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CHRISTMAS EVE IN SHERWOOD FOREST
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IT WAS Christmas Eve, and in the great forest of Sherwood the snow lay thick upon the ground. As the shadows lengthened towards evening, a stealthy figure could be seen creeping from tree to tree. He had a bow in his hand and a quiver of arrows slung across his back; at intervals he stopped short to examine the tracks in the snow.

In spite of the bitter cold and the late hour, the hunter was not alone in the forest. Hidden in the shade of a great oak, two men were watching him, hooded and cloaked against the weather.

‘A plague on this Saxon knave,’ said the taller of the two in an angry whisper. ‘We have followed him nigh on an hour, Dickon Barleycorn. He must surely make a kill soon.’

‘I would I were at home in Nottingham by my own fireside, Walter,’ sighed his companion. ‘Instead of tracking a miserable peasant through the forest of Sherwood.’

‘Stop your whining, Dickon,’ snarled Walter of Weybridge. ‘Men say that you have a Saxon mother, and the Saxons are all craven in the face of danger. ’Tis lucky that we Normans are here to rule them.’

At that moment, before Dickon Barleycorn could protest against the slur, the hunter whipped an arrow out of his quiver, fitted it to his bow and aimed boldly across the clearing. There was a noise in the undergrowth and a huge stag bounded out into the open. A second arrow felled him to the ground, and with a cry of triumph, the hunter ran forward and plunged his dagger into the great beast’s heart. The next thing he knew, his arms were roughly pinioned from behind and he was struggling helplessly in the hands of his pursuers.

‘Let me be!’ gasped the hunter. ‘Let me be, I say!’ But the Sheriff’s men were broad and burly, whereas their prey was thin and shrunken, with such fragile stick-like arms that it was remarkable that he had managed to draw a bow at all.

‘Not so fast, my fine fellow,’ said Walter of Weybridge with an ugly sneer, securing the arms and legs of his captive with a rope. ‘Now, sirrah, tell us your name and place of dwelling.’

‘They call me Nat the Weaver,’ said the prisoner sullenly, ‘although since the Sheriff’s men have taken my loom from me I have been out of work.’

‘Perhaps you do not know that all the deer in this forest belong to His Royal Highness Prince John, and that the punishment for poaching them is death?’ continued the man-at-arms, ignoring the prisoner’s gibe at the Sheriff.

‘Prince John is only the Regent of England,’ cried the hunter, ‘while our true King Richard is away on the Crusade. King Richard would never have let his people starve, as Prince John has done. He would not have punished me for shooting one beast among so many, when my wife and our six children have not tasted meat for three months.’ The wretched fellow sank to his knees. ‘Have mercy on me,’ he gasped. ‘Do not drag me before the Sheriff. Tomorrow is the Feast of Christmas: for the sake of your own wives and children, will you not pardon a desperate man?’ At his appeal the younger man faltered, and said in a softer voice:

‘Are your wife and children indeed starving? Perhaps some bread … my wife has enough to spare …’ His voice trailed away, as he saw the furious face of his companion.

‘You soft fool!’ snarled Walter of Weybridge. ‘Are you a woman, Dickon Barleycorn, to be taken in by every tale of woe that you hear? It is forbidden to shoot the Prince’s deer, and the punishment for the crime is death by hanging. Now let us leave this icy forest and make all speed to the Castle of Nottingham. This whimpering cur will make a fine Christmas gift for our master the Sheriff. He will be hanged on Christmas Day, as an example to the rest of his kind.’ So saying, Walter of Weybridge raised his hand to strike his prisoner contemptuously in the face with his glove.

THE GREEN-FEATHERED ARROW

Suddenly he gave a howl of pain, and letting go of his prisoner, started cursing and shouting, as he shook his hand this way and that. Dickon Barleycorn and Nat the Weaver stared in terror and amazement at the long arrow, tipped with a green feather, which transfixed Walter of Weybridge’s palm!

