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INTRODUCTION




  Some historians say that Robin Hood has no place in history, that he is a figure of myth made up by medieval balladeers. However, there are indications that such a person did exist and several real people may have contributed to the legend. There were undoubtedly a number of shady criminals inhabiting the forests of England in the Middle Ages who were called, or assumed the name of, Robin or Robert Hood, and a number of incidents in the tale of Robin Hood are borrowed from the lives of other outlaws of the time who are known to have been real.




  A number of kings who are certainly historic figures are mentioned in various versions of the tale. Nottingham did have a sheriff – a series of them from 1068 on. There was a priory at Kirklees, where Robin is said to have died. And Little John, Friar Tuck and Will Scarlet can be linked to historical figures.




  The story of Robin Hood also has a history of its own. In the earliest references, he appears to be merely a bandit, robbing travellers for his own survival or, perhaps, to enrich himself. But at the hands of the balladeers he is only interested in robbing those in authority, such as the sheriff or wealthy clerics. Those who were honest or poor were left largely unmolested.




  Robin’s major crime was poaching deer. This was seen as every freeborn Englishman’s right, taken away from them by the Normans who brought the Forest Law with them from the Continent when they invaded in 1066. William the Conqueror himself was inordinately fond of hunting and cleared large areas of villagers and peasants to make way for the chase.




  The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle says:




  whosoever slew a hart, or a hind should be deprived of his eyesight. As he [Willson] forbade men to kill the harts, so also the boars; and he loved the tall deer as if he were their father. Likewise he declared respecting the hares that they should go free. His rich bemoaned it, and the poor men shuddered at it.




  One of the areas he cleared was the New Forest in Hampshire. Like other deer parks, it was policed by William’s foresters who were employed to protect the game and anyone caught poaching was liable to lose their testicles as well as their eyes.




  Things only got worse under William’s son William Rufus (1087–1100) and Henry I (1100–35) who, it was said, had an ‘army of evil men’ to enforce the Forest Laws. And when Henry II (1154–89) became king, it was ‘the custom for the royal foresters to be a complete law unto themselves, they put to death and mutilated whom they would without any trial whatever, or with but the mockery of the water-ordeal, a farce which had already been condemned by the church, but which was very fashionable with ruffians who were anxious to secure a conviction’.




  Matters came to a head when foresters seized a priest with the intention of extorting money from him. The Bishop of Lincoln threatened them with excommunication and they let him go. Afterwards, the Forest Laws were administered with something more nearly approaching justice.




  Even so, the feudal lord still had absolute power over his family. Robert de Belesme, Earl of Shropshire and of Arundel and Shrewsbury, one of the most powerful and defiant barons of Norman times, tore the eyes out of his own children when they hid their faces behind his cloak in a game. He had his wife locked in fetters and thrown into a dungeon, only to have his servants drag her to his bed each night and return her to gaol in the morning. This was done to extort money from her family, but it can hardly have promoted marital harmony. Not that that would have mattered to Robert de Belesme. He refused to ransom his captives, preferring to have both men and women impaled on stakes. Even his friends were a little wary; he could be chatting away one minute then suddenly plunge his sword into someone’s side and laugh about it.




  Robin and his Merry Men lived in these harsh times. In some of the ballads, they kill and maim without conscience. But, by and large, they embody the ideal of the stout yeoman, who drinks excessive amounts of ale and wine, and feasts on freshly killed venison.




  The story of Robin Hood draws on history. It has had the feud between the Norman invaders and the Saxon inhabitants of old England thrust upon it. Prince John’s attempt to usurp his brother’s throne while Richard was away fighting in the crusades was added later. Some have seen in the tale the rebellion of Simon de Montfort in 1265 or that of Thomas, earl of Lancaster, against Edward II in 1322. There are also echoes of Hereward the Wake’s stand against Norman rule in 1070–71 and William Wallace’s resistance to English rule in Scotland in 1297–1305.




  One piece of history can often be used to illuminate another. Shakespeare’s Henry V, showing the English victory at Agincourt in 1415, took to the stage just ten years after the defeat of the Spanish Armada. In 1944, it took to the screen as a piece of propaganda in the Second World War. Earlier in the war, the film That Hamilton Woman, about the affair between Admiral Lord Nelson and Lady Hamilton, drew clear parallels between Britain being threatened by Hitler in 1941 and the country being threatened by Napoleon almost a century and a half before. Britain’s Prime Minister Winston Churchill even wrote two of Nelson’s speeches and the producer-director Alexander Korda was subpoenaed to appear before the US Senate committee on foreign relations to answer charges of ‘inciting the American public to war’, but the hearing was forestalled by the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor which brought the United States into the war.




