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A HISTORY OF ROBIN HOOD

Long ago, in the time of the Normans and the Saxons, there were very few books. Most people could not read and the tales they heard were sung to them by travelling minstrels.

The hero of many of these stories was Robin Hood. Some of the tales about him appear in ancient manuscripts but, over the years, the stories have been changed and added to by many writers.






Chapter One

The Beggar Spy
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The forest clearing lay still and quiet in the warm summer sunshine. Nothing moved. It was as if all the wild things there were holding their breath, waiting for something to happen. Even the leaves of the great oaks and beeches of Sherwood Forest seemed barely to rustle in the soft breeze.

Suddenly the figure of a small man ran from the forest into the open. He paused for a moment to look back the way he had come. Then he raced across the clearing to the nearer of the two long grassy mounds which stood side by side at one end. He climbed quickly to the top and looked back once more before disappearing from sight as though into the ground itself.

Moments later the grass in the side of the other mound opened up like a trap door and the small man came out with a companion. The turf closed behind them and the two small figures looked quickly around them before darting off into the trees.

Life returned to the clearing. A wood pigeon settled on a branch and began its monotonous call. Two swallows dipped and wheeled low over the long grass in their search for insects and far off in the trees a cuckoo called.
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But then came the sound of hooves. Sunlight flashed on arms and armour and the wood pigeon flew off with flapping wings as twelve horsemen rode into the glade.








Chapter Two

The Squire and the Outlaws
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Their leader was a young man dressed in chain mail. Although he carried a lance, his uncrested surcoat and shield showed that he was a knight’s squire. A priest, a thin pale looking man, rode beside him. Ten men-at-arms sat patiently on their horses while their leaders talked.

‘Now which way shall we go, Robert?’ asked the priest anxiously. ‘All these paths and trees look so alike, that I fear we shall never find the man we are looking for.’ The squire laughed. ‘If our lord is to be believed then we do not need to find him, for he will find us.’

‘Then I wish he would do it quickly,’ said the priest, looking anxiously around. ‘I do not like this part of the forest.’

The squire signalled the little cavalcade forward again. Suddenly, a deep voice from the trees called, ‘Stop! Do not move!’ Robert raised his arm as men in green appeared on either side. ‘We come in peace,’ he said.

‘With ten armed men?’ asked the tall bowman who barred their way. ‘How can that be?’

‘The woods are full of desperate men, cut-throats and outlaws,’ replied the young squire with a smile. ‘It is important that the message this priest carries from my lord, Sir Richard of the Lee, is delivered to the right person.’
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‘And who would that person be?’ asked the bowman.

‘You, if you are Robin Hood, as I suspect,’ said Robert.

‘You serve Sir Richard?’ asked Robin.

‘I am his squire, Robert of Stane Lea. My lord sends you greetings and this message.’ The priest fumbled in a wallet at his belt and handed down a parchment scroll. Robin frowned as he read.

‘Little John, we must bring our men to camp. Sir Richard sends news that everyone should hear.’ He raised his horn and blew three short blasts followed by a longer one which echoed through the trees.

A dozen outlaws were already in the camp. More arrived until there were over sixty men in the clearing. When Robin saw that all but the scouts and sentries were there, he stood up.

‘Lads,’ he said in a loud, clear voice, ‘our good friend Sir Richard of the Lee has sent me warning of a new plot which Guy of Gisborne and the Wrangby lords, together with the Sheriff of Nottingham, are hatching against us. Sir Richard sends it at great risk to himself. He heard it spoken of too loudly at the Shire Council.’

‘A true friend,’ said Friar Tuck. ‘What is the warning, Robin?’

‘They are to pay spies to wander through Sherwood disguised as beggars, pilgrims and poor travellers,’ replied Robin. ‘These are the kinds of people we usually only stop to help or feed. But now we must be on our guard against them, for they could be Gisborne’s men searching for our hiding places.’

‘So every traveller we meet, however harmless he may look, must be stopped and tested?’ asked Little John.