‘What are you staring like that for, you moon-faced idiots?’ shouted Walter. ‘Have you never seen an arrow before? Pluck it out of my palm, Weaver! And you, Dickon Barleycorn, after the man who shot it! What does the Sheriff pay you for, to allow murderers to roam his forests, shooting arrows at honest men?’ Dickon Barleycorn stared fearfully into the bushes. It was quite dark now. Only the white carpet of snow gleamed across the clearing. He took one step towards the undergrowth, while Nat the Weaver broke the arrow painfully out of Walter’s horny palm.

‘Not so fast! Gently there, you baboon, you clumsy dolt!’ Walter alternately cursed Nat the Weaver, and shouted at the faint-hearted Dickon, who was becoming increasingly reluctant to take a single step away from his companions.

The second arrow landed with a faint hiss at Walter of Weybridge’s feet, just grazing the toe of his shoe. The man sprang back with more curses, and hastily pushed Nat the Weaver in front of him. As if to punish him for his cowardice, the third arrow came from behind and whistled past his ear, narrowly missing it. By this time Dickon Barleycorn’s knees were trembling so much that he could hardly stand.

‘We are lost,’ he groaned. ‘We are surrounded by our enemies. Woe is me, I shall never see the light of day again. To think of dying on Christmas Eve in the depths of Sherwood. I have seen my dear wife for the last time.…’

‘Cease your moaning,’ said Walter between set teeth. ‘We are caught like rats in a trap in this clearing. If we want to get out of here alive, we must make the shelter of those trees.’

Scarcely had he finished speaking when three more arrows in quick succession buried themselves in the very tree which he had indicated. Walter and Dickon loosed a  few arrows wildly into the darkness; they were answered by a mocking laugh, and a hail of arrows, from every point of the compass – or so it seemed to the terrified men. Walter lost control of himself and fired arrow after arrow into the trees, the bushes, and anywhere where he thought he could detect a movement. His quiver was soon exhausted. Dickon Barleycorn’s hands were shaking so much that he could not draw a bow at all – he kept dropping his arrow in the snow and scrabbling hopelessly for it with frozen, trembling fingers. Nat the Weaver watched them both with melancholy resignation. Walter had untied his hands, but his ankles were still bound. In any case there seemed no particular point in fleeing from the Sheriff’s men, only to die at the hands of a bandit.

‘It seems that I am to die soon in any case,’ he thought. ‘I may as well meet my death here in the open as like a wounded rabbit in a hole!’

When Walter saw that Dickon was incapable of handling his bow, he shouted at him to hand over his arrows.

‘Drop that quiver,’ said a voice from the darkness. At once Walter seized an arrow and fired it in the direction of the speaker. Once again that high mocking laugh sounded, which struck a chill into Walter’s heart, and four carefully aimed arrows landed in a circle at his feet.

‘I shall not miss next time, Walter of Weybridge,’ said the voice. ‘Throw that quiver as far as you can away from you. Then untie your prisoner.’

‘Do what he says, Walter,’ said Dickon Barleycorn anxiously. ‘Otherwise we shall soon all be as dead as doornails. Oh, my poor wife, my little children …’ Dickon Barleycorn started to moan and lament once more.

‘Coward!’ cried Walter of Weybridge. ‘Have you no spirit left in you? Your Saxon blood betrays you. Wait till the Sheriff hears of this. We have waited the whole day to catch a thief in the forest, and now you want to throw away all our work and make us return empty-handed. Never!’

‘I am afraid that we shall not return to the Sheriff at all unless we obey,’ said Dickon in a tone of piteous fear. With these words, he bent down and untied Nat the Weaver’s bonds. Then he plucked the quiver from Walter’s hands and threw it as hard as he could away from him. Nat the Weaver rubbed his ankles and stood irresolutely, not quite knowing what to do next.

‘Take to your heels, Nat,’ said the unseen voice. ‘And if I were you I would not show my face in Nottingham for some months, until the Sheriffs anger has cooled.’

Nat did not need to be told twice. He raced off as fast as he could across the clearing, into the trees, and was soon out of sight. Walter and Dickon stared gloomily after him at the footprints in the snow.