  It is, perhaps, no accident that the classic Hollywood version The Adventures of Robin Hood came out in 1938, a year before the war in Europe started. At that time, Hollywood was full of European émigrés, fleeing Hitler. The director, Michael Curtiz, was a Hungarian Jew who later made Casablanca, another propaganda classic.




  In the 1950s, the classic TV series, The Adventures of Robin Hood, was written by blacklisted Hollywood writers, some of whom were former communists. To them, the fact that Robin Hood robbed from the rich and gave to the poor had a particular appeal, along with his anti-authoritarian stand. They used it as a medium to criticize McCarthyite America.




  In the early ballads, dating from the fourteenth century, Robin displays occasional bouts of generosity, but there is no reason to think that he gave his plunder away to the dispossessed. Nor is he a great hero. In the ballads, he is regularly bested in fights, but when he is about to get beaten he sounds his horn and is rescued by his Merry Men. He would then invite his opponent to join them.




  Robin was not the greatest of archers either. Little John beat him in competitions – and Robin takes this badly. In early versions of the story, Little John appears to be the leader of the outlaws, rather than Robin – or at the very least co-leader. As the legend developed, he defers to Robin who gradually begins to show the qualities of a natural leader.




  Robin Hood has been with us for some eight centuries now. From shadowy beginnings, he has developed through many incarnations. Each one is relevant to the time the tale is retold. And, no doubt, the tale of Robin Hood and his Merry Men will be retold many times in the future. Now that’s history.
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  ROBIN HOOD AND HIS MERRY MEN




  Everyone knows Robin Hood. He was a famous outlaw and unrivalled archer living with his band of yeomen in Sherwood Forest, near the town of Nottingham, where they feasted on the King’s venison washed down with warm English ale.




  However, Robin was no outlaw by nature. When he was just eighteen, back in the reign of Henry II, the Sheriff of Nottingham organized an archery contest to find the best archer in Nottinghamshire – the prize, a butt of ale. In the nearby village of Locksley, Robin heard about this, picked up his bow and arrows and set off for Nottingham. On his way he passed through Sherwood Forest. It was a fine spring morning and Robin was thinking of his love Maid Marian, when he passed a bunch of men, dressed in Lincoln green, eating pie and drinking ale under a great oak tree. A little drunk, perhaps, they taunted him about his ‘penny bow and farthing arrows’. Robin responded that his bow and arrows were as good as theirs and they bet 20 marks (£13 6s 8d, or £13.33, a massive sum in those days) that he could not hit a deer threescore rods (330 yards or 301 metres) away. But when he killed the deer they refused to pay up.




  One of them offered to beat him up. Another pointed out that he had killed one of the King’s deer. The penalty for that was to have your ears severed. When Robin made off, one of the foresters fired an arrow at him. But the man had been drinking. He missed. Robin turned and fired. He hit his mark and killed the man. With that, he disappeared into the forest. He had now become an outlaw and, for poaching the King’s deer, there was a price of £200 on his head. The Sheriff of Nottingham swore to bring him to justice, both to claim the £200 and because the forester Robin had killed was a relative.




  After a year in the forest, Robin had gathered around him others like himself who had been outlawed by the King, rich barons, abbots and squires. Robin was elected their leader and they decided they would rob from the rich, who had dispossessed them, and give to those oppressed by heavy taxes, extortionate rents and wrongful fines. They swore not to hurt women or children, lived in huts made out of bark and slept on beds of rushes covered with the skins of fallow deer.




  One day, when Robin was crossing a narrow bridge, he met a stranger coming from the other side. Neither would give way. The man was seven foot tall – a head and neck taller than Robin. Robin threatened him with his bow and arrow, but the man called him a coward as he was carrying nothing but a staff. To settle the matter, Robin cut himself a staff and the two of them fought. Though Robin landed a few blows, he was no match for the stranger and was knocked from the bridge into the stream below.




