own bow and arrows. Will Scarlet immediately complied, though he was reluctant to put down the meat he had risked his life to obtain. However, just as he was about to question Robert, he heard the voices of two foresters coming down the path in the opposite direction.


11   A few moments later, with the meat and the bow and arrows safely hidden, Robert of Locksley and Will Scarlet were confronted by two burly foresters who barred their way, though one, less offensive than the other, moved aside when he recognised Robert. The other, who went by the name of Black Hugo, continued to bar the way, only moving aside as he saw the steely look in Robert’s eyes, a look that chilled him to the bone. Robert and Will Scarlet passed the two foresters and continued on their way out of the forest. As they climbed a hill they saw Outwoods in the distance, and the village in the valley between them and Robert’s home. As they walked down the incline towards the village Will Scarlet was amazed to see his meat, along with Robert’s bow and arrows, lying in the grass. He rushed forward and picked them up before turning in amazement to his companion.


12   Robert of Locksley laughed as Will Scarlet questioned him as to the magic he had used to carry the items unseen out of the forest, even blaming the event on brownies or evil spirits. Robert chided him for his foolishness and bade him on his way. As Will Scarlet hurried down the hill Robert turned back into the forest and made for the road that wound its way through the forest from Barnisdale into Nottinghamshire. In his mind was the true reason for his return to the forest – his promise to protect the woman he loved as she travelled through the forest.


13   As Robert hurried through the dense undergrowth, his senses remained alert to danger at all times and he was aware that he was being accompanied by his forest friends, but soon his thoughts turned to the woman he had loved since they had played together in Locksley Chase. She was Maid Marian, the fair daughter of Sir Richard FitzWalter at Malaset. Though they came from differing stations, for she was the daughter of an earl and he was but a yeoman, they loved each other and had sworn that they would marry no other. That day Robert was to protect his love as she journeyed from her father’s castle at Malaset to stay awhile with her uncle Sir Richard at Lee at Linden Lea, a short distance from Nottingham itself.


14   Having travelled quickly through the forest for upwards of 5 miles, Robert came to a road which led him down to a crossroads. Immediately he re-entered the thick undergrowth and quickly made his way to a small glade where the soil was sandy. There on the ground was a group of sticks. To the untrained eye they looked as if they had simply fallen from a tree, but Robert sank to his knees and inspected the twigs carefully, for they had been left there as a message to him by one of his woodland friends.


15   The twigs told him that one knight on horseback and eight knaves on foot were stationed not far from where he was, though he could not determine why. Thus he carefully made his way towards their position, his approach being made on hands and knees. As he carefully parted the bushes he scanned the knight and his meinie in an attempt to discover from their heraldry which lord they served, but this was useless as the men on foot were dressed in plain jerkins and the knight carried a simple, kite-shaped shield. As he mused over the identity of the knight and his men the horse shied and the knight commanded it to be still. Immediately Robert recognised the voice of Sir Roger de Longchamp; he had long coveted the Maid Marian, and had now obviously come to take her by foul means, as fair had failed, Sir Richard FitzWalter repeatedly refusing to give her hand to that treacherous knight, the brother of the proud Bishop of Fécamp, and the favourite of Duke Richard.


16   As Robert watched the knight astride his horse his thoughts turned to his own lineage, the one obstacle that prevented him from marrying his beloved Marian. He thought about the stories he had heard from Stephen of Gamwell, and wondered whether those stories were indeed true and that his family had once been the lords of Huntingdon. He knew that the earldom and lands of Huntingdon had been given to David, son of the Scottish king, and pondered on how his situation might have been different had not his forebears, according to Stephen of Gamwell, risen against the Normans, only to be driven from their home, lands and title.


17   His reverie was brought to an abrupt halt as a man raced into the clearing and told Sir Roger de Longchamp that Marian was approaching with one other on horseback and the remainder of her party on foot. Immediately Sir Roger barked out a series of orders, and as he listened Robert slipped an arrow out of his belt and moistened the flight so that it would fly straight and true. As he did so, Maid Marian rode into view, with Walter, her father’s steward at Malaset, riding beside her. As Robert watched he saw the knight charge into the clearing accompanied by his men.


18   Immediately Walter rode in front of his mistress to protect her and fought off the first blow from Sir Roger de Longchamp’s sword with his stout staff, the sword carving a great splinter of wood out of it. Sir Roger again raised his sword to strike at Walter, but Walter was too quick for him and with a swift swipe of his staff knocked the weapon from Sir Roger’s hand so that it dangled from the piece of cord looped around the knight’s wrist. As Sir Roger struggled to regain his sword, his hand caught hold of the reins of Marian’s horse. He raised his sword once more to strike at Walter, a blow that would doubtless have killed him, but as he did so Walter was tumbled from his horse by one of Sir Roger’s men and the sword swept aimlessly through the air. As Walter lay unconscious on the ground Sir Roger de Longchamp began to drag Marian’s horse towards him – but suddenly he fell headlong to the ground, the shaft of an arrow jutting out of his right eye through the narrow slit in his helmet.


19   As Sir Roger de Longchamp fell heavily to the forest floor the fighting stopped. One of his men went over to the body of the knight and drew the crudely tipped arrow out of his eye, at the same time keeping a wary eye out for the archer who had moments before killed his master. Quickly he signalled that there was but one attacker and sent his men to the left to see if they could find him, but as they set off a small black arrow streaked through the air and struck him in the heart. As this arrow had come from the opposite side of the track the men quickly assumed that there was more than one archer and they turned and fled, a second small black arrow striking one of the fleeing men in the shoulder. This time it simply wounded the man who plucked out the shaft and carried on his way.


20   As the last of the men disappeared Robert came out of the woods and made himself known to Marian, who offered him her hand and thanked her ‘Sweet Robin’, for that was always how she referred to him, for saving her from the clutches of Sir Roger de Longchamp, though she feared that the knight’s death would not fare her beloved well as Sir Roger’s powerful and evil friends would seek to avenge him. Robert assured her that had he been King Henry himself he would have protected Marian in the same way.


21   Quickly, for fear that Sir Roger de Longchamp had friends close at hand, Robert helped Walter back into his saddle, and then bade the rest of the party to dust themselves down and follow him, as he would lead them to safety. As the party prepared to move, Robert dragged the fallen knight off the track and laid him out with his sword on his chest and his arms folded, before saying a short prayer over him for the forgiveness of his sins. He then did likewise for the knight’s fallen comrade, before slashing Sir Roger’s horse across its flank with an arrowhead to make it bolt; he hoped it would be found far away from where its master had fallen, thus throwing any pursuers off the trail.


22   Quickly Robert made his way back to where Marian, Walter and the others were waiting for him, and without saying anything took hold of Marian’s reins and led the party off the road and along paths that were known only to him and his woodland friends. As they penetrated deep into the heart of the forest only Marian and Walter remained unafraid, for they had complete and absolute faith in Robert. The others, however, grew increasingly anxious as they became more and more convinced that they would be attacked by the spirits believed to live in the heart of the forest. Before long they formed into a huddle around Walter’s horse, which led Walter to chide them for their childish superstitions and beliefs.


23   After a long while Marian began to discuss what might befall Robert for his timely intervention which had led to the death of the evil Sir Roger de Longchamp. As they talked Robert realised that he may have led them through the forest at too swift a pace and asked Marian if he had over-tired her in his haste to get away from the spot where Sir Roger de Longchamp had ambushed her party, and thus to put some distance between her and that evil knight’s companions, whom he named as Sir Isenbart de Belame, Sir Niger le Grym, Sir Hamo de Mortain and Sir Ivo de Raby, among others.


24   All signs of exhaustion abruptly left Marian as she heard those dreaded names, and she quickly told Robert that she was not at all tired and that they should hurry on, though with enemies of that order she was now sorely afraid for her love. After several more miles ploughing through the thick undergrowth they came to the edge of the forest and there saw two knights riding at full pelt. Immediately Robert took a horn from around his shoulders and put it to his lips, the resulting blast causing the knights to gallop up to where Marian, Walter, Robert and the others stood on the fringes of the forest, with the castle at Linden Lea standing not a mile away on the crest of a hill.


25   The two knights were Sir Richard at Lee, Marian’s uncle, and his companion Sir Huon de Bulwell, both of whom heartily thanked Robert for his timely intervention. At the same time they voiced their concerns, though Sir Richard at Lee thanked Robert warmly for ridding their land of one vile knight; he only hoped that Robert would live long enough to rid them of the rest of the wicked horde who resided at the castle of Wrangby – also known as Evil Hold. The castle was well named as most thought of it as nothing more than a crucet-house.


26   For three days and three nights Robert stayed at Linden Lea with Sir Richard at Lee and his wife Lady Alice. During the day they hunted with hawks or went after wild boar in the forest, while at night they were entertained by minstrels or played games such as hoodman blind and chess. On the fourth morning Robert went into the woods to shoot small birds but had not gone far into the forest when he saw the face of a small man looking down at him. Robert immediately recognised his friend Ket the Trow, whom he called down to him to tell him his news, for Ket the Trow only showed himself if he had news to impart.


27   Ket the Trow, though a full-grown man, was no taller than a medium-sized youth of 13 or 14, but he had strong arms and legs from which the muscles stood proud, a full head of curly black hair, and a broad chest and shoulders. The only garments he wore were a stout leather jacket laced at the front and breeches of doeskin that reached no lower than his knees. His feet were bare, and his entire countenance showed that he lived a wild existence.


28   Quickly questioning Ket the Trow, Robert discovered that Ket had followed the men who had fled after Sir Roger de Longchamp’s death; he described the route they followed as going through the forest to the north-west until they forded the brook at The Stakes. From there they crossed the moor to the Ridgeway, and thence through Hag’s Wood and Thicket Hollow, by the Hoar Tree and the Cwelm Stone, over Gallow’s Hill, and by the Mark Oak until they came to Dead Man’s Hill, and from there by the lane of the Red Stones to the Evil Hold. Ket the Trow had hidden in the Mark Oak and had seen two knights riding out of the Evil Hold the following morning. They rode to the east and Ket followed them through Barnisdale Wood until he left them on the road to Doncaster.