A ROYAL SNOWMAN

‘Well, now, what happens to us?’ said Walter of Weybridge at length. ‘We have lost our prisoner. Are we to lose our lives as well?’ There was no answer. The wind blew a scurry of snow in the faces of the Sheriffs men, but otherwise nothing moved in the forest. No arrows sped from the trees, no voices from the darkness. Walter and Dickon stood in silence in the middle of the clearing. At last, after about a quarter of an hour, Dickon, who seemed to have recovered his spirits somewhat, observed:

‘We had best be getting back to our master and tell him what has happened. The night is cold, and I have a mind to be home by my own fireside before midnight.’ As they followed the path through the forest, which threaded its way through deep rifts of snow, Dickon examined the footprints closely.

‘This was Nat the Weaver,’ he muttered, ‘running away from us at a fine pace, too. See how he has only left the print of his toes in the snow. Ah, here is another track – someone walking at a more leisurely pace, methinks. And yes’ – exclaimed Dickon in excitement – ‘here is where his horse stood. He mounted the horse and rode off down the path which leads to Abbotsburg.’

Dickon Barleycorn touched Walter’s arm.

‘Walter,’ he said sadly. ‘All that time there was only one man in the woods. He must have raced round and round us in the darkness. The footprints tell their own tale. We have been properly outwitted.’

So saying, Dickon Barleycorn looked timidly at the Norman, to see if he was going to administer another rating for his cowardice in the face of danger. Would Walter of Weybridge really complain to the Sheriff of his faint-hearted behaviour? It would mean a severe rebuke, a night in the dungeons, even. He was agreeably surprised when Walter of Weybridge replied quite calmly:

‘Well, take care that you do not let that get to the Sheriff’s ears. I shall tell him we found the footprints of twenty men. We were outnumbered ten to one.’

Dickon Barleycorn swore fervently that he would never let the Sheriff know the truth. They plodded on together in silence.

‘Friend Dickon,’ said Walter at last.

Dickon Barleycorn thought wonders would never cease – here was Walter of Weybridge, the most feared man in the Sheriff’s troop, calling him ‘Friend’!

‘Something is troubling my mind, friend Dickon,’ went on Walter. ‘When we were in that devilish clearing, being fired at, for all the world like two nesting birds, did nothing strike you about the voice of our enemy?’

‘It was a very terrible voice,’ replied Dickon, shivering once more at the memory. ‘It was the voice of the devil, or perhaps of a giant, or perhaps a monster come out of some cave, or a bear, or a—’

‘Peace, fool!’ Walter interrupted him angrily in something like his old manner. ‘Cease your babbling. It was a voice like any other … or perhaps not quite like any other, for no two voices are alike, and I have a feeling that I have heard that voice before, and not so long ago either!’

‘Oh, Walter,’ cried Dickon admiringly, ‘if you could only remember where you heard it.’

Walter of Weybridge suddenly stopped in his tracks and gripped Dickon by the throat. ‘Swear that you will not blab about what I have to say, until I give the word!’

‘I swear,’ gasped Dickon. Walter released him abruptly.

‘Well then,’ he said slowly. ‘Did it not strike you that the voice of our tormentor was uncommonly like that of … ROBIN HOOD?’

For a moment neither spoke, while Dickon Barleycorn stared at Walter in astonishment and fear. Who had not heard of Robin Hood, the only son of the powerful Earl of Locksley, who had departed on the Crusade with King Richard many years back, leaving Robin as a ward of the Sheriff of Nottingham? It was not only the broad lands and rich manors which he was to inherit on his twenty-first birthday that made Robin Hood famous in the county of Nottingham. For Robin’s adventures were the talk of the neighbourhood. He was always in trouble with his guardian, the Sheriff, for some scrape or other – some madcap wager, or a race through the forest, or a midnight attack on a neighbouring castle, or the rescue of a beautiful damsel who was being married off against her will to a rich baron. Wherever there was romance and adventure to be had, there was Robin Hood to be found. Moreover, he was a fearless rider and an intrepid swordsman, generous, high-spirited and reckless; above all, he was the finest marksman with a bow and arrow for many miles around.