  Robin’s followers, the Merry Men, set upon the stranger, but Robin called them off. Instead he invited him to join them. The stranger refused, saying that if Robin handled a bow and arrow the way he handled a staff he was not fit to call himself a yeoman. Rising to the challenge once more, Robin got Will Stutely to cut a target four fingers wide and place it on an oak tree 80 yards (73 metres) away. The stranger fired an arrow, hitting the target dead centre and defied Robin to do better. When Robin fired, his arrow hit the shaft of his opponent’s arrow, splitting it in two.




  When the stranger was asked his name, he replied: ‘John Little’. Over his objections, Will Stutely renamed him ‘Little John’. He joined them in the forest where he was christened with ale and became Robin’s right-hand man.




  The Sheriff of Nottingham knew nothing of the band of outlaws Robin had gathered around him and issued a warrant for his arrest. Although he offered a fee of fourscore golden angels (some £53) no one would serve it. A messenger was set to Lincoln. On the way he stopped at the Blue Boar Inn where he met a tinker from Banbury who said he would serve the warrant. As the tinker was heading into Sherwood, he bumped into Robin but, as a stranger to the area, he did not recognize him. Together they went back to the Blue Boar, where the tinker got drunk. When he fell asleep, Robin stole the warrant and the fourscore angels. The tinker awoke to find that he could not pay for the ale they had drunk and had to leave his coat and tools as surety.




  Heading out into the forest, the tinker bumped into Robin again. Determined to regain what he had lost – and take Robin to Nottingham to be hanged – the tinker challenged Robin to a fight. They fought with staves and Robin was winning when his staff broke. He blew on his horn and Little John and six of his Merry Men turned up. They threatened to hang the tinker. But, instead, Robin invited him to join them.




  The King grew angry with the Sheriff of Nottingham for his failure to catch Robin Hood, so the Sheriff announced another archery contest. This time the prize would be an arrow of pure gold. Although they realized that this was a trap, Robin and the Merry Men were determined to go. They disguised themselves as friars, peasants, tinkers and beggars. Robin used walnut to dye his blonde hair and beard, dressed in tattered scarlet and wore a patch over one eye. He won the competition with an arrow that shaved the goose-feather flight off the Sheriff’s man’s arrow. The Sheriff said that he shot better than Robin Hood, who was a coward as he had not dared show his face at the competition. As he handed over the golden arrow, the Sheriff offered to take the prize-winning archer into his service, but Robin said that he was his own man and no man in Merry England would be his master.




  Back in the greenwood, the Merry Men celebrated Robin’s victory, but Robin was angry that the Sheriff had called him a coward. That night, while the Sheriff was feasting, an arrow came through the window and lodged in his table. Around the shaft was a note informing him that it was Robin Hood himself who had won the golden arrow.




  The Sheriff then sent three hundred men out into Sherwood Forest. Their reward for capturing Robin dead or alive would be £100 – and £40 for one of his Merry Men. Robin refused to take them on. He had already killed one man and did not want to do it again, so he and his men hid out for seven days. But they had to know what the Sheriff’s men were planning so Will Stutely was sent to the Blue Boar dressed as a friar. He was drinking with the Sheriff’s men there, when a cat rubbed against his habit and they caught a glimpse of Lincoln green underneath. They jumped him. Stutely pulled out a broadsword, but they overpowered him and bound him hand and foot.




  When Robin learnt that the Sheriff’s men had taken Will Stutely to Nottingham to be hanged, he called his Merry Men together. The hanging was to take place in Nottingham in front of the Sheriff and the townsfolk. The Merry Men infiltrated the crowd. When one of the Sheriff’s men-at-arms asked Little John to stand back, Little John felled him, grabbed the Sheriff’s sword and gave it to Will Stutely. The rest of the Merry Men saw off the Sheriff’s men-at-arms with swords and arrows. Together they fled back to the forest, leaving the Sheriff fearful as he had nearly lost his own life.




  Robin hid out in Sherwood Forest for another year wondering how to get even with the Sheriff of Nottingham who had now tried to capture him three times. One day he ventured out of the forest and met a butcher. He bought the man’s butcher’s gown and his cartload of meat, which he sold overpriced to the rich and underpriced to the poor. One pretty woman paid with a kiss. That night the Sheriff of Nottingham was giving a feast for the butcher’s guild. Disguised as a butcher, Robin was invited.




  Over dinner Robin teased the Sheriff about giving the golden arrow to Robin Hood then, to make amends, he promised to use the money he had made from selling the meat to pay for the feast. He boasted that he owned so many acres of land that he could not count them and had at least five hundred head of livestock.