29   Having left the two knights, Ket the Trow travelled to Outwoods and met Scadlock in Old Nick’s Piece before going into the village. There he overheard many of the villagers in the alehouse talking of their plans to overthrow the evil Sir Guy of Gisborne after several of their number had been beaten that day. When Robert heard this he knew that trouble lay ahead. He thanked Ket the Trow and asked him to fetch his brother Hob, and, after saying goodbye to Marian, Sir Richard at Lee and Lady Alice, Robert returned to the forest and quickly made his way back to Barnisdale Forest. Soon after that he reached the open land that led through Will Scarlet’s village, and thence travelled on to his home, Outwoods.


30   As he came out of the forest a feeling of unease spread over him. It was too quiet. No children played in the dust of the village street, and in the fields he could see no men working. As he pondered the reason he walked carefully on towards his house, and as he approached a woman appeared in the doorway of one of the village houses. She was far too distant for him to see who it was, but he could see her clearly enough to make out that she was shooing him away.


31   His suspicions aroused, Robert continued carefully on his way. Just as he was about to come into full sight of his home he ducked back behind a tree, for there under the spreading boughs of the very next tree stood a man-at-arms apparently watching something in the distance that amused him. Cautiously Robert sneaked up behind him and had almost reached him when his foot snapped a twig, but he still had the element of surprise and seconds later he laid the now unconscious man on the ground. As he stood up again, he saw the source of the man’s amusement. It was a sight that made him groan audibly.


32   There, tied to posts in front of his home, were Scadlock and three of the villagers, and before each of them stood a man-at-arms with a vicious whip with knotted ends. A short distance away stood their master, the vile Sir Hubert of Lynn, who commanded that each man should be given a hundred lashes before being put to death. As Robert watched, the torture began. He sank to his knees and carefully removed the six arrows he carried in his belt and set them out on the ground before him. Then, in the fading light, he prayed to the Virgin Mary to guide his shafts.


33   Deliberately Robert took aim at Sir Hubert of Lynn. No sooner had he let the arrow fly than he was notching another to his bowstring so that it might be on its deadly way before the first struck home. In rapid succession Robert fired off five of his six arrows, each of which found its allotted target. Sir Hubert of Lynn was the first to fall, as Robert had intended, and before his men could react the other four arrows had also struck home. Seeing so many men die in such rapid succession, the remainder of Sir Hubert of Lynn’s men took to their heels and fled, one coming to a halt just yards from where Robert still knelt, his last arrow notched to the bowstring and ready to fly.


34    When the man caught sight of Robert he fell to the ground and yielded to him, insisting that until two days previously he had been a simple villein, and had been pressed into service by Sir Hubert of Lynn. Robert looked kindly on him and asked him his name, at which the newcomer replied that he was Dudda, or Dodd, son of Alstan, a villein at Blythe. Robert told Dudda to follow him and the two went down to Outwoods. They cut down Scadlock and the other men, and took them into the safety of the house where they dressed their wounds before Robert asked Scadlock what had happened.


35   Scadlock replied that on the previous day Robert had been declared an outlaw from the steps of the cross at Pontefract. That morning Sir Hubert of Lynn had come to take possession of the house and lands for the abbot of St Mary’s Abbey, and there was nothing that he could do to prevent it, despite the efforts of four villagers, named Ward, Godard, Dunn and John, who had been at Outwoods when Sir Hubert of Lynn arrived. Robert thanked them all for their valiant efforts, and they sat in the single great hall that formed his manor house and discussed their future as outlaws living in the forest. As they talked Scadlock heard people approaching and grew afraid that it might be Sir Guy of Gisborne and his men, but Robert assured him that even Sir Guy would not try anything during the hours of darkness.


36   Going outside, Robert greeted the villagers, thirty of them, who had come to the house to offer their services and pledge their allegiance to Robert of Locksley, whom they had always known as a fair and honest master, and with whom not one of them had ever had cause or reason to quarrel. As the throng came up to Robert one of the eldest among them, a man by the name of Will of the Stuteley but commonly called Will the Bowman, spoke for all the others when he said that they would all follow Robert if he would agree to lead them.


37   At first Robert tried to put them off by telling them that if they left then the work of the manor would fall onto the shoulders of their wives and their children. A few were indeed discouraged by these words and crept silently back to the village and to their sleeping wives and children, but many more had suffered more than they could bear, and they were determined to endure it no longer. As they debated the various merits of living as outlaws in the woods, or remaining to suffer at the hands of Sir Guy of Gisborne (who would next day become their master), a new face broke through and spoke to the assembled throng.


38   This was Much the miller’s son, a young man who was far better educated than his fellow villagers. He had been told that the following day ten of the villeins were to be sold by Sir Guy of Gisborne to Lord Arnald of Shotley Hawe, a name that filled the gathering with much dread. Robert asked Much where he had come across such dire news. He replied that he had been in the alehouse in Blythe when he met Rafe, man to Lord Arnald’s steward, who had told him that the ten to be sold were those who had given Sir Guy of Gisborne the most trouble. He did not know their names.


39   At once all those gathered, now reduced in number from thirty to just fourteen, realised they would be better off leading the lives of outlaws in the greenwood than suffering the continuing degradation and ill-treatment at the hands of Sir Guy of Gisborne or Lord Arnald of Shotley Hawe. As Robert looked around the eager faces he noticed that Will Scarlet was not among them; asking why, he was told that Will Scarlet had been caught killing a deer in the forest and was at that time awaiting transport from his prison to the courts at Doncaster where he would lose his right hand for his crime. As he heard this, all the final doubts vanished from Robert’s mind, and he immediately agreed to lead the men. Their first task was to be the release of Will Scarlet.


40   As one, the villeins voiced their approval, and that approval was further enhanced when Robert told them of the demise of Sir Hubert of Lynn. Had Robert himself not brought about Sir Hubert’s death, it would have soon followed at the hands of Will the Bowman, who told Robert that he had had an arrow blessed by a hermit for the evil knight, in repayment of the ill he had caused Will the Bowman’s only son Christopher. Will the Bowman then turned to the thirteen others there present and made them all swear their allegiance to Robert of Locksley.


41   As they spoke Robert held up his hand for silence and told them that from that day, until they once again became freemen, he would no longer be known as Robert of Locksley. Instead, he said, he would be called Robin Hood, for he had always been known as Robin by those who knew and trusted him, and Hood because, until they once again walked as freemen without a price on their heads, he would hide as if under a hooded garment.


42   Quickly Robin Hood and the men who had sworn to follow him stole away into the night, leaving Outwoods behind them. They made their way through Fangthief Wood until they came to the wold upon which lay the village of Birkencar and the manor house that was the home of the evil Sir Guy of Gisborne. The manor was dark as Robin led his small force up to the very walls before making his way to the small underground cell where Will Scarlet was being held. As he approached, Robin heard the voice of a youth talking to the prisoner, a voice he quickly recognised as belonging to Gilbert, Will Scarlet’s young nephew, who was commonly known as Gilbert of the White Hand.


43   Quietly Robin approached the prison until he could just make out the huddled form of Will Scarlet behind the stout wooden poles of the door. Making himself known to Gilbert, Robin soon hacked the door open and Scadlock and two other men pulled out the badly wounded Will Scarlet. They laid him on the damp grass and tended his wounds. As he looked around, Robin could see the other men stacking great bundles of dried wood and kindling against the walls of the manor house, their intention being to burn Sir Guy of Gisborne alive.


44   As Robin came up to them he was stopped by Much the miller’s son, Will the Bowman, and Kit the Smith, who told him that they intended to burn down the manor house, and thus rid themselves once and for all of Sir Guy of Gisborne. As they spoke the first flames were put to the wood that had been piled up, and soon the wall timbers were alight. But Robin reminded them that there were women in the house, and as they had no quarrel with the women they should be given free passage out.


45   Will the Bowman threw a stone at a window behind which the face of Sir Guy of Gisborne could be seen quickly darting back into the shadows. After shouting that the women should be sent out, Robin, Will the Bowman and Kit the Smith made their way round to the front door where another of their company raked away the burning brushwood to allow the screaming women to escape. Once the women were free, the man started to reposition the burning wood, but as he did so a spear cast from the shadows within struck him fatally in the throat.


46   As Robin and Will the Bowman restrained the others from rushing at the burning manor to avenge the death of their comrade, an arrow struck a tree near Will the Bowman. He called over Makin, the housekeeper of the burning manor, and asked who remained in the house. She replied that only the steward remained, and then added that he was not destined to die by the fire. Just then a cry went up from the rear of the manor, which sent Robin and Will the Bowman running to see what all the commotion was about. As they reached the back of the manor they saw a storehouse with its doors wide open, even though the frames were burning fiercely, and found their comrades frightened almost out of their wits.


47   W hen questioned, they said that the Spectre Beast had burst from the store and made away up the hill. Immediately Will the Bowman gave chase, though those who had seen the creature called at him to come back, fearing greatly for his life. Questioned again by Robin, they said that the Spectre Mare had burst forth and run straight at Bat the Coalman, also called Bat the Charcoal-burner, until at the last moment it turned and made off. Robin knew that Sir Guy of Gisborne had given them the slip, and returned to where he had left Makin. From her he learnt that Sir Guy of Gisborne had flayed a brown mare two days earlier and had hung the skin to dry in the store house. It was obvious to Robin that Sir Guy had simply wrapped himself in the hide to make good his escape, a theory that was confirmed when Will the Bowman returned to say that he had seen Sir Guy of Gisborne throw off the hide and mount a horse standing in the pasture before making off, taking the hide with him.


48   With nothing more to be done at the manor, and with Sir Guy of Gisborne far away, no doubt already rousing his comrades against Robin and his group of villeins, Robin led his weary, half-angry, half-happy group of peasants into the forest that was to be their home and their sanctuary until the evil that was infecting the land could be put to flight, and once more they could walk free among their fellow men.


2. Alan-a-Dale and Little John


49   For many weeks after the burning of the manor at Birkencar, and the flight of Sir Guy of Gisborne, Robin Hood and his men remained safe in the depths of the Barnisdale Forest, their camp being located at a spot known to them as the Stane Lea, or Stanley. Here a small rivulet provided them with clear, clean water. The site obviously had far older religious connections, for at one end there stood a massive moss-covered stone where in ages gone by skin-clad warriors would undoubtedly have come to praise their gods, or beneath which some ancient tribal chieftain had been buried.