Robin Hood was of Saxon blood: and he loved to harry the Norman barons with his pranks. He made no secret of his hatred for Prince John, the Regent of England, during the absence of the true King Richard the Lionheart. Openly he would declare that Prince John divided the nation into two by favouring the Norman lords above the Saxon people, whereas King Richard had united the country by treating Norman and Saxon alike. Naturally his contempt for the corrupt and base barons of Prince John’s court, so boldly expressed, aroused their hatred. Three men in particular had reason to fear Robin’s outspoken tongue – the three greatest villains in the land, who oppressed the poor, and made England a place of misery for those who were not rich and strong. They were Guy of Gisborne, the most powerful baron in the neighbourhood of Nottingham; Oswald Montdragon, the Prince’s evil counsellor; and thirdly, none other than Robin’s own guardian, the Sheriff of Nottingham himself.

‘It is true that Robin Hood has often tried to help the poor people of Nottingham in their wretched plight,’ said Dickon Barleycorn, reflecting on all this. ‘Last winter, when it was cruelly cold, he brought firewood to my wife’s mother, when her widow’s hoard of gold had been taken from her in taxes.’

‘What the Sheriff takes one day in taxes, Robin Hood gives back the next out of his own pocket, in charity,’ said Walter of Weybridge. ‘For my own part I think he is a fool. The Saxons deserve to starve if they have not wits enough to feed themselves.’

‘Yet even Robin Hood would not dare release a prisoner of the Sheriff’s,’ exclaimed Dickon Barleycorn. ‘Why, he could be put in a dungeon for that, or even punished by death.’

‘So he could, friend Dickon, so he could.’ And Walter of Weybridge smiled grimly. ‘Moreover, I do not think our master the Sheriff would break his heart over the prospect, either! Have you forgotten that it will soon be Robin Hood’s twenty-first birthday? Then all his rich lands pass out of the Sheriff’s hands for ever. Unless, of course …’ Walter left the sentence unfinished, but Dickon was in no doubt as to his meaning. He gaped at him in open-mouthed astonishment. To think that the Sheriff might acquire all Robin Hood’s broad lands for himself if something happened to Robin before his birthday! Dickon’s simple mind was quite dazed by the thought.

The moon was up by now; and just as they reached the edge of the forest, the two men saw something strange and white glimmering in its pale light.

Dickon Barleycorn started back in fear.

‘It’s an enormous snowman!’ he exclaimed, looking behind him, as if he expected somebody to materialize out of the shadows of the forest. ‘And – look, Walter – it has an arrow right through the heart.’

‘And a crown on its head,’ added Walter. ‘’Tis a royal snowman, Dickon, transfixed with a green-feathered arrow. Evidently our enemy, who stole Nat the Weaver from us, has no love for Prince John.’

He was right. Traced in the snow at their feet were four ominous words. DEATH TO PRINCE JOHN.

‘Forward to Nottingham,’ said Walter. ‘We must tell this tale to the Sheriff.’


NOTTINGHAM CASTLE

Nottingham Castle frowns upon the city of Nottingham from a high hill. In the great hall the warm blaze of the fire contrasted with the gusts of snow blowing across the windows. The Sheriff’s men-at-arms were lounging round the glowing logs, talking idly of Christmas, their families, their wives, and the evil weather. One or two looked up when Walter of Weybridge and Dickon Barleycorn stumbled in, with the snow powdering their cloaks, and their teeth set against the wind.

‘Walter of Weybridge is scowling mightily,’ observed Rob Cuttle out loud. ‘Where is that fat peasant you were going to bring our master for his Christmas Eve supper, Walter? You know that Prince John comes hither soon for Robin Hood’s birthday celebrations, and the Sheriff has promised to have a fine list of offenders mouldering in his prisons for him to see. Particularly poor wretches who have been driven by hunger to steal some of the royal deer out of Sherwood Forest.’

‘Hush, Rob,’ said his companion, nudging him. ‘Here comes the Sheriff. And by his looks he is no sweeter-tempered than Walter of Weybridge. See how he frowns.’ Rob Cuttle bent down in great confusion and pretended to be fondling one of the great dogs stretched out asleep in the fireplace. It was true: the Sheriffs plump face was creased with annoyance.

‘Well, Walter of Weybridge,’ he said peevishly. ‘Show us your captive. The hour is late, and I have waited up for you. Where is the saucy fellow who has been stealing the royal deer?’ The Sheriff looked round, as if expecting to discover the prisoner in one of the dark corners of the hall.