  Seeking to take advantage of someone who seemed so careless with money, the Sheriff offered to buy the livestock for just £300, well below market price for cattle. The next day Robin took the Sheriff out of Nottingham to view them and complete the sale. As they rode into Sherwood Robin revealed that this was his vast estate and the livestock he was selling were the King’s deer that grazed there. Robin and the Merry Men then laid on a feast for the Sheriff, seating him under the golden arrow. For entertainment, they put on displays of fencing and archery. Then Robin asked the Sheriff to pay for the feast, just as Robin himself had done the night before. When the Sheriff refused, he was introduced to Will Stutely and Little John. He handed over the £300. He left the forest with the laughter of the Merry Men ringing in his ears. Ballads soon circulated about how the Sheriff had gone out to shear, but had himself been shorn.




  Every five years, a fair was held in Nottingham. As usual, there would be an archery competition. This time the prize would be two steers and a tun of ale. Robin did not think it worth going but, against Robin’s advice, Little John went in disguise. He beat the local champion, Eric o’ Lincoln, with the quarterstaff, then won the archery competition. Once more the Sheriff offered to take the victor into his service, saying he was second only to Robin Hood with the bow and arrow. Little John accepted the offer and gave his prize – the steers and ale – away to those at the fair.




  Little John spent the winter in Nottingham Castle and became the Sheriff’s right-hand man. But one spring morning, he lay in bed, thinking how much he missed his friends in the forest. Rising late, he was refused breakfast, so he punched a hole in the pantry door and helped himself. When the steward upbraided him, he knocked him out. The cook was then sent to fight Little John, but thought better of it and joined Little John in a feast. The two of them got drunk on the Sheriff’s sack and canary wine, and sang ballads. That done, they decided that they had better finish the fight and drew their swords. The sword fight prove indecisive and, during a rest, Little John persuaded the cook to join him and the Merry Men in Sherwood for the usual fee – two suits of Lincoln green and 40 marks (£26 13s 4d) a year. They took with them as much of the Sheriff’s silverware as they could carry.




  Robin welcomed Little John back, but was angry with them for stealing the silver as they had enough trouble with the Sheriff already. Little John protested that they had been given the silverware; he would go and fetch the Sheriff to confirm it. He found the Sheriff out hunting and told him that he had seen a young buck and a herd of deer that were green from head to toe. The Sheriff said he was mad, but Little John told him to follow him into the forest where he could see for himself. Then Little John led him to Robin Hood, saying ‘Yonder is the hart of which I spake.’




  Robin then offered the Sheriff wine in one of his own silver flagons. When he refused it, Robin asked him whether he did not like their new silver service. Then Robin relented. He returned the Sheriff’s silver to him and led him out of the forest, saying that, as he had not come to do any harm, he would not take a farthing from him on that occasion.




  Soon after Robin sent Little John to buy Lincoln green from the draper Hugh Longshanks of Ancaster, giving him a bag of gold from the outlaws’ treasure house, which was locked in a cave behind stout wooden doors. But, instead of going straight to Ancaster, Little John stopped off in the Blue Boar Inn. The following morning, he got into a fight with a tanner named Arthur á Bland but, as he had grown soft and fat from living at the Sheriff’s, Little John was beaten. Robin, who had heard that Little John had stopped off at the Blue Boar, caught up with him in time to see the fight and asked the tanner to join the Merry Men.




  Further down the road they saw a pretty, mincing lad, dressed in scarlet silk, with blonde hair that fell in curls to his shoulders. On his head he wore scarlet velvet with a long feather in it and in his hand he carried a rose. Little John dismissed him as a ‘rose-leaf and whipped-cream gallant’. Robin agreed that the lad left a nasty taste in his mouth, but decided that he must be a baron’s son with a rich purse. Thinking that he was a Norman, Robin was determined to rob him. Little John pointed out that Normans had dark hair. Robin asked when he had seen a Saxon mince like that – but if he was a Saxon they would let the lad go without stealing from him.




  Robin stopped the stranger and asked him to hand over his purse as a tithe to make candlesticks for the shrine of St Wilfred, threatening that those ‘fat from overliving must needs lose blood’. The stranger drew a sword. Robin advised him that a sword was no match for an oak staff, but instead of cutting one the fey stranger pulled up a small tree by the roots. Little John was impressed.




