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Author’s Note
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‘Humblenot and The Robin & The Sparrow’ is a story written by Charlie Forrestt for children of all ages. This story introduces the character, ‘Humblenot’, a storyteller, a forest dweller, a human-like creature who may once have been a brave crusading Knight, but he might also have been a dragon handler.

Today, Humblenot is telling the story of ‘The Robin and The Sparrow’ and what happened when Robin flew in from the south for the winter to find Sparrow had been left behind. Being the first Humblenot story, you are introduced to some of the other characters who live in the village: the Constable and the Schoolmistress feature in this story.

The story you are about to read is really three stories in one. We will learn something of Humblenot, who he is and where he lives but more importantly perhaps, of what he does. Within these pages, we join the children of the village as they all gather around Humblenot to listen while he tells the tale of ‘The Robin and The Sparrow’; a story where Robin will tell his own tale to Sparrow; the one that explains how all robins came to have red breasts.

Each Humblenot story will reveal more about him and the place where he lives but he will always tell a story. However, his stories won’t always be just for the children because as you will see, grown-ups like to hear his stories too!

Best Wishes,

Charlie Forrestt
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CHAPTER ONE
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The twins, Yannick and Annick, who, strictly speaking, should have been in the schoolroom, were in the orchard. Their excuse for being in the orchard and not in the schoolroom was pretty thin. Old Mother Eve had asked them why and the answer, delivered by Annick, was either fact or fiction and as indistinguishable as the twins themselves.

“Mother Eve; Farmer Orin has asked us to count the good apples in the orchard.”

“Why did Farmer Orin ask you to count the good apples in the orchard?”

“Farmer Orin impressed upon us the importance of ascertaining, within a margin of error consistent with the square root of Pi, the number of good apples versus the number of bad as an indication of the prospects of filling the Duchess’ cider barrels.”

Not entirely convinced that the boys were telling the truth, Old Mother Eve popped in and spoke to the Constable.

“Thank you for telling me, Mother Eve. I shall make investigations this very afternoon and if the twins were trying, as we know they do, to avoid algebra - and goodness knows we all did in our time - then I shall speak to the twins and remind them that no good can come of this. The present and the future must always be balanced like the equation they so assiduously avoid. But there is no avoiding it!”

“Thank you, Constable. Oh! Humblenot is back.”

“HUMBLENOT!”

“Yes, Constable. He is back!”

The Constable, who had been enjoying his lunch of bread, cheese, and pickled gherkins, was suddenly not very hungry and felt the prickling in his chest, which was the precursor to indigestion.

“Humblenot ... is my job not hard enough without you stirring up the village with your tales of faraway places?”

Reaching for the camomile tea, he did have to reflect just briefly on the tales that Humblenot had told him when he had been the same age as the twins; tales of princes fighting wars and leading their armies on the backs of elephants. Stories that were like wormholes leading to strange, imaginary kingdoms ruled by ants and where algebra was confined to the palace dungeons.

Though his job required him to be stern and serious, he could not prevent himself from smiling, just for a minute, at the prospect of hearing another of Humblenot’s stories.

By the time he had walked to the orchard, the twins were nowhere to be found. He marched purposefully to the farm and found Farmer Orin milking the cow.

“Did you ask the twins to count the good apples in the orchard, Farmer Orin?”

“Well, I do remember being asked by the twins if there was something they could do that was more important than balancing quadratic equations.”

“Nothing is more important than balancing quadratic equations, Farmer!”

“I disagree. Filling the Duchess’ cider barrels is infinitely more important than balancing quadratic equations.”

“I do not believe that the Duchess would sanction the removal of two children from the schoolroom for the express purpose of filling her cider barrels.”

“Constable; you would do well to remember that the Duchess likes cider more than she likes children!”

“The children’s education must be our first priority. They are the future.”

“I believe that, in giving the twins this task and insisting upon a thorough report of the condition of the apples, I have served their education just as well as Mistress Jane would have done in the schoolroom this morning.”

“Maybe you did, but they missed French grammar too!”

“I do not think that either Yannick or Annick are destined to become an Ambassador, Constable.”

“We deny them the choice by colluding in this mischief.”

“Humblenot is back.”

“I KNOW! My indigestion is as good a barometer as that which hangs outside the forge! Good day, Farmer.”

“Good day, Constable.”

The Farmer Orin returned to milking the cow and paid no attention to the rustling and giggling he heard coming from the hayloft.

The Constable was a burly man and afraid of nothing. Well, that wasn’t strictly true. He was afraid of the Duchess and the corner of the forest inhabited by Humblenot. And if you pressed him on the point, he was more afraid of the Duchess than the forest, especially if the cider barrels were half-full come Festival time.