‘Captive!’ burst out Dickon Barleycorn, before Walter could say anything. ‘Why, we nearly ended up captives ourselves!’ And he would have spilled out the whole story if Walter had not motioned him to be silent, with a furious gesture.

‘I should like to tell you my story in private,’ said Walter to the Sheriff. He shot a significant look at the curious faces of the soldiers gaping at them. The Sheriff nodded importantly and swept out of the hall again, closely followed by Walter. Dickon Barleycorn trotted along behind, but found the arras of the Sheriff’s chamber falling heavily in his face. He had to go sadly back to the fire, and be plagued with questions from his comrades which he did not dare answer truthfully.


THE SHERIFF TAKES COUNSEL

Meanwhile the Sheriff was striding pompously up and down his room, stamping his feet and exclaiming:

‘I never expected you to fail me, Walter of Weybridge! Half a dozen prisoners for His Highness to see hanged – that’s what I promised him – and now it is three weeks till he comes, and I have only got one old woman who stole some of my chickens. Not much of a catch for a royal hanging!’

‘I think I have news of a more important entertainment for His Highness than the hanging of six common criminals,’ said Walter of Weybridge in a low voice. He bent closely to the Sheriff and whispered in his ear:

‘The news I have concerns Robin Hood.’ At these words, the Sheriffs petulant babyish features contracted with rage again.

‘All news about Robin Hood is bad news,’ he snapped. ‘Don’t mention that boy’s name to me, Walter. He has quite spoilt my Christmas by rescuing, yes, rescuing some miserable scoundrel out of Guy of Gisborne’s dungeons and sending him home to his family with a bag of silver florins in his pocket. All because he had the impertinence to think the fellow was innocent! As if a mere lad could know better than Guy of Gisborne who is innocent and who is guilty. Guy of Gisborne has just ridden here hot foot to give me the news, and is asking me, if you please, to do something about it. As if I can do anything that I haven’t done a million times – that is to say, rebuke the boy, threaten to take his horse and bow away from him, while all the time he is laughing at me behind my back because it is only three weeks till his birthday, and then he will be out of my care for ever. Good riddance,’ added the Sheriff viciously.

‘Then of course not only Robin Hood will be out of your care,’ said Walter smoothly, ‘but all his rich lands and manors.’ Before the Sheriff could say anything more, and his mouth was half open already in another stream of complaints, Walter whispered in his ear:

‘I have proof that Robin Hood is a traitor! What say you to that?’ And he outlined briefly the events of the evening in the forest, finishing with the royal snowman which had been found with the arrow through its heart. This time Walter of Weybridge had really succeeded in gaining the Sheriff’s attention. Without another word, his master rang his handbell three times, and bade his servant fetch Guy of Gisborne and Oswald Montdragon, who were to be found fuming with rage in the inner chamber. Walter found himself pushed into the background while the two statesmen pondered over this latest iniquity on the part of Robin Hood and how best it could be used to ruin him.

‘Treachery!’ murmured the Baron of Gisborne, smoothing his beard thoughtfully. ‘But we should have to have better proof than a mere surmise before we convinced His Highness Prince John.…’

‘If we could convince the Prince,’ said the Sheriff pensively, ‘it would be death, or at any rate outlawry, for our bold Robin.’

‘And in either case, that means he forfeits all his estates,’ finished Guy of Gisborne. The three men gazed at each other thoughtfully. There was a moment’s silence.

‘There is a way to provide proof,’ said Oswald Montdragon slowly, at last. Then he suddenly noticed that Walter of Weybridge was watching him with ears and eyes agog.

‘Be off, knave,’ he cried. ‘You have done your work, now go.’

‘You have done right well, Walter of Weybridge,’ added the Sheriff more kindly. ‘Take this bag of gold, and give a few pieces to that moon-faced Saxon varlet who went with you. Mind, not a word of all this to anyone.’ Reluctantly Walter of Weybridge bowed his way out of the Sheriff’s chamber, but as he lifted the heavy arras, he paused for a moment, and heard the one whispered word, ‘Shooting-match’.
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A NARROW ESCAPE
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THERE WAS a rousing cheer from the children in the market square of Nottingham as the young man on the fine horse galloped into the square and leapt lightly from the saddle.