  After a long fight, Robin was knocked down and forced to yield. Little John then stepped in. The stranger threatened to take on both of them, but Robin had had enough and asked the stranger his name. He said it was Will Gamwell. He came from Maxfield town in search of his mother’s young brother, Robin Hood. Robin introduced himself, and the young man explained that he was an outlaw. He had hit a man who had insulted his father and killed him. So he was now seeking refuge with his uncle. Robin welcomed him with open arms. For his gay attire, Robin and his Merry Men christened the new recruit Will Scarlet and they set off back to Sherwood Forest.




  Stopping for lunch of bread and cheese, they drank some ale and took to singing ballads about King Arthur. Then they spotted a miller coming down the road, carrying a heavy sack, and decided to play a joke on him. They pretended to be common thieves. But when they tried to take his sack, he warned them that he was an honest tradesman who was safe from thieves on Robin Hood’s territory.




  ‘I fear Robin Hood no more than I do myself,’ said Robin.




  The miller said that he had no money, but when they threatened to turn out the flour on the ground he said there was gold and silver under it. Then he pretended to look for bullion in the sack. Suddenly, he pulled out two handfuls of flour and threw it in their faces and, while they were blinded, set about them with a staff. Robin begged him to stop, saying that he was Robin Hood. But the miller said Robin Hood would not have tried to rob an honest tradesman. Then Robin found his horn and blew it. Will Stutely and David of Doncaster arrived to find them white from head to toe, fighting it out in the middle of the road. They eventually restrained the miller and Robin invited him to join the Merry Men.




  Two days later, Robin sent Will Stutely, the tanner and the miller out to invite someone to dine with them, so they could rob him. But all they met were damsels, milkmaids, shepherds, farmers and honest tinkers; no fat abbots, rich squires or money-lenders. Then they found a minstrel asleep under a tree with a harp of polished wood inlaid with gold and silver hanging from its branches.




  Deep in the forest the minstrel, whose name was Allan á Dale, apologized to Robin that he had no money, only half a sixpence hung around his neck on a silken threat. The other half he had given to his true love, whose name was Ellen. But when her father had discovered they were lovers he given the damsel in marriage to an old and wealthy knight, Sir Stephen of Trent. The wedding was in two days’ time.




  Robin said that Allan á Dale would marry his true love, but they would need a compliant clergyman who was not afraid of an abbot or bishop. Will Scarlet said he knew of a such friar at Fountain Abbey, which was half a day’s walk away. He would perform the service if there was food and drink involved. This was, of course, Friar Tuck. Allan á Dale then sang a song about his true love and Robin invited him to join the Merry Men.




  The next day, Robin set out for Fountain Abbey. On the way, he met a friar carousing by the side of a stream. Robin was wearing a fine coat of chain mail which he did not want to get wet in the stream and persuaded the friar to carry him across. The friar also carried Robin’s sword, but refused to give it back until Robin had promised to return the favour and carry the friar back across the stream. On the way, Robin unbuckled the friar’s belt. Reaching the other side, Robin seized the friar’s sword and refused to return it until the friar carried him back to the further bank again. But halfway across, the friar heaved Robin into the water. They then had a sword fight that lasted for an hour. Eventually Robin sounded his horn and his followers appeared. So the friar blew a whistle, summoning four ferocious dogs. The Merry Men fired arrows at the dogs who, miraculously, evaded them. But Will Scarlet stepped forward and pacified them as he knew the friar and his dogs. He then introduced Robin to Friar Tuck.




  After a hard night’s drinking in Sherwood Forest, Friar Tuck hid in the church where Ellen’s wedding to Sir Stephen was to take place. Meanwhile Robin, dressed as a minstrel, waylaid Sir Stephen’s brother, the richly attired Bishop of Hereford, and promised to play a tune that would make the bride love the man she married. So Robin was invited to the wedding, but during the ceremony Robin intervened, saying that the knight was too old to marry such a young lass and that he was not her true love. He sounded his horn and the Merry Men appeared and subdued Sir Stephen’s men-at-arms. Then Friar Tuck emerged to read the banns and marry Ellen to Alan á Dale. Robin gave her father 200 gold angels as a dowry.