“I suppose I must call upon him. It is one o’clock and there is plenty of time to get to the forest and back before sunset,” he counselled himself as he straightened his tunic and polished the toecaps of his boots on the backs of his trouser legs.

Striding through the village, he passed the church and the schoolroom. Silence from the schoolroom indicated that French grammar was in full swing.

He avoided the forge in case he got soot on his uniform.

The post office was closed being a Wednesday afternoon, but he tried the door in any case. Abigail the Postmistress often forgot to lock the door, and when she did, the stamps used the opportunity to send themselves to interesting and faraway places.

He made his way along the path that led to the Magistrate’s house. The Magistrate was in session; the long-running dispute between Angela the Seamstress and Rosemary the Hat Maker was being heard for the seventeenth time. The argument over who owned the fence between their gardens had been running ever since the Constable had taken up his position.

Conscious of the time, he quickened his steps and took the shortcut across the Festival Field.

He climbed over the stile and met the Postmistress in the lane.

“Good afternoon, Postmistress.”

“Good afternoon, Constable. Do I assume from your direction of travel that you are paying Humblenot a visit?”

“You are correct in your assumption.”

“If you are quick you might get there before the story starts.”

“To whom is he telling stories at this time of the day?”

“The children.”

“Ah! That is why the schoolroom was silent. I supposed French grammar to be the cause.”

“I understand that Mistress Jane is keen to introduce the children to the art of storytelling and no-one tells a story as well as Humblenot.”

“It is true. Do you remember his tale of the Persian Prince and the magic-?”

The Constable cut himself off abruptly.

“I do. We were all nine years old once, Constable. A fact we would be wise to remind ourselves of from time to time. Enjoy the story ...”

The Constable said goodbye and continued on his way. Very soon he was under the boughs of the young oaks where the path was well-made and quite dry. The Constable and mud did not have a happy relationship!

Deeper into the forest he went, and the air surrounding him was thick with the hum of bees.

If the Farmer Orin was working hard to fill the cider barrels, the bees were working even harder to fill the hives with honey!

The path wound around the Major; an oak of majestic proportions which was believed to be older than the Duchess. 

Legend had it that Humblenot had planted the oak; a fact that he would neither confirm nor deny.

Whether he had buried the heart of a lion under the oak was pure speculation.

The Constable skirted around the edge of the gravel pit and along the stream bed until he came to the abandoned watermill. 

He dipped his cupped hand into the stone trough that sat outside the door of the mill and brought a mouthful of sweet spring water to his lips.

As expected, the waterwheel unexpectedly started to turn. The creak of the timbers made him shiver and the helmet on his head wobbled like a jelly.

“Nail your courage to the sticking place, Augustus!” he said to himself.

He continued on his way, reminding himself that if the children had walked to Humblenot’s house then he, a burly constable, must surely not allow himself to be any more afraid than they had been.

Recalling himself as a nine-year-old walking through the forest and holding fast onto Henrietta’s hand, made him feel better. Until he remembered the day she had let go of his hand at the Witches’ Willow. He had been so afraid that he had stayed the whole night, shaking like a leaf and curled up into a tight ball like a hedgehog. Humblenot had rescued him and carried him back to the village.

The Witches’ Willow was ahead, and beads of perspiration broke out on his forehead and his hands felt cold and clammy.

Old Mother Eve always said that if you passed the Witches’ Willow on your left it was better than if you passed it on your right. In addition, you should always appear to be looking for acorns and whistle the Duchess’ Birthday Song.

He passed with the tree on his left and scanned the ground for acorns. The dry tuneless whistle that passed between his pursed lips was echoed by the rustle of the leaves.

Having passed the tree safely, he climbed the giant molehill and, once out of sight of the Witches’ Willow, gave thanks to the composer of the tune for his safe deliverance. The composer of the tune, albeit grateful for the thanks, would have preferred a penny in royalties!

The last stage of the path was by far the most terrifying. The trees were truly ancient. The trunks and branches had grown into a living palace, not that Humblenot called it such. The bark of the trees looked like the skins of snakes and lizards and many were covered in warts like the Hammer Pond toads.

Thin creepers hung down to form curtains that hid dark and dank places where oozy and slimy things lived. If you were brave enough, or foolhardy enough, to part the creepers and look behind them, you would see vats of green gunge being boiled to make ink or cough mixture, depending upon the season.

Passing through the space between the two trees that looked like dragons, the Constable arrived at the home of Humblenot.

Fifty feet in front of him was the toadstool garden, and upon each toadstool sat a child, like a pixie. All the boys wore moss green shorts and mustard coloured shirts, Raven black-blue socks and chestnut brown leather boots, while all the girls wore strawberry red dresses, lilac stockings, and wooden clogs.

The Schoolmistress was dressed in grey as befitted her advanced years and station. Her hair, these days
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