‘Hooray for Robin Hood!’ cried one shrill voice. Robin of Locksley bent down and patted the boy on the cheek.

‘Why do you cheer me, boy?’ he asked gently.

‘Because you saved our father from the wicked Sheriff and his men,’ said the boy boldly. Robin looked round quickly. There was one fellow lounging idly against the tavern wall, and a few dogs sleeping in the midday sun, but otherwise the main square of Nottingham town was remarkably empty.

‘Is your father Nat the Weaver, then?’ he inquired softly. The boy nodded, and the two smaller children with him piped up together:

‘Yes, we are the Weaver’s children, and our father has fled into the forest. He sent word to us that he had been saved by brave Robin Hood and his green-feathered arrows.’ And all the children started to cheer again, all six of them, down to the smallest tugging at his brother’s hand. Robin Hood pulled a handful of florins out of his jerkin pocket and pressed them into the boy’s hand.

‘Buy yourself some bread,’ he said. ‘Perhaps one day I will be able to help you further.’ He smiled cheerfully. ‘After all, it is only five days until my birthday, and then we shall see how Robin Hood uses his inheritance to save the poor of Nottingham from the Sheriff and his men.’

Was it mere coincidence that the lounger by the tavern pulled his hood over his face at these words and sidled into the tavern itself? Perhaps if Robin had looked closer he might have recognized the scowling features of his enemy in the forest – Walter of Weybridge. But a merry shout from the far corner of the square distracted him.

‘Will Scarlett!’ cried Robin joyfully. ‘What brings you to Nottingham? Why, Will, I have not seen you since Michaelmas when you wagered me a pint of ale that I would not split a peeled wand at four-score yards with my new bow.’

‘I can split a wand at five-score now, Robin,’ said Will Scarlett, clapping Robin on the back. ‘And that is why I have come to Nottingham this day.’

‘To Nottingham?’ Robin looked puzzled. ‘Why, there is precious little marksmanship in Nottingham these days – unless it be in the Forest of Sherwood,’ he added under his breath. ‘No,’ he went on, ‘the Sheriff has set his heart against tournaments and all merry-making of that sort. He grudges the expense,’ he added bitterly. ‘There was a time when there were fairs and shooting-matches at Nottingham every quarter, and the people came from miles around to try their skill. That was in King Richard’s day, before my father went on the Crusade.’

‘Look yonder, Robin,’ said Will Scarlett with a smile, ‘and see if those days are not come again.’ As he spoke there was a great noise of shouting and laughing, and a crowd of people ran into the market square, with the Sheriff’s herald in their midst.

‘Patience, good people,’ said the herald fussily, adjusting his ruffled clothes. ‘All this commotion for a shooting-match,’ he muttered.

‘The first we have had for many a long year,’ shouted one sturdy fellow. ‘When King Richard went on the Crusade he took all the gaiety of England with him. Alack, he now lies a prisoner in the hands of his enemies, far away in a foreign land.’

At this moment, the herald managed to get his trumpet free, and blew a long shrill blast on it.

‘Oyez, oyez,’ cried the herald, clearing his throat and extending a long scroll of parchment in front of him. ‘Good people of Nottingham, be silent to hear the words of the noble Sheriff of Nottingham. Be it known unto all of you here present, that the Worshipful Sheriff, out of his great goodness and mercy towards his people of Nottingham …’

‘What a mouthful of words!’ whispered Robin Hood. The herald glared at him.

‘Silence!’ he shouted. ‘Be it known unto all you here present, that the Worshipful Sheriff has decreed that on Shrove Tuesday, that is to say, in a week’s time, a shooting-match will be held here in the square at Nottingham!’ A loud huzza broke from the townspeople, and Will turned excitedly to Robin.

‘There, that is what brought me to Nottingham,’ he cried. ‘Much the Miller, who takes the flour to the castle, brought the news privately a week or so back.’

They were interrupted by another peremptory blast from the herald’s trumpet.