50   Every day Robin instructed his new followers in the use of the sword, quarterstaff and longbow, implements with which they were unaccustomed, their hands having been hardened over the years at the plough. Slowly at first they became used to these new weapons, as they needed to do if they were to stay alive for very long, and gradually Robin began to feel more at ease with those who had chosen him as their leader. Among their number were many whose skills could be put to great use. Will the Bowman, already skilled in the use of the longbow, instructed many of his comrades in archery, while Dickon the Carpenter showed others how to make longbows and arrow shafts. Even though they had been thrown together in a moment of great drama, they now pooled their knowledge and slowly became an organised body.


51    After several weeks of instruction Robin was pressed to know what they were going to do to show the strength of the oppressed to those in positions of influence who used their power corruptly. Robin gathered all his followers around him and told them that they should never hurt any woman, nor should they harm any person who was good, honest and hardworking, whether they be serf, villein, yeoman or knight. However, Robin was less reserved when it came to the Church, for those who held high office – abbots, bishops, priors, canons and monks – could expect no mercy from them, unless the cleric was known to them to be good and kindly, in which case he was to be spared. All those who passed through the forest would pay them a toll – or they would pay with their lives.


52   Speaking of the Church made Robin remember his own faith, and at that moment he told his men that they would that very day travel to Campsall and there celebrate mass and make their confessions. Quickly he led his men through the forest, down paths that few of them knew existed, across streams that none of them had seen before, and deeper and deeper into the forest. Yet none of them was afraid, for they all had complete faith in their chosen leader; they would follow him to the edge of a cliff, and over, if that was what he required. After quite some time Much the miller’s son took an arrow from his belt and notched it to his bowstring, telling the others that he had sighted an elf or brownie, and that his arrow would prove it to his comrades who laughed at him. However, as Much loosed the arrow Robin struck his arm so that the arrow ploughed harmlessly into the earth only a few yards ahead of them.


53   Seeing the expression on his followers’ faces, Robin explained that those who lived in the forest were his friends, and that they would also become their friends in time. He then instructed them that they should shoot nothing in the forest that did not seek to do them harm (unless, of course, it was for food). Throughout the rest of their journey to Campsall Much the miller’s son endured the good-humoured ribbing of his friends, but no matter how much they teased him, he remained convinced that he had seen some supernatural dweller of the forest, even commenting that it had been Puck himself, or else Puck’s brother.


54   Finally Robin Hood and his men came to the church at the little forest village of Campsall. One by one each of the men made his confession, Robin being the last to make his amends with God, and then mass was said at Robin’s request. Robin and his men were not the only ones in the church that day, for sitting quietly at the back was a young man dressed in the garb of a squire, his sword by his side and his steel cap in his hand. He was tall and strongly built, and Robin immediately decided that he was the squire to a noble family, and that he posed them no threat.


55   Halfway through the service a small man entered the church and made his way past the astonished outlaws to where Robin knelt. There he whispered in Robin’s ear that they had been followed to Campsall by two of the knights of the Evil Hold, their whereabouts having been reported to the knights by a spy who had been camping near the Stane Lea for a few days. As quickly and as quietly as he had entered, the small man made his way back to the door of the church where Robin had asked him to keep watch until the mass was completed. Every one of the outlaws now knew that Much the miller’s son had not been seeing things in the forest – a fact that brought a great smile of satisfaction to his lips.


56   As the mass drew to a close, an arrow sped through one of the narrow slit-like church windows and struck the opposite wall, whereupon the priest fled to his vestry at the rear of the building and Robin commanded his men to take up position by the windows. As they scattered, the young squire came up to Robin and asked what the problem was. When he heard that it was the knights of the Evil Hold who sought to kill them that day, the squire’s face darkened at the mention of men like Sir Niger le Grym and Sir Hamo de Mortain, the evil consorts of Sir Isenbart de Belame, whom the squire referred to as the grandson of the fiend of Tickhill, and then he asked if he might be permitted to help Robin and his men.


57   Robin immediately agreed and asked the young man his name. He replied that he was Alan de Tranmire, son and squire of Sir Herbrand de Tranmire, and known to those he counted as his friends as Alan-a-Dale. Quickly Robin had Kit the Smith give Alan-a-Dale a longbow and a clutch of arrows, and they all took up their positions so that they could see what was going on outside.


58   Two knights sat proudly on their horses while around them their men-at-arms made ready a young oak they had felled and lopped clean of its branches to use as a battering-ram. Twelve of the twenty men-at-arms took up the burden of the young tree and made ready to charge at the door to the church. Inside two outlaws braced themselves at each of the narrow window slits, the one to the front kneeling, and the one behind standing, their arrows ready notched, and many with the bowstrings already drawn. Each man carefully took aim at the men-at-arms and then waited for Robin to give the command to shoot, a command that came only seconds before the men-at-arms launched their attack.


59   From the church a total of twenty-one arrows flew across the open space towards the men-at-arms, now running forwards at a slow trot. Eight of the twelve men carrying the battering-ram fell at once. Of the four who remained, two escaped unwounded while the other two pulled arrows from their arms before they too fled into the forest. One of the two knights tumbled to the ground as an arrow struck his horse straight in the heart. Dazed and bewildered for a moment, he quickly picked himself up and fled into the protection of the trees, hot on the heels of his comrade who had turned and fled as soon as the first volley of arrows had erupted from the church. Seeing them flee, the outlaws unbarred the door to the church and ran after them, their enemy’s trail being easy to follow as they had careered carelessly through the undergrowth.


60   As his men chased after the knights and their men-at-arms, the hunters having become the hunted, Robin and Alan-a-Dale followed on at a more leisurely pace, and Alan-a-Dale told Robin that he too had a dispute with the knights of the Evil Hold. He loved Alice de Beauforest, whose father held lands on the edge of Sherwood Forest, but Sir Isenbart de Belame had threatened her father that, unless Alice was married within the year to an old and equally evil knight of his own choosing, then Sir Isenbart and his company would seize the Beauforest lands and burn down his manor. As they walked and talked they came to the edge of a clearing, wherein they saw a knight on foot talking to a churl dressed in the simple rough apparel of a villein.


61   As they entered the glade the churl spoke to the knight, who challenged Robin and Alan-a-Dale. They had recognised the knight as the one they had unhorsed at Campsall church. As Alan-a-Dale unfastened his sword and shield and made ready to fight, the churl hurried away into the depths of the forest. Advancing on the knight, Alan-a-Dale addressed him as Sir Ivo le Ravener, one of the knights of the Evil Hold, for he had recognised him as one of the knights Sir Isenbart de Belame often sent to intimidate the manor of Beauforest. As they fought, Robin stood to one side, an arrow notched ready to his bowstring in case Alan-a-Dale should need his assistance, though ultimately that proved not necessary, for though the pair fought long and hard it was Sir Ivo le Ravener who eventually dropped his guard, allowing Alan-a-Dale to thrust his sword into the evil knight’s throat.


62   As the knight fell, Robin heard a sound like the hissing of a snake and deftly leapt to one side just in time to see the blade of a knife slice through the air where he had been standing moments before. The man holding the knife fell to the ground with the force of the intended blow, but quickly recovered his footing and started to make off into the forest. As he fled, a small dark figure tripped him and leapt upon him, the two rolling on the ground for several minutes. When the churl lay dead, the little man got up and wiped the blood from the blade of his knife on a tussock of grass. The little man, who had earlier given Robin the warning in the church, was Hob o’the Hill, the brother of Ket the Trow. The dead man Hob identified as Grull, a churl of the Evil Hold, saying he was the one who had spied on Robin and his men at the Stane Lea.


63   Returning to the scene of the battle, Robin found Alan-a-Dale nursing a shoulder wound which he quickly dressed. Having regained his breath, Alan-a-Dale told Robin that he would return to his home at Werrisdale, even though at that time he was staying at Forest Hold, the house of his foster-brother Piers the Lucky; he would not go back there lest the knights of the Evil Hold sought revenge against an innocent party. When he felt strong enough, Robin helped Alan-a-Dale to his feet and the pair set off through the forest once more, this time heading for the forester’s hut about a mile away where Alan-a-Dale had left his horse.


64   As all this had been happening, about a mile and a half away a giant of a man was making his way through the forest on the path that led to the very forester’s hut Alan-a-Dale had mentioned. His dress was that of a common peasant, though few would dare to argue with him owing to his enormous and extremely strong frame. As he walked he whistled quietly to himself, seeming to enjoy the open air and his own company, and every now and then carelessly swiping at a leaf on a tree with the huge quarterstaff he carried.


65   As he walked along he smelt the aroma of cooking meat, a smell that reminded him just how hungry he really was. Quietly, so as not to announce his approach, the man stole through the undergrowth towards the mouth-watering smell, and before long was peering out from the bushes on one side of a small glade, in the middle of which stood a horse tethered to a tree, in front of a crudely constructed hut. By the hut was a blazing fire over which several cutlets of meat had been hung on skewers, and it was these that had drawn him to the hut like a magnet.


66   As he watched a man came out of the hut and gently turned the skewers so that the meat might cook evenly. The large man’s heart sank as he saw that the man was dressed in a tunic of green with brown hose, the silver badge of a hunting horn on his cap betraying the fact that he was a forester. In addition, his face was so surly that the watcher felt certain that he would rather see a man starve than share his meal with a stranger. Backing away to a safe distance, the man thought for a moment and then marched headlong into the clearing, dropping his quarterstaff as he approached. His appearance caused the forester, whose name was Black Hugo, to rise quickly to his full height – which was markedly shorter than that of the newcomer.


67   The initial shock at seeing the huge man lumber his way into the glade quickly evaporated and the forester venomously told the man to be on his way. Obediently the man tugged on his forelock and crashed away through the undergrowth, recovering his quarterstaff as he went. The forester went back into the hut and returned a few seconds later with a loaf. He cut a thick slice of bread before taking one of the skewers and sliding the meat onto the bread with his knife. He did the same with the second piece of meat, and was about to repeat the process with the third piece when the end of the quarterstaff struck him on the temple and rendered him senseless.


68   With a speed that belied his large frame, the peasant caught the skewer which had flown up into the air and carefully put the meat on the third thick slice of bread. Then he turned his attention to the forester, whom he lifted with consummate ease and bound to one of the posts of the wooden hut with some rope he found inside. Then, sitting on the ground in full view of the stunned forester, who had by this time begun to recover his senses, the peasant started to eat his meal. When Black Hugo saw that his food was being eaten he struggled vainly to free himself, and began to shout abuse at the peasant, who simply laughed at him and ate every last crumb that Black Hugo had originally intended for himself.