  Robin turned to the bishop and said that he had fulfilled his promise – he had played his tune and the bride was in love with her husband. Then he asked the bishop to hand over the gold chain he wore around his neck and gave it to Ellen as a wedding present. Robin then invited the bishop to be their guest in Sherwood Forest. Meanwhile, Friar Tuck asked whether the Merry Men needed someone to attend to religious matters and Robin invited him to join them.




  Robin and his Merry Men regularly scoured the countryside for wealthy travellers who they would invite to feast with them – then demand the reckoning. One day Robin came across a sorrowful knight who looked a likely mark. But, when challenged, Sir Richard of Lea swore on his honour as a knight that he only had ten shillings in his purse – and in the world. His estates had been pawned to the Priory of Emmet against £500 he had borrowed to keep his son out of jail after he had accidentally killed a nobleman at a joust. If he did not pay back the loan in three days his estates would be lost forever. After a feast in the forest with the Bishop of Hereford, who they were still holding, Robin gave the sorrowful knight the money to redeem his estates in the form of the gold coin they had stolen from the bishop. Ashamed to see a knight in such a sorrowful state, they also gave him gold chains, gold spurs and rolls of velvet, along with gold cloth for his lady, and provided him with an escort. The bishop was only released three days later after his money had been paid to the Priory of Emmet.




  When Sir Richard turned up to pay off his debt, the Prior was boasting to the Sheriff of Nottingham that he would soon own the noblest estate in Derbyshire for a mere £500. The knight then acted the supplicant and begged for his debt to be forgiven as an act of Christian charity. Thinking Sir Richard penniless, the prior taunted him, saying that he could redeem the debt for a mere £300. With that Sir Richard produced the bishop’s gold. He paid over the £300, which the Prior was forced to accept as the knight was accompanied by Little John and the Merry Men. Sir Richard used the rest of the money to renovate his castle and estates. A year later, he went to repay the money to Robin. On the way, he rescued one of Robin’s men, David of Doncaster, who had been set upon after a wrestling match. Robin refused payment, but Sir Richard insisted. He also gave each man a bow and a quiver full of arrows. Robin’s bow and quiver were inlaid with gold.




  In search of adventure, Little John decided to take to the road as a strolling friar, while Robin would roam the country as a beggar. On the road to Tuxford, Little John met three pretty damsels taking eggs to market. He carried their baskets for them and, even though he was dressed as a friar, took a kiss from each in payment. While drinking and singing profane songs at an inn, Little John met two real friars. Further down the road, he begged them for money to buy a crust of bread. When they said they had no money, he forced them to get down from their horses, kneel in the road and pray to St Dunstan. He then prayed that St Dunstan give them ten shillings each. Then he looked in their pouches and found they had £40. He left them a pound – 20 shillings – as that was the answer to his prayer. The rest, he reasoned, belonged to him and he returned with it to Sherwood.




  Meanwhile Robin came upon a beggar who was laden with stolen food. Robin bought some ale and they shared the feast. Robin then offered the beggar two gold angels if he would change clothes with him so he could learn his craft. The beggar took umbrage and a fight ensued. It ended when Robin knocked the beggar down. He then consented to give Robin his clothes, provided he took nothing else from him. When Robin agreed, the beggar cut open the lining of his coat and took out ten gold sovereigns hidden there. Then they changed clothes and parted.




  Further down the road, Robin came upon four beggars having a feast on the ground. They each wore a sign around their neck saying they were ‘deaf’, ‘blind’, ‘dumb’ or ‘lame’.




  The deaf one was the first to hear Robin coming. The blind one was the first to see him. The dumb one called out for him to join then, while the lame man unstrapped his wooden leg and stretched his real leg out on the grass. Robin took the flask of Malmsey wine they offered and drank to their happiness; there was no point in drinking to their health as they were hale in wind and limb.




  The ‘blind’ beggar asked him where he had some from. Robin said Sherwood. The beggars then said that, with all the money they were carrying, they would not stop in Sherwood for fear of Robin Hood. But when Robin showed his ignorance of the beggars’ jargon, they accused him of being a spy. They attacked him. He knocked down the blind man and the dumb man, while the deaf man and the lame man fled. The blind man was carrying £200 in gold, which Robin took, along with the flask of Malmsey.




