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INTRODUCTION

Of all the myriad characters inhabiting England’s vibrant past, two men stand out as representing something essential in the English identity. The first is King Arthur, who pulled the nation together in a common defence against invaders; the second is Robin Hood, who defied the odds to stand up to hypocrisy and injustice. Neither man may actually have existed, but they live on in the collective imagination, through the legends and myths told about them. This book focuses on Robin Hood, who remains as elusive today as he apparently did to the Sheriff of Nottingham during England’s Middle Ages.

There are few in the English-speaking world that have never heard of Robin Hood. His name is synonymous with an outlaw whose motive is to do good deeds using unlawful methods. He is a trickster, fighter, lover, adventurer; he looks like Errol Flynn, or Russell Crowe, or Kevin Costner, or any of his television incarnations; he wears Lincoln green, carries a longbow, and knows how to use it. He lives deep in Sherwood Forest, leads a band of colourful outlaws known as the Merry Men, and his passion is reserved for the always-beautiful Maid Marian. Robin Hood takes from the rich and gives to the poor, and he fights against the corruption of the local law and the established Church. He is a placeholder for better times when Royal authority is more judiciously applied. All of the above is a combination of myth, fabrication, and pure fiction – almost all of it anyway.

We know about a man called Robin Hood because people first told stories or sung ballads about an outlaw now lost to the historical record and then wrote them down. As time passed, later interpretations entered the tales as contemporary motifs, and the exploits of other bandits were used to freshen up the stories for new audiences. The legend of Robin Hood coalesced through that process. The core of the legend is contained in a few collected ballads under the title of A Gest of Robyn Hode, and dated to around 1450, before the English Reformation. While it is a bit too convenient, it is reasonable to argue that the stories originating after the Reformation of the 16th century form the myth of Robin Hood. From after the mid-1500s, new characters are introduced, including some merely for entertainment value, and new stories emerge. The greatest change, though, is that of Robin Hood himself. His status changes from yeoman to disaffected nobleman; he has a love-interest where none existed before; and he becomes less brutal. This is also where the notion of Robin taking from the rich to give to the poor enters the story, along with the idea that Robin was fighting oppression while awaiting the arrival of the true king. The myth reaches its apotheosis in the Technicolor delights of The Adventures of Robin Hood, with Errol Flynn dressed in the Lincoln green, but the seemingly timeless story of Robin Hood has endured for new generations and audiences and will no doubt continue to do so.
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Robin Hood and the bishop. (Bridgeman)
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THE LEGEND OF ROBIN HOOD

We do not know the exact origins of the Robin Hood legend, but we do know the means by which it was disseminated. The first stories were ballads passed along by itinerant singers who visited fairs and public gatherings to entertain the public. A canon of songs soon sprang up, with little embellishments no doubt added here and there to suit individual styles and target audiences. Robin’s popularity spread so far that by the 15th century monks were taking note of the ballads and writing them down. Later in that century, around the 1490s, the ballads appeared in print for the first time. The bulk of the stories that make up the legend were collected under the title A Gest of Robyn Hode, a 456-line poem divided into eight ‘fyttes’. A couple of stories found in the 18th century Percy Folio manuscript, from which much of the Robin Hood myth stems, may also be traced back to the legend and are included here.

Robin Hood and the Knight

Barnesdale Forest, teeming with game and deer, was Robin Hood’s sanctuary as well as his home in those days, and free from interference from the law. The forest extended for many miles across south Yorkshire and down into Nottinghamshire, where it joined with Sherwood Forest. An army of a thousand men could hide in those woods with impunity, though Robin’s band of Merry Men probably numbered closer to one hundred. One day, as Robin was leaning against a tree deep in the forest, three of his men approached. His trusted lieutenant, Little John, was there, along with William Scarlett, and the diminutive Much the Miller’s Son. Robin decided that he wanted to entertain a ‘guest’ for dinner; some high-ranking noble would do nicely, and ideally a baron or a knight. He told his three companions what he wanted, but warned that they should not pick on farmers or yeomen. Also, Robin added, those knights or squires who were known to be good people should be left in peace. Archbishops and priests, on the other hand, were fair game, and the Sheriff of Nottingham was on the top of the list of potential victims.
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A page from The Jolly Pinder of Wakefield, a ballad first published in 1632, which includes the account of Robin Hood and Little John’s first meeting.

As the sun sank slowly towards the horizon, Robin instructed Little John to take Scarlett and Much and to go to Sayles Farm, near the old Roman road called Watling Street, where they were sure to find a suitable target.