69   His stomach now full, the peasant crossed to where Black Hugo sat tied to the hut and offered to take him on in a contest with the quarterstaff, a challenge that Black Hugo readily accepted, adding that he would soon have his revenge on the thief who had just denied him his meal. However, as the large man bent down to unfasten the ropes he heard voices coming towards them from the forest. Quickly, for fear that the voices belonged to other foresters, the man recovered his quarterstaff and hurried away just as Robin Hood and Alan-a-Dale entered the glade.


70   Seeing Black Hugo tied to the post of the hut, they quickly crossed over to him. They could not help but laugh at his sorry situation, and their amusement served only to increase the forester’s already foul temper. Before long, seeing that his situation was hopeless, Black Hugo fell into a sullen silence. Robin told him that he would be left tied to the post until later that night, when, upon hearing the cry of the owl, he would find himself free. Then Alan-a-Dale collected his horse from where it stood patiently tethered, and he and Robin Hood left Black Hugo alone in the glade.


71   All afternoon Black Hugo remained tied to the hut post. As night fell he felt as if he were no longer alone, but no matter how far he craned his neck, he could see no one. Then, as he heard the sound of an owl crying in the distance, he pulled on his bonds – and to his amazement he found that they came free. Upon inspection he found that the rope had been cut with a sharp knife, but he had neither seen nor heard anyone, a fact that filled him with dread and made him hurry away from that spot which he felt was haunted.


72   Robin and Alan-a-Dale had walked together for a while through the forest before Alan-a-Dale mounted his horse and bade farewell to his new friend as he started on the short-cut that Robin had shown him to his home at Werrisdale. Having watched his new-found ally ride off, Robin turned his steps towards the Stane Lea, where he knew that his men would be waiting for him. Almost at the end of his journey he had to cross the brook that ran by their camp, but at the spot where he had chosen to cross it was deeper and wider, and the only way across was over a fallen log.


73   No sooner had Robin started to cross the log than a huge man appeared out of the undergrowth on the opposite side and also started to make his way across. Robin immediately recognised him by his sheer size as the man he had briefly caught sight of when he and Alan-a-Dale had come across the trussed-up Black Hugo. Robin was about to greet him warmly when the man told him to get out of his way.


74   Robin replied that as he had been the first on the bridge it was not his place to give way. The man refused to back down, so Robin told him that unless he yielded he would teach the impudent oaf a lesson he would never forget, and so saying he notched an arrow to his bowstring. The man stood his ground and said that he considered the odds to be unfair, for all he had was his quarterstaff, but that he would still give Robin a sound thrashing even if he did loose off his arrow.


75   Robin, though annoyed at the attitude of the peasant who stood before him, could not help but admire his spirit, and suggested that, to equal the odds, he would cut himself a quarterstaff if the other remained where he was. He agreed, so Robin retreated from the bridge and cut himself a stout oak branch which he trimmed with consummate ease before returning to the bridge to face his opponent. The winner would be the one who could topple the other into the water below.


76   For a long while the two men went at each other, their staffs slashing through the air, each landing more than one blow on their opponent, but neither able to make a decisive move. However, just as it seemed that Robin was getting the better of his opponent, the huge man parried one of Robin’s blows and, with a speed that he should not have been capable of, caught Robin in the side and sent him tumbling headlong into the waters below, just as sweat trickled into his eyes and temporarily blinded him.


77   Wiping the sweat away he was amazed to find that his opponent was no longer on the bridge, and quickly looking around saw Robin a short way down the stream sitting on the opposite bank, having crossed the stream without the aid of the bridge. However, instead of continuing on his journey the large man made his way over to where Robin sat and splashed water over his face to refresh himself after his combat. When Robin asked him why he had been in so much of a hurry that he had refused to yield, the man told him that he had run away from his master, and was wanting to find somewhere to rest for the night. Taking him by the hand, Robin heartily congratulated him for his skill with the quarterstaff and invited him to join him and his men, whereupon he drew his horn and blew hard.


78   A few moments later the woods were filled with the outlaws. The first to arrive was Will the Bowman, who questioned Robin’s bedraggled appearance. As Robin explained all that had passed the others appeared; without hesitation they sprang on the man and held him aloft, fully intending to throw him into the river. However, Robin told them that he had invited the man to join them, if he would. The man readily agreed and told them that his name was John o’the Stubbs, but most men called him John the Little.


79   Each man shook John the Little by the hand, and soon all returned to the Stane Lea where they ate their fill and drank brown ale. At the end of the meal, their hunger satisfied and their thirst quenched, Will the Bowman toasted John the Little, saying that thenceforth he should be known as Little John. Then, sitting in a circle around the fire, Little John told them all how he had deprived Black Hugo of his lunch. Robin then added that he had left Black Hugo tied to the hut until the first cry of the owl, whereupon he would be loose.


80   When asked how he had managed to achieve such a feat, Robin replied that he had friends within the greenwood, and then told Hob o’the Hill to show himself. From a place in the shadows near Robin Hood a small figure arose, his black eyes shining in the light of the fire. All those there, with the exception of Robin, crossed themselves, while Much the miller’s son took off his tunic and turned it inside out. One of them cried out that he was in the company of a boggart, a troll or a lubberfiend, and Rafe the Carter said that evil spirits such as this used to plait his horses’ manes in the night and drive them mad. Still another said that evil folk such as this made green rings in the meadow which would poison any beast who ate them.


81   Robin severely scolded them all, saying that these were but the stories and beliefs of old women. He then told them all that Hob o’the Hill had a brother, Ket the Trow, and that they were both his dear friends, who had helped him many times, ever since he had rescued them from a clash with five knights. Hob and Ket had killed two of them, but the others set upon the small men and had all but killed them when Robin arrived just as one of the knights said that he would burn them alive in the same way as he had burnt their father on Hagthorn Waste. As the three knights dragged the almost lifeless bodies of Hob and Ket towards the fire, Robin saw a small door open in the side of a small hill; three women rushed out and prostrated themselves at the feet of the knights. One woman was old, but the other two were much younger and of incredible beauty. However, the knights were not moved by their pleas and said that they too should burn, along with Hob o’the Hill and Ket the Trow. At that Robin could bear it no longer, and killed the three knights with well-aimed arrows, and from that day on the two hill folk and all their kin had been his friends.


82   The first to rise from the circle around the fire was Little John, who bent down and offered his hand to Hob o’the Hill as a mark of friendship. One by one all the men gathered there shook the little man by the hand and offered him their allegiance. Hob o’the Hill thanked them all. He then told them that his father had been killed by Sir Ranulf of the Waste, the master of Hagthorn Waste. He welcomed the aid of Robin Hood and his comrades in ridding the countryside of such evil knights as Sir Ranulf, but he insisted that he and his brother, and the other creatures and people of the Underworld, would one day take their own revenge. Then Hob o’the Hill pledged his friendship and allegiance to each man gathered around the fire, and added that he, the kin of those who were once Lords of the Underworld and the Overworld, of the Mound Folk, the Stone Folk and the Tree Folk, gave them an equal share in the earth, the wood, the water and the air of the greenwood and the surrounding moorland. Having spoken thus he moved out of the firelight and immediately vanished from sight.


3. The Spy and the Sheriff


83   All through the winter Robin and his men sheltered within the confines of the forest, and as signs of renewed life among the trees and the undergrowth welcomed the arrival of spring, Robin sent word to Alfred of Gamwell, telling him how he might travel in safety through the forest and come to the place where Robin and his men had spent the long, cold winter months. Following these instructions, Alfred of Gamwell came to the forest in the company of Simon his clerk and six men-at-arms; having called at Outwoods for final directions, he headed towards the scar of Clumber cliffs where he had been told to wait until Robin found him. He would not find Robin.


84   Having travelled less than a mile into the forest the travellers were startled when a loud voice commanded them to stand, and as they looked around to see who had spoken they saw that they were surrounded by at least twenty men dressed in dark-brown tunics, hose and hood, each having an arrow notched to his drawn bowstring. Careful to obey the large man who was obviously the leader of these outlaws, Alfred of Gamwell commanded his men-at-arms to drop their weapons. Then, having been disarmed, all eight were led away deeper into the forest.


85   After a short while a tall man dressed all in green, with his hood pulled far over his head so as to hide his face, came towards the party. With measured strides the man in green walked up to Alfred of Gamwell’s horse and then threw back his hood to reveal his face, at the same time offering his hand in friendship to his cousin Alfred of Gamwell. In amazement Alfred stared into the face of Robin Hood, the man he had come to thank, as well as to warn.


86   Two years previously Robin Hood had heard of the fate of his cousin Alice of Havelond, whose husband Bennett, a well-to-do yeoman, had been imprisoned and held to ransom by a Scottish knight. In his absence their neighbours Robert of Prestbury and Thomas of Patherley had seized the manor of Havelond and thrown Alice out. For a year Alice had laboured to regain her rightful property and to release her husband, which she finally succeeded in doing when she had raised the required ransom. Bennett returned to his manor only to be set upon by Thomas of Patherley and Robert of Prestbury, who beat him almost to death. Alice had then travelled to the royal court and begged for help, only to be told that Bennett would have to make the appeal in person if the king were to hear it, but Alice knew that this would be impossible as the attack had maimed him.


87   Instead she travelled to Alfred of Gamwell, who told her that he would personally take her case to the king’s court, but Alice knew that this would be of little use, so instead she came to the greenwood and sought out her cousin Robert of Locksley, who comforted her and told her that he would personally see to the return of her rightful property. A few days later the men of Scaurdale saw two houses burning in the distance and immediately knew that somehow vengeance had been rightly wreaked on the two robbers. It soon became known that ‘Robin o’the Hood’ had come out of the greenwood on that night and had killed both Thomas of Patherley and Robert of Prestbury, and had thus restored the manor to its rightful owner, the now crippled Bennett of Havelond.


88   Having described the killing of Thomas of Patherley and Robert of Prestbury, Robin turned to his cousin and asked him the true reason for his visit. Alfred of Gamwell replied that he had come to warn him about the evil schemes of Sir Guy of Gisborne, which he had learnt from Cripps, an old retainer at Outwoods. According to the information Cripps had given him, Sir Guy of Gisborne was now in league with Ralph Murdach, the Sheriff of Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire, and the pair of them were bribing men to dress as beggars to wander through the forest in an attempt to uncover the secret lairs of Robin Hood and his men – so that Ralph Murdach might curry favour by killing the outlaw and Sir Guy of Gisborne might gain the vengeance he lusted after.