  On his way back to Sherwood, Robin met an infamous corn merchant from Worksop who had once bought up all the grain in the district, only selling it when prices soared causing a famine. Robin asked him for a farthing to buy bread. The man refused, saying that even if Robin Hood was to search him, he would find nothing. Robin then confided that, despite appearances, he was not a beggar. He was a wealthy merchant. To prove it, he showed him the money he had stolen from the beggars and asked the corn merchant to accompany him to Newark. Along the way, the merchant, now trusting his companion, revealed that he was carrying £180 hidden in the soles of his clogs. Robin then said he would go no further as he had friends who lived nearby. The merchant should go on alone – barefoot. The merchant protested. Robin revealed he was Robin Hood and the man took off his clogs without further ado. Apologizing for not inviting the merchant to feast in the forest, Robin sent him on his way. That night Robin and Little John swapped stories over the campfire.




  Eleanor of Aquitaine, wife of Henry II, sent for Robin. His presence was required at an archery contest in Finsbury Fields. Robin agreed to go, taking Little John, Will Scarlet and Allan á Dale with him. Four days later, they were in London Town. The queen laid on a feast for Robin and asked him about the Bishop of Hereford and Sir Richard of Lea.




  There were eight hundred entrants to the archery contest. First prize was 90 gold sovereigns, a silver bugle inlaid with gold and a quiver with ten white arrows with gold tips and swan-feather flights. Second prize was a hundred fat bucks, and third prize was two tuns of Rhein wine. Each finalist would be given 80 silver pennies for taking part.




  As the field was whittled down, Eleanor had a side bet with the King. If her men won, they would be given a free pardon for forty days. The King agreed. Robin Hood, Little John, Will Scarlet and Allan á Dale then stepped forward. The Bishop of Hereford recognized them immediately, but the King said he had already given his word. If they won, they would receive a pardon – but they had better watch out after the forty days were up.




  Even though they were up against the King’s finest archers, Robin and his men won a convincing victory and the King left the tournament fuming. The Bishop of Hereford warned that, once Robin Hood returned to the woodland, he would be beyond the law forever. So the King sent six yeomen of the guard to seize him. But the Queen had already warned Robin that the King intended to break his word. By the time the yeomen reached Finsbury Fields, Robin and his men were already on their way back to the Midlands.




  They stopped for the night at an inn in Barnet, where they ate and drank sack, and Little John flirted with the barmaid. Before they had finished the Queen’s page arrived to warn Robin that the King had sent a hundred men to prevent him returning to safety in the woodlands; two companies of horse were not far behind.




  Robin told his men that they were heading for St Albans, but just outside Barnet they split up. Robin went west; the other three east. They were to avoid the highways until they got back to Sherwood. Meanwhile the landlord of the inn, who had overheard the conversation, told the King’s horsemen they were heading for St Albans and the soldiers rode off northwards on a wild-goose chase.




  Once he heard that Robin had slipped through the net, the Bishop of Hereford rode to Nottingham, where he and the Sheriff sent out their men to block all roads to the south, west and east of Sherwood.




  It took Little John, Will Scarlet and Allan á Dale eight days to reach Sherwood. They travelled via Chelmsford, Cambridge and Lincolnshire, and approached Sherwood from the north. They met none of the King’s men along the way. Robin travelled through Aylesbury, Woodstock in Oxfordshire and Warwick. After seven days, he reached Dudley in Staffordshire. Thinking he had travelled far enough north, he turned eastwards through Litchfield and Ashby-de-la-Zouch. Then he headed for Stanton. From there, he could smell the woodlands.




  A little further on, Robin bent down to drink from a stream when an arrow whistled passed his ear. He leapt to his feet. As he dived into a thicket six more arrows followed him. One of them pierced his doublet, but did not penetrate the steel coat underneath.




  The King’s men leapt from their horses and chased after him into the thicket. But Robin knew the lay of the land better then they did and soon left them behind. Spotting another band of the King’s men three miles further on, he kept on running until he reached Mackworth, just outside Derby. There, he stopped for a rest under a hedge. He was hungry and thirsty, and he prayed to St Dunstan for food and drink. A cobbler called Quince came by carrying a boiled capon and a pottle – half a gallon – of ale. Robin knew him to be rather thick. When he asked what Robin was doing under a hedge, Robin told Quince that he was catching gold birds by putting salt made from moonbeams on their tails and offered ten shillings to change clothes with him. That done, they ate the capon and washed it down with ale. They were just having a sing-song when six horsemen turned up and grabbed Quince, mistaking him for Robin whose clothes he was now wearing. Though Robin protested, Quince was flattered to be mistaken for the famous outlaw and confessed. So the horsemen bound his hands and took him to the Bishop of Hereford to claim their reward.