When Little John and his companions arrived at Sayles Farm, they took up positions along the road, with their bows strung and ready for action. They looked up and down the road, but no one appeared from either direction for long hours. Then, suddenly, away from the road, they saw a mounted figure making his way through the woods, along a concealed track. The traveller was a knight, but not one that would fit the beautiful chivalric images carefully drawn by monks in illuminated manuscripts. This dreary-looking knight sagged in his saddle, one foot in the stirrup while the other swung loose. The rider’s hood drooped over his eyes, and he was as sorry a sight as the bandits had ever seen. The knight’s pitiful condition, however, did not stop them from stepping out of the trees into his path. With his arrow nocked, John extended Robin’s invitation to dinner.

‘I had intended to eat in Doncaster or Blyth,’ the startled knight replied, ‘but I bear no personal malice towards Robin Hood, so I will go with you.’ He bade Little John to lead the way.

When the little group returned to Robin’s lodge, the knight introduced himself, ‘Sir Richard of the Lea, at your service,’ while the outlaws prepared a sumptuous dinner of bread, wine, deer, and wildfowl. The knight was thoroughly impressed with both his reception and his meal, and promised to return the honour if he ever came back this way. Robin appreciated the appreciation, but remarked that it was unusual that he, a mere yeoman, should be entertaining a man of such high status in this way. It was obvious from Robin’s tone that Sir Richard was expected to pay at least his fair share for the food. The knight, however, said apologetically that he had no money to offer for such a feast, not any more than ten shillings. Robin turned to Little John and asked him to check Sir Richard’s belongings, adding that he would take anything and everything above that amount, though he would lend the knight some money if he really needed more. The outlaws and their guest didn’t have long to wait before Little John returned, confirming Sir Richard’s poverty.
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In 1883, author and illustrator Howard Pyle published The Merry Adventures of Robin Hood of Great Renown in Nottinghamshire. This book reworked the old ballads and presented them in a modern, cohesive form, while emphasizing Robin’s status as a hero who robbed from the rich to give to the poor. While the writing style is now dated, the book remains one of the most influential works about the outlaw. Many of the illustrations that Pyle drew for the book are reprinted in this one. Here, Robin stops the sorrowful knight. The overly ornate decorations betray the highly romantic Victorian style adopted by Pyle in his book.

Surprised, Robin was also curious about how his guest had been reduced to his current situation. He asked if Sir Richard had been raised to his knightly status from the yeoman class due to some battlefield distinction, or if he had behaved immorally, and so been reduced in his station as a punishment. The knight denied both, confirming that his nobility was hereditary, but he told Robin that, over the last two years, he had been forced to raise 400 pounds to save his son from a false charge of murder. He had been forced to borrow so heavily from the Abbot of St Mary’s Abbey that if he could not repay the debt he would be landless and forced to leave England.

‘Have you no friends to help you?’ Robin asked.

Sir Richard replied, ‘Those I thought were my friends scattered when my misfortune became clear.’

Robin considered this and then had Little John bring him 400 pounds from the outlaws’ treasury. Little John, for his part, pointed out how threadbare the knight’s clothes were and how he clearly needed new livery to truly dress to his status.

Robin said, ‘You’ll make a fine tailor,’ to which Little John quickly measured both the knight and some suitable cloth with his longbow, much to the amusement of Will Scarlett. John was indeed a handy tailor, and he soon produced brand new livery for the knight. To complete the man’s transformation: Will Scarlett gave him a new pair of boots; Little John handed over a pair of shiny spurs; and Robin led out a grey horse for the man to ride. Sir Richard was grateful beyond words for his new wardrobe, but the generous Robin was not finished.

‘No self-respecting knight could travel without a squire,’ he pointed out. ‘I’m sure John would be happy to oblige.’

Little John nodded his agreement. Then all that was left to do was conclude their bargain, whereby the knight would pay off the Abbot at once, and then repay his debt to


Robin Hood and the Potter
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WEAPONS OF AN OUTLAW
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The Knight Pays His Debt






[image: images]






[image: images]


RICHARD OF THE LEA COMES TO ROBIN’S CAMP









Robin Hood and the High Cellarer
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Little John and the Sheriff
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LITTLE JOHN FIGHTS THE SHERIFF’S COOK










Robin Hood and the Archery Contest
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The Rescue of Sir Richard of the Lea
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Robin Hood and the King
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Robin Hood at the King’s Court
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Robin Hood and Guy of Gisborne
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THE SHERIFF IS CAPTURED
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Robin Hood and the Monk
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