89   When Robin and his men heard mention of Sir Guy of Gisborne their hearts were filled with hatred, and they enquired of Alfred of Gamwell how he now treated those unfortunates who had decided to remain at the manor. To their surprise Alfred of Gamwell told them that since the burning of the manor at Birkencar, Abbot Robert of St Mary’s had threatened to take the manor from Sir Guy of Gisborne, blaming him for the revolt and saying that it was surely down to the fact that he mistreated the villeins of the village. From that day forth, though still a hard master, Sir Guy of Gisborne had treated the villeins more humanely, though in his heart the hatred now burnt deeper than before.


90   A short while later Alfred of Gamwell took his leave of his cousin, who provided him with an escort to the edge of the forest, where they showed him the road to Locksley village which lay to the south-west beyond the small town of Sheffield.


91   Three days after his cousin’s visit, Robin was walking along the Pontefract to Ollerton and Nottingham road through the forest when he came upon a beggar shuffling along the road with heavy, weary footsteps. Robin quickly hid among the trees as Alfred’s warning rang in his ears, and from his hiding place he watched the beggar approach. Although his attire was undoubtedly dishevelled, and he appeared to all intents and purposes to be a poor beggar, something about him made Robin highly suspicious. He decided that the man had been dressed to play the part, and so he stepped into the road and called upon the beggar to stop.


92   Rather than obey the beggar speeded up, so that Robin had to run after him and physically bring him to a halt – whereupon the man turned and flourished his staff at Robin, who deftly ducked out of the way. Robin took a couple of steps back and told the beggar that as he was undoubtedly a rich beggar, or else a rich man in the guise of a poor one, he would have to pay a toll to pass through the forest. As the man flinched at the mention of a disguise, Robin continued, saying that he knew the man was no true beggar, and that unless he handed over his purse he would be run through by an arrow.


93   However, as Robin took an arrow from his belt and briefly glanced down to notch it to his bowstring, the beggar saw his chance and struck the bow from Robin’s hand with his staff. Quickly Robin leapt back and drew his sword, but the beggar was too fast for him; catching Robin on the side of the head, he knocked him unconscious. The beggar then crouched over the fallen figure and reached for the dagger hidden in his cloak, but at that very moment three of Robin’s men came out of the undergrowth and the beggar quickly made off.


94   One of these three men was Dodd, the man-at-arms who had yielded to Robin after the killing of Sir Hubert of Lynn. The other two were new recruits. Dodd immediately recognised the bow lying in the road as Robin’s, and a few moments later they came across the stunned Robin who was just beginning to stir. As his wits returned, Robin told them all that had befallen him. He ordered the two new members of his outlaw band to go after the beggar, but to beware as the man was extremely cunning and could move with a speed that was unnatural for a man of his stature. Eagerly the two young men ran off down the road after the beggar while Dodd remained to care for Robin and to help him back to their camp.


95   The two men, Michael and Bat, also called Bart, quickly caught up with the beggar who was still following the road through the forest. Turning off the road the two young outlaws ran through the undergrowth until they came to a spot where the road narrowed, and took up position behind two stout trees that would adequately hide them from anyone on the road. They did not have to wait long. As the beggar came between the two trees they leapt on him, one snatching away the staff while the other seized the dagger from the beggar’s belt and held it to his throat.


96   Seeing that his life would be forfeit if he struggled, the beggar pleaded with the two outlaws to spare his life, saying that if they did he would handsomely reward them from his purse which he had hidden beneath his cloak. The two young men stood back and told the beggar to pay for his life, whereupon the man began to divest himself of the cloak and the heavy bags he was carrying. As he lifted the rope of one sack over his head Bat saw a small purse hidden under one arm; guessing that this was surely where the beggar kept his richest belongings, he leapt forward and cut the leather strap that held it in place. The beggar attempted to snatch it back but Bat had already moved out of his reach, and the beggar was encumbered by the bag he had been lifting over his head.


97   Knowing that he would now have to resort to trickery if he was to escape, the beggar told them that they could have everything else he owned. So saying, he bent down and started to undo another of the bags, which the two outlaws felt certain held the beggar’s food. As they bent down to see what their prisoner was up to, the beggar threw great handfuls of flour into their faces and blinded them. Bat and Michael stumbled backwards away from the beggar rubbing in vain at their eyes. As they retreated, the beggar retrieved his staff and set about them, both of the outlaws being soundly beaten before their vision returned sufficiently for them to make good their escape.


98   That evening Bat and Michael returned to the camp and told Robin of their foolishness, and all that had happened with the beggar. Robin listened impassively and then asked if Bat still had the purse he had cut from under the beggar’s arm. Bat reached inside his tunic and passed the pouch to Robin, who opened it and tipped out the contents. There were three rose nobles wrapped in a piece of rag, a ring with a design engraved into it, and lastly a piece of parchment which turned out to be a letter written in Latin. Patiently Robin worked out that the letter was addressed to Ralph Murdach, Sheriff of Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire. It was a letter of introduction for its bearer, one Richard Malbête, who had been recommended to the author of the letter by Sir Niger le Grym; Malbête was now being sent to Nottingham explicitly to help capture Robin Hood.


99   The letter was not signed, but instead, as was customary in those times, it carried the seal of the writer on a piece of blue wax. This seal – a wild man’s head above a sword – belonged to Sir Guy of Gisborne. Robin then turned back to Bat and Michael and severely scolded them for their actions that day, but ended by saying that he put it down to the enthusiasm of youth and their inexperience, and thus he would overlook the entire episode. As Bat and Michael were unused to hearing words of kindness, especially since their previous master at Warsop had been an evil man, they pleaded with Robin to give them a task so that they might prove their worth. Robin told them that he would no doubt shortly have a task to set them.


100  After talking with Little John for some time about the contents of the letter, Robin called Bat and Michael to him and told them that he had a task for them to carry out, a task that would not be easy, but they must not fail. Eagerly they both agreed as Robin told them to travel to Mansfield and there seek out the potter of Wentbridge and obtain the loan of the potter’s cart, horse, pots and clothes as Robin intended to travel to Nottingham in disguise. As Bat and Michael turned to leave, Robin told them that he would meet them one hour after dawn the following day at the Forest Herne beyond Mansfield.


101  Bat and Michael were true to their word, and the following morning Robin disguised himself as the potter of Wentbridge and drove the potter’s cart, drawn by a well-fed pony, into the market-place at Nottingham. He set up his stall and began to sell his pots at such low prices that news of his wares quickly spread throughout the market. Word even reached Dame Margaret, the wife of Ralph Murdach, who came to the market to see what all the fuss was about. When Robin saw that Dame Margaret had come to his stall he offered to give her his remaining pots. Delighted with such a handsome gift, Dame Margaret responded that the potter should come with her so that he might dine with her and the sheriff at the market table.


102  As Robin accompanied Dame Margaret into the market hall they were met by Ralph Murdach the sheriff, a rich cordwainer who had bought his office from the grasping Bishop of Ely. Robin had only seen him once before. Dame Margaret explained to her husband that the potter had just given her the best of his wares. The sheriff also thanked him for the gift and invited him to eat with them and the other rich merchants of the market.


103  Within the market hall there were two tables arranged in a ‘T’, the upper one being occupied by Ralph Murdach, his wife Dame Margaret, and the richest merchants and highest-ranking officers of the sheriff’s men. The lower table, at which Robin was seated, housed those who did not hold such privileged positions, but were still in favour enough to be invited to eat with the sheriff and his wife. At the doors to the hall poor folk and beggars crowded around and cried out for alms. During the course of the meal a large beggar broke through the crowd and boldly marched towards the tables. His progress was halted only a few feet away by one of the servitors, who caught hold of him and vainly tried to manhandle him back towards the doors. Robin looked up at the commotion and recognised the beggar as Richard Malbête, the beggar who had soundly beaten him in the forest.


104  As the servitor began to gain the upper hand, the beggar cried out that he had a message for the sheriff from Sir Guy of Gisborne, at which Ralph Murdach told the servitor to let the man speak. But the beggar refused to repeat his message in public, and told the sheriff that his purse had been stolen from him en route through the forest; losing patience, the sheriff commanded his men to eject the beggar and have him beaten from the town. Immediately a number of servitors fell on Richard Malbête and threw him from the hall. His cloak and bags were stripped from him and he was cruelly beaten out of the town and down the road towards the forest.


105  Inside the hall the diners joked and laughed at the beggar’s expense before retiring to engage in a friendly shooting contest. Each of the sheriff’s men took turns to shoot at a target, though not one of them could hit the bull’s-eye. Seeing this, Robin remarked that he had once been a good bowman before becoming a potter, and asked the sheriff if he might be allowed to take part in the contest. The sheriff agreed and had one of his men give Robin a bow and a clutch of arrows. His first shot was nearer to the centre of the target than any of the arrows fired by the sheriff’s men, who now stepped forward again to try to better their previous efforts, but not one of them could get nearer to the bull’s-eye than Robin had. As he stepped up to fire his last arrow, Robin behaved with cool nonchalance, casually aiming at the target some two hundred yards away and turning his back before the arrow struck.


106  In the distance a man shouted that the last arrow had struck the peg* and split it into three pieces. A great cheer went up from all the bystanders watching the contest. Seeing the black looks of his own men, the sheriff came up to Robin and congratulated him, and gave him the freedom to carry a bow wherever he pleased. Robin replied that he had loved the bow all his life, and had with him, in his cart, a bow that had been given to him by Robin Hood himself, with whom he had shot.


107  The very mention of the name made the sheriff scowl. Hurriedly Robin explained that he had been stopped the previous year in the forest by Robin Hood, who demanded a toll of him. He had replied that he did not pay toll to anyone other than the king for the right to travel the king’s highway, and would fight him with staff or shoot a round of arrows with him to see who was the truest of them. Robin Hood, so Robin continued, had accepted the challenge, and through that contest Robin Hood had said that for his courtesy the potter should be free to travel the forest for as long as he might live. Robin was, of course, relating how he had himself become the friend of the potter of Wentbridge, but so good was his disguise that the sheriff could not see through it.