  Robin headed on towards Sherwood but, exhausted by a journey of over 140 miles, he stopped at an inn just 5 miles outside Nottingham. As he slept, a friar from Emmet Priory took shelter from a thunderstorm in the inn. He asked for a bed for the night and was not best pleased when he was told he would have to share with a cobbler.




  When Robin awoke in the morning, he saw the friar’s habit hanging up and swapped it for the cobbler’s clothes. He then made off with the friar’s mule and his purse with ten gold sovereigns in it. When he awoke, the friar had no choice but to don the cobbler’s clothes. Quince had now been found out and, a little way down the road, the friar was seized by the King’s men on suspicion of being Robin Hood.




  Robin was nearing Sherwood when he met Sir Richard of Lea, who warned him that the Sheriff’s men were stopping everyone. Sir Richard said Robin must go back to London and seek the protection of the Queen. Dressing him as a retainer, they headed for London.




  Queen Eleanor was walking in the royal gardens when Robin leaped over the walk and knelt at her feet. He threw herself on her mercy. The Queen then went to see the King, whose temper had now subsided. He renewed his promise of a pardon and gave Robin his head page to escort him back to Sherwood. Soon after, King Henry died and his son Richard I – Richard the Lion-Heart – inherited the throne.




  Out in Sherwood, Robin met a stranger dressed in hide, armed with a bow and arrow, a broadsword and a double-edged dagger. He announced that he was Guy of Gisborne. He was an outlaw sent by the Bishop of Hereford to the Sheriff of Nottingham, who said he would give him a free pardon if he hunted down Robin Hood and brought him in dead or alive.




  Robin had heard of Guy of Gisborne and the murderous deeds he had done in Herefordshire, but Gisborne did not recognize Robin. Highhandedly, Gisborne dismissed the famous Robin Hood as a threat as he had killed no one, except when he had first come to the forest. Robin protested that Gisborne’s quarry was a great archer and Gisborne, eager to demonstrate his prowess with the bow, challenged him to a contest.




  Robin cut a stick twice the thickness of a man’s thumb, shaved off the bark and set it up in front of an oak tree 80 paces away. Gisborne said that not even the devil could hit that. Robin agreed when Gisborne missed it twice. Then, with his second shot, Robin split it in two.




  ‘I am Robin Hood,’ he announced, drawing his sword.




  Gisbourne told Robin to make his Confession and he too drew his sword. There followed a furious swordfight. More than once the point of Gisborne’s sword pierced Robin’s flesh and drops of blood fell upon the ground. Leaping back from another thrust, Robin’s heel caught on a root and he fell on his back. Gisborne went in for the kill, but Robin grabbed the blade of his sword. Though it cut the palm of his hand, he parried the thrust so the sword buried its blade deep into the ground. Robin then leaped to his feet and slashed Gisborne under the sword arm. He let go of the sword, leaving it embedded in the ground. Robin then closed in. Before Gisborne could regain his balance, he thrust his sword through his heart and killed him. Robin put on Gisborne’s clothes, pulled the hood over his head and rode into Nottingham looking for the Sheriff.




  Meanwhile, Little John came across a widow whose three sons had just been arrested for killing a deer. They had been taken to the Sheriff of Nottingham, who was at the King’s Head, an inn a mile from Nottingham on the southern border of Sherwood Forest. The Sheriff laughed at their pleas for mercy and ordered them to be hanged. Little John turned up disguised as peasant and the Sheriff offered him sixpence – tuppence a head – to string up the three boys. Little John accepted.




  As he put the nooses around their necks, he slyly cut the bonds around their wrists, but whispered to them not to flee until he gave the signal. Little John then asked the Sheriff if he could notch an arrow in his bow so he could shoot the young men in the heart to spare them a long and painful death. The Sheriff gave his permission. Once the arrow was in the bow, Little John shouted: ‘Run’. The three boys pulled the nooses from their necks and raced for the safety of the woods.

OEBPS/Images/pub.png
RUNNING PRESS






OEBPS/Images/map01.png
England, from London to the North.





OEBPS/Images/map02.png





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
R
H

OBIN
00D

THE TRUE HISTORY
B ERHEISNEDR T H ERRIESE  GREUNPD)

Nigel Cawthorne





OEBPS/Misc/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