‘Yes, and tested well,’ said Robin. ‘If you find a Saxon who has been tempted by hunger to take the Sheriff’s gold, point out to him the error of his ways and warn him away. If the spy is Norman, deal with him as you must.’

The outlaws went back to their work. Robin sent Will Scarlet to tell the scouts and sentries of the new danger. Then he took the squire and his men back to the path and set them on their way.

He watched until the horsemen were out of sight and then set off in the direction of his old home, Locksley Hall, to warn the villeins there not to talk to strangers about the food and clothes that the outlaws often sent them.








Chapter Three

Robin Under Attack
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Robin walked beneath the trees thinking of the new danger. He heard footsteps. Looking ahead, Robin saw a beggar coming towards him. He hid behind a tree and watched the man carefully. He wondered if this could be one of Gisborne’s spies.

The stranger was very broad and carried a huge staff. He wore a patched cloak and an old wide-brimmed hat. Hanging from his shoulder was a bag of oatmeal such as all beggars carried. Tucked into his belt was a long knife in a leather sheath. Robin’s suspicions were aroused, however, by the great leather boots which the man wore. They seemed of too good a quality for a beggar man.

‘Stand fast!’ called Robin. He stepped on to the track and reached for an arrow. The beggar swung round, the great staff whirled and the bow was knocked from Robin’s hand. Surprised at the speed of the man’s movements, Robin reached for his sword, but the staff whistled in another great sweep and the outlaw was knocked unconscious.

At that moment there came a shout from the trees. The beggar crouched over Robin, his hand on the hilt of his knife as if he were about to kill the outlaw. He looked up towards the sound with a curse and ran off quickly.
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Robin woke to find three anxious faces bending over him. Will Stutely helped him to sit up. ‘Who did this to you, master?’ he asked.

Robin smiled faintly. ‘There was only one, Will,’ he said. ‘A sturdy man dressed as a beggar. I was not careful and he was too quick with his staff.’

The other two outlaws were young recruits who had only joined the band a short while ago.

They had been put in Will Stutely’s care until they had learned the ways of the forest. ‘Master,’ said Ralph eagerly, ‘let Michael and me go after the rogue and bring him back.’

Robin hesitated and looked at Will Stutely. Will nodded his head.

‘Go carefully then, lads,’ said Robin. He described the beggar to them and said, ‘Do not be deceived by his looks. He is a fierce man, and evil, too. I believe he may be the first of Gisborne’s spies.’
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The two young outlaws set off quickly through the trees. They had hardly taken up their positions when the beggar came stamping along.

‘Hold, knave!’ called Ralph and stepped out in front of him with drawn sword. Up came the staff, but the surprised beggar felt the weapon wrenched from his hands by Michael, who had leapt from the bushes behind him. Ralph dropped his sword and together the two young outlaws managed to wrestle the beggar to the ground. ‘Now, rogue, you shall account to our master for the cowardly blow you struck him,’ panted Ralph fiercely, kneeling on the man’s chest.

The beggar’s face took on a woeful expression. ‘If your master is the tall forester I met a while back,’ he whined, ‘then I meant him no harm. I struck the blow in fear for he startled me.’
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‘Tell that to Robin Hood,’ said Michael without thinking.

‘Was that really Robin Hood, the great outlaw, that I struck?’ he groaned. ‘He is the man I am looking for. I have something in my pouch here for him.’

‘Show us then, beggar,’ said Ralph.

The beggar knelt and fumbled in his bag. Suddenly the outlaws were blinded by a shower of oatmeal. As they staggered back, the beggar leapt to his feet. He seized his staff again and came swinging at them. The two outlaws ran. They knew that without their weapons they were no match for their opponent.

‘Idiots we are,’ panted Ralph.

‘Aye,’ agreed Michael. ‘What will Robin and the others say?’

‘All we have to show is this,’ said Ralph. He opened the beggar’s wallet and took out a parchment scroll.
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