108  The sheriff, hearing the story, asked the potter if he knew where Robin Hood might be hiding. In all innocence Robin replied that he thought his camp was at Witch Wood, and said that for a suitable reward he would lead the sheriff and his men to where he had heard that Robin Hood and his band of outlaws had spent the winter. The sheriff readily agreed to the asking price of 100 pounds, and then offered Robin a prize of 40 shillings for winning the shooting contest, but Robin refused to take it, saying that he was sure his last bolt had hit the peg only through a chance gust of wind, and that the prize should go to the best of the sheriff’s own men. By so doing he won the respect and admiration of those men.


109  The following morning, in the company of the sheriff and ten of his men-at-arms, Robin Hood drove the potter’s cart out of Nottingham and led them deeper and deeper into the forest into parts which neither the sheriff nor any of his men had travelled before. As they continued on their way Robin told the sheriff that he would take them to within half a mile of Witch Wood, but from there the sheriff would have to make his own plans on how to seize Robin Hood and his men. The sheriff agreed and asked the potter what kind of place the Witch Wood was. Robin answered that it was an evil place, the haunt of a vile witch. Beyond it was a fresh forest, but within, where the cliffs rose, there were many caves wherein dwelt the witch and her evil spirits. He said he had heard Robin Hood himself was one of her kin, and that while he was in the greenwood he was under her protection, adding for good measure that the witch was the spirit of the forest, and could use her powers to kill any man or imprison him for all eternity under her spell.


110  By now the sheriff and his men were becoming increasingly uneasy. Robin continued to pile on the torment as they came into a clearing where three stones stood beneath a large oak tree. These, he told his audience, were called Three Stane Rigg. According to legend, he said, during the daytime they were just stones, but at night they became three hags who did the bidding of the evil witch who lived within the Witch Wood. Just then, as the sheriff commented nervously that they ought perhaps to have brought a priest along with them, the woods were filled with shrieks of unnatural laughter. Immediately four of the ten men-at-arms turned their horses and rode away while the others looked anxiously this way and that to see if they could discover the source of the eerie laughter.


111  A gain the shrieks rang around the forest, whereupon the final six men-at-arms turned and fled. As they did so Robin stood up in the cart and cracked his whip. In reply the clear sounds of a horn could be heard and twenty men dressed in brown tunics appeared from the trees. Immediately Sheriff Murdach realised that he had been tricked and captured. Though angry, he resigned himself to his fate as Little John took hold of his reins and led him through the undergrowth to the outlaws’ temporary camp. There he was fed while the outlaws took their toll of him – his armour, his weapons and his horse. Then, as the sheriff was released to make his way back to Nottingham on foot, Robin brought out a palfrey which he told the sheriff was a gift from Robin Hood to the Dame Margaret.


112  The sheriff waited until it was quite dark before he came to the gates of Nottingham and demanded to be let in. However, his plan to avoid being seen did not work as the sorry tale had already been circulated by the men-at-arms who had fled back to Nottingham, and thus the sheriff had to endure the ignominy of riding through streets full of curious people. As he reached his house and dismounted, the crowd began to laugh, and continued to laugh even after the sheriff had angrily slammed the door of his house behind him.


4. Friar Tuck


113  Throughout the year that Robin Hood and his men had lived in the safety of the greenwood, many men had come to join them, raising their numbers from just twenty to fifty-five. Among these newcomers were Sim of Wakefield, Arthur-a-Bland from Nottingham, a cousin of Little John’s, Peter the Doctor and a pilgrim by the name of Nicholas, whom Gilbert of the White Hand had found injured in the forest and brought back to their camp.


114  Nicholas had been a cotter and smith to the abbot of Newstead Abbey, whose harsh treatment had finally led him to flee into the forest. Helped by Gilbert of the White Hand, he had been brought to Elfwood Scar, the site of many caves within Barnisdale Forest, where Robin and his men took shelter whenever the weather turned bad, the caves providing them with warmth and comfort when the forest was wet. There he gladly accepted the fellowship of the other outlaws and swapped stories with them, and from that day forth was known simply as Nick the Smith. Peter the Doctor related that he had once been bettered by a curtal monk who had been cast out of Fountains Abbey, though to be reminded of the occasion caused him great embarrassment.


115  Once, so Peter the Doctor reported, he had been accosted by a huge monk, Tuck by name, whom he wished he could bury in the deepest, darkest hole in Windleswisp Marsh. During their chance meeting the doctor had been taken in by the apparent innocence of the huge man, who enquired about the potions and medicines the doctor carried, and then asked if he could cure his ailments. Then, as Peter reached into his bag for a potion to cure stiffness in the joints, the monk had seized and bound him, and then forced him to swallow each and every potion, pill and powder he had been carrying.


116  Robin listened intently and then asked where the monk might be found. Peter, however, replied in a round-about manner that the monk was not one to be taken lightly, for he considered no man to be his better, and would no doubt outdo Robin himself if he were given the chance. Furthermore, the monk had a number of huge dogs, which Peter supposed were demons in disguise, to protect him should he ever be beaten.


117  However, Nick the Smith knew of the monk and came to his defence, saying that Friar Tuck was not an evil man, and that he came to comfort the poor and tend to the sick without any thought of reward. Though many, knight and robber alike, had attempted to oust him from his dwellings, not one had succeeded, and many had been beaten almost to death in their attempts. Peter the Doctor, on the other hand, would hear no good of the monk, and added that Friar Tuck had been thrown out of Fountains Abbey for his evil ways, remarking that he had sought sanctuary in the greenwood solely because there he could be left alone to his evil devices and designs.


118  Little more was said about the monk as by that time the rain had ceased and the forest was once more bathed in rich, strong sunlight. The outlaws each went about his allotted tasks, while the main group kept a watch on a rich convoy from the Bishop of York which was on the road from Kirkstall to Ollerton. The convoy was duly waylaid and the outlaws were able to replenish their stocks, as well as lightening the bishop’s coffers into the bargain.


119  It was thus a few days before Robin could set out through the forest in search of the curtal monk spoken of by Peter the Doctor and Nick the Smith. Having first instructed Little John to follow on with a dozen men, Robin set out on horseback towards the region of the forest that bounded the lands of Newstead Abbey. After several hours’ travelling he reached Lindhurst Wood, where he began to feel as if he were being watched. Several times he halted his horse as he passed through the Eldritch Oaks, and sat quite still listening, but all he could hear each time was the faint rustling of leaves. Finally he dismounted in a small glade and made a sound like that of a small bird. A few moments later he was joined by Ket the Trow. Robin asked the little man if he were quite alone in the forest.


120  Ket the Trow answered that there were none on his path who would wish Robin harm, an answer that did not quite satisfy Robin, though he knew that Ket the Trow spoke the truth. Robin tethered his horse to a tree and set off on foot towards the stream by which Friar Tuck had his home. Sure enough, on the opposite bank was a sturdily built low house surrounded by a wide moat on three sides, the stream forming the fourth. Across the stream lay a plank for access, which could be raised by two ropes that came from the house to its furthest end. From the house a path led away to a place where the stream was shallow enough to be forded, and thence on into the trees.


121  Robin followed the path alongside the stream until he came across Friar Tuck sitting in quiet contemplation beneath a tree. Robin notched an arrow to his bowstring and then commanded the monk to ferry him across the stream on his back lest he should have to get his feet wet. Friar Tuck did not move at first, so Robin repeated his order, adding that if he did not he would be shot where he sat. The monk rose and bent his back, so that Robin could climb on. Then, slowly and carefully, Friar Tuck carried Robin across the stream until they reached the far bank.


122  As Robin began to dismount, Friar Tuck threw him to the ground and then told him that, unless he returned the favour and ferried him back to the far bank, he would do Robin serious harm. Furious to have had his own trick turned against him, Robin reached for his dagger, but the monk seized him by the wrist in a hold so powerful that it could have easily shattered Robin’s wrist. Seeing that he was beaten, and wondering why the monk had not soundly beaten him, as he certainly had the power to do, he bent his back and quietly ferried the corpulent friar back across the stream.


123  As Robin reached the opposite bank the monk climbed down, laughing at the way in which Robin had so easily been duped. His laughter caused Robin a moment of madness. Rushing at the monk, he caught him around his broad midriff, the pair of them rolling on the ground until they slid down the bank into the stream. Immediately Robin sprang to his feet and dashed to the spot where he had dropped his bow and arrows. Quickly picking them up he notched an arrow to his bowstring and turned to face the monk, but he had vanished. A few seconds later the monk reappeared from behind a broad oak tree, wearing a helmet and carrying a shield and staff.


124  Immediately Robin fired an arrow at him, but the monk simply knocked it away with his shield. Three more times Robin fired, but each time to no effect. Seeing that his arrows were of little use, Robin reached for his horn and told the monk that he only had to blow to have the monk taken by his men – but Friar Tuck jovially replied that he simply had to whistle and Robin and any who might care to join the mêlée would be torn to pieces by his dogs.


125  As Friar Tuck spoke, Robin heard the noise of someone crashing through the undergrowth. He turned to see a youth running towards him with a hood pulled far over the head to hide the face. As he watched he became aware that other people were running towards him in pursuit of the youth, and he was about to bring him down with an arrow when he caught a glimpse of the face beneath the cowl. Immediately he threw down his bow and arrow and ran to the youth, throwing back the cowl to reveal none other than Maid Marian.


126  Hurriedly she told Robin to blow his horn as those who followed her meant him harm. As she spoke, Robin heard a screech as if some bird had fallen prey to a hawk, and immediately recognised the sound as the warning signal of Ket the Trow. As Robin raised his horn to his lips, Maid Marian spoke to Friar Tuck. Seconds later the monk raised two fingers to his mouth and whistled at a pitch too high for men to hear.


127  Already the first of Marian’s pursuers were breaking from the undergrowth, and at once Robin recognised them as the men-at-arms of St Mary’s Abbey, their leader being none other than Black Hugo himself. Robin Hood, Friar Tuck and Maid Marian backed towards the stream as Robin let arrow after arrow fly at the advancing men, each arrow he let fly increasing the odds steadily in their favour.


128  Just as the three reached the edge of the stream, ten huge hounds bounded into the clearing and set about the men-at-arms, who slashed wildly at the huge beasts with their daggers and swords. After a while, when five of the ten dogs had been killed, Friar Tuck called them off. As they backed off Black Hugo looked across the fields in the distance and saw Robin’s men hurrying towards their position. He immediately ordered his men to retreat, and as they disappeared back into the forest the first of Robin Hood’s band reached the clearing, followed a few seconds later by the rest of the outlaws. All of them went crashing into the undergrowth in pursuit of the fleeing men-at-arms.