‘Forasmuch as’ – he shouted above the hubbub – ‘Forasmuch as it has pleased the Worshipful Sheriff to celebrate in this manner the twenty-first birthday of his beloved and right noble ward, Robin, son of the Earl of Locksley, commonly known around these parts as Robin Hood.’ More huzzas greeted this announcement, but Robin stepped back in amazement. ‘His beloved ward!’ Those were not the words in which the Sheriff generally addressed him. ‘Scrapegrace! Troublesome knave!’ and ‘Saucy boy!’ were his usual terms. And why should he go to the expense of arranging a shooting-match when he particularly disliked archery, since he was too portly to draw a bow with comfort?

But there was a fresh surprise to come. A third time the herald reduced the crowd to silence with his trumpet, and this time, in the most splendid language at his command – which was, indeed, splendid – he announced that His Royal Highness the Prince John, Regent of England, had graciously condescended to honour the shooting-match with his presence during his visit to the midlands of his kingdom.

‘Strange,’ murmured Will Scarlett. ‘I cannot help thinking there is more to this shooting-match than meets the eye.’ But Robin Hood did not heed him. He threw his cap into the air and shouted cheerfully:

‘This is the first good news I have heard yet about Prince John. Off to the meadows, Will, and let us set to practising our archery.’

Will Scarlett shrugged his shoulders. He knew that it was a waste of breath trying to argue with Robin once his mind was made up. Part of Robin’s charm was his trusting nature. He never willingly believed evil of anyone.

A WARNING

As the two lads crossed the square, a fellow on the edge of the crowd tugged at Robin’s striped sleeve and muttered:

‘I would have a word with you, Robin Hood.’

Robin paused, and then gazed at him closely. ‘Dickon Barleycorn, is it not?’

The man nodded and flushed. ‘I reckon your worship knows my face well enough after that punishing we took in the forest,’ he said in a shamed voice.

Robin patted his shoulder in a friendly fashion. ‘Tush, Dickon, not a word of that here. The whole countryside seems to have heard of that little exploit. The Weaver’s brood of children shout it abroad from the market square. I fear my arrows were recognized.’

‘The Sheriff too has heard of it,’ said Dickon. ‘And Master Robin, I warn you, he means mischief. That very Christmas Eve the Sheriff, together with Guy of Gisborne and Oswald Montdragon, plotted against you. Master Robin, I fear that no good will come of this shooting-match. Whatever you do, do not go near it.’

Robin laughed merrily. ‘I thank you, friend Dickon, for your kindness,’ he said, ‘but Robin Hood was never yet frightened away from a shooting-match by threats. Did the Sheriff send you to me with that message, eh, Dickon? No doubt he has some plot to win the prize himself.’

Dickon looked Robin Hood straight in the eye. ‘I know you have good reason to reproach me,’ he said, ‘for it was I who helped to catch Nat the Weaver. But for all the fact that I serve the Sheriff, I do not like his evil ways. Perchance it is my Saxon blood which rebels, for I am half Saxon by birth. It was Walter of Weybridge who warned me about the shooting-match, for he overheard something about it.’

But although Will Scarlett nudged his friend and bade him take heed, Robin, with another friendly smile at Dickon Barleycorn, dismissed the warning light-heartedly, and mounted his horse as if he had not a care in the world. It was as well that he could not overhear Guy of Gisborne, who at that very moment was sitting in his castle, weaving a dark conspiracy.

‘I’ll be revenged on young Robin Hood,’ he vowed. ‘However long it takes me. No one flouts Guy of Gisborne with impunity!’


THE ROBBERS’ VALLEY

The day of the shooting-match dawned bright at Nottingham. The air was frosty but clear, and there was hardly any wind to alter the course of the marksmen’s arrows. Robin Hood licked his finger and tested the breeze. He observed to Will Scarlett that it was the fairest day for marksmen there had been this side of Christmas, as they rode slowly towards Nottingham from the manor of Locksley. The road lay through the great forest of Sherwood and Will gazed enviously at the fat bucks grazing amongst the trees.