129  Robin turned to Maid Marian as if to scold her, but Marian sensed his mood and begged him not to be angry with her for she had longed to be with him again, and had only come to the greenwood to see how he was. All three solemnly crossed the ford in the stream and were soon approaching Friar Tuck’s home across the plank that acted as the drawbridge. As they walked Robin asked Marian how she had come to know Friar Tuck, whom Robin still considered a rascal. Marian told him that Friar Tuck was a good friend of Sir Richard at Lee, and it was with his help, and that of Ket the Trow, that Marian had known just where to find Robin that day.


130  As they entered the monk’s home a lady rose from her seat. Maid Marian ran to her and embraced her warmly before introducing her to Robin. Her name was Alice de Beauforest, the love of Alan-a-Dale. Alice took Robin’s proffered hand, remarking that she had often heard of him – and that Sir Ranulf de Greasby swore every night that he would one day hang Robin Hood from the walls of Hagthorn Castle.


131  Just then Friar Tuck entered and Robin Hood turned his attentions to the monk, who had greatly risen in his estimation, beyond almost any other he had ever known. He shook the monk warmly by the hand and from that moment they became firm friends, though Friar Tuck commented that he had considered Robin Hood his friend ever since he had heard how he and his followers had set fire to Birkencar manor, and then how Robin had managed to trick the sheriff.


132  During their conversation it transpired that Maid Marian had spent a great deal of time in the company of Friar Tuck, who had taught her woodcraft and introduced her to Hob o’the Hill, Ket the Trow and their mother and sisters, and it was through them that she had been kept informed about all that had befallen her love. The sound of a horn outside interrupted their conversation as Little John and the other outlaws returned to the monk’s home. They had chased the men-at-arms all the way to the highway beyond Harlow Wood, where they met up with two knights, one of whom wore a shield with a red tower on it, while the other carried a blank white shield.


133  Immediately Robin knew that these two knights were Sir Niger le Grym and the evil Sir Isenbart de Belame himself. Little John and the others had watched until the knights and their men had departed, and had then made their way back to Robin. A short while later, having eaten the meal prepared for them by Friar Tuck, Robin Hood, Maid Marian and Alice de Beauforest mounted their horses, which had been tended by a waiting-woman, and left Friar Tuck to return to the castle of Sir Richard at Lee where both were staying. As they rode along Robin noted that Alice de Beauforest seemed sad, and remarked on it.


134  Marian told Robin that Alice was sad because her true love Alan-a-Dale had been outlawed, and that she and her father had been forced to agree to Alice’s marriage to the evil old knight Sir Ranulf de Greasby. At the mention of the outlawing of Alan-a-Dale, Robin asked how this had been accomplished, whereupon Alice told him that Sir Isenbart de Belame had had him proclaimed outlaw for the killing of Sir Ivo le Ravener. At the same time he had imposed such a heavy fine on Sir Herbrand de Tranmire that it seemed likely Sir Herbrand would be ruined.


135  Robin replied that he had been present when Alan-a-Dale had slain Sir Ivo le Ravener in a fair fight, but he failed to see how the news had reached Sir Isenbart de Belame as the churl who had spied on them had been killed by Ket the Trow. Maid Marian replied that a forester had taken the news to the lord of the Evil Hold, after seeing Alan-a-Dale, his shoulder badly wounded, collect his horse from the glade in which it had been tethered.


136  Robin immediately guessed that the carrier of the false news was none other than Black Hugo, and after he was told that the forester had said no more than that, Robin related the tale of how Little John had robbed him of his meal, and how Robin and Alan-a-Dale had left him trussed to the post of the house. The story caused both Maid Marian and Alice de Beauforest to laugh aloud. Calling to Little John to show himself, Robin introduced him to the Maid Marian and then took Alice to one side and spoke to her about Alan-a-Dale.


137  She told him that Alan-a-Dale had written to her about Robin Hood, and that she feared for his safety now that her marriage to Sir Ranulf de Greasby had been fixed for three days hence on the feast of St James at the church at Cromwell. Robin considered for a moment and then asked Alice de Beauforest if there was anyone she trusted enough to take a message to Alan-a-Dale. She replied that there was one, John (or Jack), the son of Wilkin who lived by the Hoar Thorn at Cromwell. Quickly Robin asked Alice if she had something on her that would identify the bearer immediately as a friend, and Alice slipped a ring from her finger and gave it to Robin. As she did so the waiting-woman, who had been riding a few paces behind, came up to Robin and held out a thick silver ring, asking him to have his man also take this to Jack with the message that if he did not do the Lady Alice’s bidding, then he might have his own ring back, for if that were the case then Jack was no match for the likes of Netta o’the Meering.


138  Having devised a plan, Robin called Will the Bowman to his side and quickly told him to ride to Cromwell with the two rings and there find Jack, son of Wilkin. Moments later, Will the Bowman rode away to the east towards the River Trent, while Robin and the remainder of his men escorted Maid Marian and Lady Alice de Beauforest back to the safety and comfort of the castle of Sir Richard at Lee.


5. The Marriage of Lady Alice and Alan-a-Dale


139  Jack, son of Wilkin, was a villein at the manor of Sir Walter de Beauforest at Cromwell, where John the Thinne, Sir Walter’s steward (also called John the Steward), regarded the lad as one of the most willing of the younger workers on the manor. Jack had come to the notice of Lady Alice de Beauforest many years before, and before the death of his father he had been made one of her falconers. However, after Wilkin’s death Jack had had to give up his prized position so that he might work the land in order to keep a roof over his mother’s head.


140  As was common practice at that time, Jack had no surname, but was instead simply known as the son of Wilkin, though Wilkin was not his father’s true name. His real name was Will, but as he was such a small man, he was commonly called by the diminutive meaning ‘Little Will’. Jack himself had various names. He was Jack, son of Wilkin, or Jack Will’s son, or Jack Alice’s son (after his mother), or Jack-a-Thorn from the old hawthorn that grew next to his home. Today Jack Will’s son and Jack Alice’s son would be Jack Wilson and Jack Alison.


141  Jack’s one burning ambition was to one day become a freeman, just as Nicholas o’the Cliffe and Simon the Fletcher from his very own village had done. He knew from his mother that four generations before, during the reign of Edward the Confessor, his family had indeed been freemen, but their status had been stripped from them by the Norman invaders.


142  Jack had never travelled very far from his home, though the land within a 3-mile radius of Cromwell was as well known to him as the back of his own hand. However, three times during the preceding twelve months Jack had been asked to travel far away from the village, through forests where he knew all manner of evil spirits dwelt, each time taking a message from Lady Alice de Beauforest to her love Alan-a-Dale in his hiding place in the wasteland between Sherwood and Werrisdale. Jack also knew that not all the spirits who dwelt in the forest were evil. Indeed he had heard tell of Sturt of Norwell, a serf who had gone to the aid of a fairy in the forest, and had ended up marrying the fairy’s daughter; his descendants were still living as freemen in Norwell, where they were among the village’s most respected inhabitants.


143  One of Jack’s regular chores was to collect firewood from the edge of the forest. As he tied down the last bundle of wood onto his cart, he was approached by a man who asked him if he was Jack, son of Wilkin. Cautiously Jack studied the newcomer for a few moments before asking what business it was of the stranger’s. With a laugh the man reached into his tunic and placed two rings on the end of his dagger; holding them up, he asked Jack if he recognised them.


144  Jack’s hand flew for the handle of his dagger as he saw the rings of Lady Alice de Beauforest and her maid Netta o’the Meering. Angrily he challenged the man to tell him how he had come by the rings, and said that if he had harmed their rightful owners he would kill the man before he could reach for his own weapons. Immediately the man told Jack that he had been given the rings by his own master, who had been given the rings by their owners, and then he repeated the message from Alice de Beauforest. Jack flushed as he listened to Lady Alice’s kind words and asked what his task was to be. When the newcomer told him that all he had to do was take him to where Alan-a-Dale was hiding, Jack replied that he would do so willingly, and then asked who his new travelling companion was.


145  The man told Jack that he was Will the Bowman, the comrade of Robin Hood. Upon hearing that his companion was an outlaw Jack was troubled for a moment, but then, as he realised that Will the Bowman could quite easily have killed him if he had wanted to, Jack offered him his hand and they shook on a solemn pledge of friendship.


146  Immediately they set off down the forest path. A short distance from his house Jack fixed a sprig of greenery to the horse’s halter and then slapped it on the rump to send it cantering back home, the sprig being a message to his mother that he had once more been sent to run an errand for Lady Alice de Beauforest. A mile further down the road Will the Bowman asked Jack why he had not asked what message came with the silver ring. Jack simply replied that as he was sure it would not be a soft message, he did not want to hear it. When Will the Bowman repeated Netta’s words Jack reacted angrily, saying that he did not need the scolding of a maid to undertake any mission for his lady. Stormily he strode off with Will the Bowman following on behind. Neither raised the subject again throughout their journey.


147  On the morning of the wedding, just two days later, all the villeins of the village of Cromwell gathered to watch their young mistress marry the old tyrant Sir Ranulf de Greasby, who came from the fenlands to the east. As they gathered around the church ten men-at-arms rode into the village wearing Sir Ranulf’s livery. They rode proudly through the village and took up position at the church porch, five on each side. They smirked at how long it had taken their lord to persuade Lady Alice de Beauforest to marry him, and mused on what had befallen his previous wife. A vibrant and beautiful maiden when she first arrived at Hagthorn Waste, she had run away after two years and was found dead the next morning in Grimley Mere, face down and frozen stiff.


148  As they talked a tall minstrel dressed in a gaudy doublet and patched hose strolled up to the gates of the churchyard and started to make small talk with the villagers gathered there. Seeing him, the men-at-arms called him over and ordered him to play some music suitable for a wedding day. The minstrel duly complied, and before long all the men-at-arms and the villagers were participating in the music. As the third song came to a close, four horsemen rode up to the church, with Sir Ranulf de Greasby at their head.


149  He was an old, grey knight with a red, ugly face and cruel lips. His clothes were the best that money could buy, under a cloak of fine silk. His belt was encrusted with diamonds, and his sword-hilt embellished with many fine gems. The three men who rode with him were younger knights from his castle by Hagthorn Waste. One of them was his nephew Sir Ector of the Harelip, also called Sir Ector de Malstane, whose reputation for cruelty was matched only by that of his uncle.


150  When his men reported that the Lady Alice had yet to arrive at the church, Sir Ranulf de Greasby was all for riding up to the manor and bringing her to the church by force, but he found his way barred by the minstrel, whose name, he said, was Jocelyn. He suggested that he might entertain them while they waited for the maiden to arrive. Gruffly Sir Ranulf de Greasby agreed, adding that if the song were not to his liking then the minstrel would suffer at his hands.


151  Jocelyn the minstrel tuned his lute and then sang a lilting air with a short chorus, which the villagers joined in with. As the first chorus reached an end an eerie, scornful laugh echoed around the churchyard. Everybody, including the minstrel, looked all around to see where the laugh had come from, but as nothing or no one could be seen, Jocelyn continued his song.


152  At the end of the second verse the laugh reverberated around the churchyard once again, this time seeming to be nearer at hand, and more mocking. Sir Ranulf de Greasby turned to the minstrel and asked him for an explanation. Jocelyn could offer none, so Sir Ranulf ordered his men to search the churchyard and the vicinity, but they could find nothing. Hearing this, Sir Ranulf de Greasby turned to Jocelyn and told him that he would know that it was the minstrel himself who was causing the laugh if the same thing were to happen for a third time, and then he ordered Jocelyn to play a third verse of the song.


153  This Jocelyn did, after first protesting his innocence. As the last words of the chorus rang out the laugh returned, loud and fierce, and this time it seemed to come from directly over the heads of Sir Ranulf de Greasby and his men. All looked upwards, but there was nothing to be seen except clouds scurrying across the blue sky. The laugh died down for a moment, and then a croaking laugh came from over the road. As it approached the church, all the time growing in volume, all those at the church distinctly heard a voice within the laugh cry out ‘Colman Grey! Colman Grey!’


154  As he heard this, Sir Ranulf de Greasby shouted that an evil spirit had come to possess him, and jerked his horse’s reins so hard that it took fright and galloped around the churchyard with Sir Ranulf still on its back, his whip in his hand. As the horse careered around the churchyard, Sir Ranulf slashed this way and that with the whip as if trying to protect himself from the unseen spirit he thought had come to take him. It was only when Sir Ector of the Harelip saw Lady Alice de Beauforest, her father and their party approaching from the manor house in the distance that he caught hold of his uncle and told him to cease his wild rampage.


155  Seeing his bride approaching in the company of Sir Walter de Beauforest, a friend of the family, Lady Alice’s maid and a house villein, Sir Ranulf de Greasby called over Sir Philip de Scrooby, one of the young knights who had accompanied him, and asked him to seek out the minstrel. Sir Philip agreed to find the minstrel if Sir Ranulf de Greasby would pay him with the hound Alisaundre and two merlin hawks named Grip and Fang, all three animals being the old knight’s favourite hunting animals. Grudgingly Sir Ranulf agreed to the price, and Sir Philip de Scrooby and two of the men-at-arms rode off just as Lady Alice and her entourage arrived at the gates to the churchyard. In silence they made their way to the entrance to the church, where Lady Alice’s maid, Netta o’the Meering, arranged her lady’s dress before Sir Walter de Beauforest took his daughter’s arm and led her into the church, where the priest was waiting to perform the ceremony.


156  As Sir Ranulf de Greasby took Lady Alice de Beauforest’s hand and led her towards the priest, who opened his book in readiness, a movement was seen along one wall and a man stepped into the light of the altar candles. It was the minstrel, but now he held a longbow instead of his lute. The lute was now being carried by a second person, Gilbert of the White Hand, his gaudy doublet replaced by a jerkin of green. Staring hard at Sir Ranulf de Greasby, the minstrel told everyone in the church that the marriage of the Lady Alice de Beauforest to the evil knight was not as God had intended.


157  Sir Ranulf de Greasby was furious that a mere woodsman had the audacity to stand in the way of his marriage and immediately drew his sword, thinking that the man in front of him was Alan-a-Dale, the outlaw whom the Lady Alice de Beauforest loved. As Sir Ranulf stepped forward a croaking voice from the rafters above his head said ‘Colman Grey! Colman Grey!’ Hearing the words, Sir Ranulf looked upwards, and as he did so a short black arrow pierced him through the throat and he fell dead at the foot of the altar.


158  Even before Sir Ranulf de Greasby’s body had hit the ground, the minstrel had raised a horn to his lips and sounded a resounding blast. When the knights and men-at-arms heard the note they realised that the minstrel was none other than Robin Hood. Sir Ector of the Harelip was the first to react. Drawing his sword, he rushed at Robin Hood. As the two engaged in a battle to the death, their swords clashing loudly in the quiet church, the doors burst open and ten of Robin’s men poured into the confined space. Immediately they began to do battle with the men-at-arms and the knights.


159  As they fought, a scream echoed around the church and Sir Walter de Beauforest saw that his daughter was being carried off by one of the knights, Sir Bertran le Noir, who had come from Hagthorn Waste that day. Netta o’the Meering was desperately tearing at the knight’s clothes in a futile attempt to rescue her lady. The knight struck Netta an almighty blow which rendered her senseless, and made off towards the door just as Robin Hood managed to slay Sir Ector of the Harelip.


160  The knight who had taken hold of Lady Alice de Beauforest had intended to make for the horses and escape before he could be stopped, but as he came out of the church he found his way barred by two men engaged in mortal combat. One was Sir Philip de Scrooby, the knight who had gone in pursuit of the minstrel. The other was unknown to the knight, but Lady Alice immediately recognised him as her love Alan-a-Dale, and she called out to him to save her.


161  Seeing his opponent momentarily distracted by Lady Alice’s call, the knight sought to strike Alan-a-Dale a mortal blow, but as he raised his arm Jack, son of Wilkin, struck the knight with his staff. This caused the knight to miss Alan-a-Dale and embed his sword in the ground, whereupon Alan-a-Dale regained his senses and the fight resumed. The lull in the fighting had, however, allowed the knight time to carry Lady Alice de Beauforest to the horses. Knocking her senseless, he threw her across a saddle before mounting and making off, cutting down as he went two villagers who tried to bar his way.


162  Outside the confines of the churchyard Sir Bertran le Noir thought that he had made good his escape, but no sooner had that thought entered his mind than he felt someone leap onto the horse behind him, and before he could do anything about it he saw the glint of a knife in the sun moments before it struck him full in the heart. It was the faithful Jack who had come to the aid of his lady, and as Sir Bertran fell dead Jack took hold of the horse’s reins and tumbled the lifeless body of the knight to the ground. Carefully Jack then climbed down and lifted the unconscious body of Lady Alice de Beauforest from the horse.


163  Meanwhile, Alan-a-Dale had managed by a stroke of good luck to duck under Sir Philip de Scrooby’s guard and strike him a blow straight to the heart. As Sir Philip fell dead to the ground, Alan-a-Dale set off down the road to where Jack was tending his mistress. She was just reviving as Alan-a-Dale arrived. Lady Alice took Jack by the hand and there and then promised him that from that day forth he would be a freeman, and that her father would give him some land free of all tithe and title.


164  Inside the church the battle had come to an end. Two of Robin Hood’s men had met their deaths, but all the knights and men-at-arms had been killed except one. The sole survivor was a man-at-arms who had slipped out of a side door and made off into the forest like a frightened rabbit. Robin Hood and Sir Walter de Beauforest came out of the church to see Alan-a-Dale leading Lady Alice back towards them, Jack following behind deep in conversation with Netta o’the Meering, who had recovered from the blow she had received and gone to tend to her mistress.


165  Looking around, Robin Hood explained to Sir Walter de Beauforest what had happened that day, and how he now feared that his meddling would place Sir Walter, his lands and his manor under even greater threat from Sir Isenbart de Belame and the knights of the Evil Hold. Sir Walter knew that naught but good could come from the events of the day, and thanked Robin and his men for what they had done. He offered to help them in any way he could, no matter how high the risk, although he acknowledged that he was only a weak man compared to the knights of the Evil Hold, and that at a time when even the king’s own sons were fighting among themselves and plunging the whole country into a civil war, there was little he could do on his own to fight tyranny and oppression. Yet, he added, with friends like Robin Hood and his brave band, honest men could sleep at peace in their homes, and villains like the knights of the Evil Hold would forever have to watch their backs.


166  Sir Walter’s main concern, however, was for his daughter, the Lady Alice, and what would become of her once Sir Isenbart de Belame learnt of the battle that day. It was agreed that Alice de Beauforest and Alan-a-Dale would go with Robin Hood and his men into the greenwood, where Friar Tuck would marry them after legally publishing the banns of marriage at a church near his cell, after which they would remain with the outlaws until such time as they might be allowed to return freely to their rightful home.


167  That very night in the great hall of the castle at Wrangby, so rightly called the Evil Hold by all just men, Sir Isenbart de Belame sat at the high table in the company of many others as evil as himself, among them Sir Niger le Grym, Sir Hamo de Mortain, Sir Baldwin the Killer and Sir Roger of Doncaster. All were impatiently waiting for Sir Ranulf de Greasby and his new bride to join them. Suddenly a small black arrow flew over their heads and struck the table just in front of Sir Isenbart de Belame. Sir Niger le Grym was the first to react. Drawing the arrow out of the table, he untied the piece of parchment wrapped around the shaft.


168  On the parchment, written in blood, was a list of names: Sir Roger de Longchamp, Sir Ivo le Ravener, Sir Ranulf de Greasby, Sir Ector de Malstane, Sir Philip de Scrooby and Sir Bertran le Noir. Beneath these were listed all the other knights of the Evil Hold, their names written in black, but each one underlined in blood.


169  Shortly after the death of Sir Ranulf de Greasby and his comrades, and the delivery of the ominous list to the knights of the Evil Hold, King Henry died and his son Richard, popularly known as Coeur de Lion (the Lionheart), came to the throne. Shortly afterwards he set off on his crusade, and some of the knights of the Evil Hold decided to travel east with the king. Sir Isenbart de Belame, however, remained at home, biding his time until he could have his revenge on Robin Hood and all those who had dared stand in his path.
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