‘Oh, how I long for a shot at one of the royal deer,’ he said wistfully. ‘What a life we could lead in this forest, Robin, with venison to feed us. We could practise our marksmanship all day, and ride about the unexplored paths of the forest. I wager that we should have many merry adventures together.’ Little did Will Scarlett know how soon his wish was to come true.

Suddenly Robin gave a startled exclamation, and pointed along the stream they had been following to a waterfall which flowed precipitously down the rocks.

‘This is a new path to me,’ said Will Scarlett wonderingly. ‘I have never set eyes on that waterfall before.’

The two lads decided to investigate it further. To their amazement, they found that the waterfall in fact concealed the entrance to a narrow path, greatly overgrown. Slithering down it, they found themselves suddenly emerging in a spacious valley.

‘We must have stumbled on the Robbers’ Valley, which they sing about in the old ballads,’ exclaimed Will Scarlett.

‘A score of men could hide out here for months and never be discovered,’ said Robin Hood. ‘This valley may be useful to us one day.’

Robin was anxious to explore the rest of the valley, but the more prudent Will reminded him that they would miss the shooting-match altogether if they tarried much longer, so reluctantly Robin remounted his horse, and clambered up the steep path back into the Forest of Sherwood. Will and Robin vowed to each other to keep their discovery secret, and rode on, mightily pleased with what they had found.


PRINCE JOHN IS AFEARD

Nottingham was all noise and confusion and merrymaking when they arrived. Famous marksmen had travelled from all over the midlands to compete for the rich prize of the silver arrow with golden feathers which the Sheriff was offering to the finest marksman in honour of his ward’s twenty-first birthday. Although on the next day he would have to hand over all Robin’s money, lands, farms, meadows, fields and manors, the Sheriffs podgy face was wreathed in smiles. Perhaps there was something slightly strained at the back of his smile, as he plucked at the fur which edged his blue robe, but if there was, Prince John at least did not detect it.

‘A splendid show, Sheriff, a splendid show,’ he said genially. ‘I am glad to hear that Nottingham is rich enough to hold a shooting-match in my honour.’ The Prince’s face creased into a foxy smile as he added, ‘Perhaps I may increase the taxes due from this wealthy city next year.’

The Sheriff tried not to let his annoyance appear. Momentarily he cursed Guy of Gisborne for his plot. But he managed to smile bravely.

‘Your Highness is too kind,’ he murmured. Then he continued in a sharper tone, ‘Perchance Your Highness, in gazing at this brave sight, over-estimates our wealth, and under-estimates our generosity.’

Prince John showed no sign that this shaft had gone home. He continued to play with his beard and smile amiably at the crowds, occasionally bowing his head graciously to acknowledge the cheers of the people. To the Sheriffs watchful eye, these did not seem as frequent as they might have been, perhaps because the Saxons outnumbered the Normans among the spectators. He nudged Guy of Gisborne, who was standing by, and whispered hotly:

‘Tell your men to mingle with the crowd and raise a cheer or two for His Highness. Methought I heard one or two ominous cries for King Richard!’

Guy of Gisborne took the hint, and a minute later a chorus of rousing cries arose from one quarter of the square. This piece of by-play did not pass unobserved by Robin Hood and Will Scarlett, the one gaily attired in a striped jerkin, the other in his traditional red.

‘I vow I’ll pay the Sheriff out for that trick,’ murmured Robin. ‘Call forth some of the brave Saxon lads who are loyal to our true King.’

Obediently, Will Scarlett put his two fingers in his mouth and gave vent to a curious warbling bird’s whistle, which had been the secret rallying-call of Robin Hood and his friends since their boyhood. Immediately half a dozen stout lads sprang to Robin’s side.

‘Who’s for King Richard?’ cried Robin. ‘Friends, will you raise a cry for our rightful King?’

‘Aye, Robin,’ answered Alan-a-Dale, a handsome upstanding young man with a guitar on his back. ‘We’ll stand by you, never fear.’

Thus it came about that not long after a few tame shouts had been raised by Guy of Gisborne’s men for Prince John, a lusty cry of ‘Richard the Lionheart! Richard for England!’ seemed to spring from all corners of the square at once. The Prince went pale, and clutched at the Sheriff’s robe.
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