

[image: Cover]




[image: ]


About the author


For 40 years Robin Crichton ran Edinburgh Film Studios and was one of Scotland’s leading film producer/directors, specialising particularly in the international coproduction of films for cinema and TV. He served as Scottish Chairman and UK Vice Chairman of the Independent Programme Producers Association and latterly as coproduction project leader for the Council of Europe.


He studied social anthropology at Paris and Edinburgh Universities, undertaking fieldwork amongst American Indians and in a mountain village in Anatolia. At Edinburgh, he met and married his first wife Trish while she was doing an honours degree in archaeology. Political problems between Pakistan and China in the Hindu Kush led to the abandonment of their joint PhD and a change of career into filmmaking.


Widowed and retired, he is now remarried to Flora Maxwell Stuart and they divide their time between Traquair in the Scottish Borders and Bélesta la Frontière in the Pyrénées Orientales where he is Président of the Charles Rennie Mackintosh Association.


He is author of over 100 film scripts and his previous books include:


Who Is Santa Claus? – the story behind the legend. Canongate 1987.


Silent Mouse – the story behind the writing of Silent Night. Ladybird 1990.


Sara – (bilingual French and English with Brigittte Aymard) – a story of a missing child and gypsies in the Camargue. Hachette 1996.


Monsieur Mackintosh – (bilingual French and English) – C.R. Mackintosh’s life as a painter in the Pyrénées Orientales 1923–27. Luath Press 2006.




[image: ]




[image: ]


Written and Photographed by


Robin Crichton


[image: ]


Luath Press Limited


EDINBURGH


www.luath.co.uk




First published 2013


eBook 2013


ISBN (print): 978-1-908373-15-1


ISBN (eBook): 978-1-909912-40-3


The authors’ right to be identified as author of this work under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 has been asserted.


© Robin Crichton 2013
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‘Wherever men are fighting against barbarism, tyranny, and massacre, for freedom, law, and honour, let them remember that the fame of their deeds, even though they themselves be exterminated, may perhaps be celebrated as long as the world rolls round’.
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From Idyllis of the King – Gustav Doré


KING ARTHUR and the Knights of the Round Table is one of the world’s great legends. Everyone knows the story:


How, as a boy, Arthur innocently drew a sword from a stone and was proclaimed the rightful king.


How the wizard, Merlin, became his advisor and when Arthur’s sword broke, Merlin took him to a lake where an arm bearing a new sword broke the surface and an enchantress, the Lady of the Lake, told him it was called Excalibur. With it, he would vanquish all his foes.


How he was joined at Camelot by the Knights of the Round Table, men of honour who together pursued adventures, rescuing damsels in distress, fighting giants and monsters and making conquests from Iceland to the Alps.


How they went in quest of the Holy Grail.


And finally, how Arthur was betrayed by Guinevere which caused his final battle and his death on the Isle of Avalon.


For more than a thousand years, the story of Arthur has been adapted by successive generations to fit the morality and colour of their own age. It is perhaps the longest running soap opera in literary history.


The real Arthur – if there was a real Arthur – lived around the turn of the 6th century, a time of oral rather than written tradition. It was an age when scribes were few and far between, and history was passed on through word of mouth by successive generations of bards. It was often many years after the events had actually taken place that the stories were finally written down. Then, over the centuries, in the process of recopying, those original accounts were embellished and relocated from forgotten to familiar places and made more relevant to the times. In the literary sources that do survive, Arthur appears essentially as a passing reference.
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From Idyllis of the King – Gustav Doré


Old Welsh (Brythonic) was the common language of the whole of Celtic Britain south of the Scottish Highlands. The earliest accounts, which are often in Latin, were written mainly by Welsh speaking clerics and later supplemented by Gaelic speaking Irish writers


The earliest author is a monk named Gildas who was born within the lifetime of Arthur but, as will be revealed, had good reason to resent him. In his account of The Overthrow and Conquest of Britain, Gildas is more concerned with writing a moral treatise on the decline and decadence of British society than a strictly factual history.


Another monk, Nennius, is credited with writing his Historia Brittonum in about 829/830. But it has been shown that in fact this is not the work of a single author but rather a complex compilation of historical annals and stories which had already been edited and altered by synchronising historians in the 7th and 8th centuries.  


There are also various annals written later but probably copied from 6th century texts, two of whose authors (Taliesin and Lllywarch Hen) were quite possibly from Lennox – the northernmost district of Alt Clut (Strathclyde) and the likely terrain of Arthur’s early battles. Although the poems are fanciful, they indicate geographical locations and events. But how much is true?


These ‘sources’ were usually produced, with some political intent for vested interests. This is particularly true for the Lives of Saints which were written to promote a Christian message. As historical records of events that supposedly took place, often hundreds of years before, other contemporary sources with which they could be cross-checked rarely exist and so they cannot be taken at face value.


The problem for the academic historian is that his conclusions must be based on being able to check and crosscheck reliable documentary sources. History in the Dark Ages was not the academic study which it is today. History was about identity – the ancestors. It was also about ideals of morality and achievement. It was educational in a subjective rather than objective sense, with certain elements emphasised and others skimmed over or forgotten.


As a social anthropologist I did field work with a tribe of North American Indians. Their history was also essentially oral, passed down from generation to generation, especially with regard to earlier times, before the coming of the white man. My tribe believed that they were created first amongst all the tribes of North America. A few years ago DNA tests showed that indeed they had not crossed from Asia into Alaska like most of the other tribes but appear to have originated in Southern France and made their way across the Atlantic following the edge of the retreating Ice Cap. So there can be grains of truth behind a legend.


Arthur’s Britain represents a blank spot in existing history books. Above the Highland line, we read of the Scots and the Picts, but very rarely is there any mention of ‘The Men of the North’ – the Britons who occupied the area north of Hadrian’s Wall in what is now southern Scotland. These are perhaps the darkest times in British Dark Age history – the Forgotten Times.


Arthur exists in Celtic lore. He was a Celtic hero. Writers of history are inevitably selective, evaluating events and extolling virtues from their own cultural and political perspective. From an Anglo Saxon point of view, Arthur’s crushing defeats were a disaster and best forgotten. Consequently, the Anglo Saxons wrote him out.


Today, Arthur is a subject where modern historians tread at their academic peril. In 1973, Professor John Morris of University College London published a history of the Dark Ages entitled The Age of Arthur. Although he did not find a lot to say about Arthur per se, he did acknowledge a possible grain of truth for his existence. The reaction of the academic establishment was almost vitriolic. ‘We must reject him from our histories and, above all, from the titles of our books’ (Professor Dumville, Aberdeen University). ‘No figure on the borderline of history and mythology has wasted more of the historian’s time.’ (Nowell Myres, Oxford University). ‘The historian can yet say nothing of value about him.’ (Thomas Charles Edwards, Oxford University) But in the last two decades attitudes have gradually changed. ‘All ‘history’ of this period has to rely on a degree of imaginative speculation as well as rigorous scientific research’ (Professor Wendy Davies, University College London).


In the 5th and 6th centuries, all we have are probabilities and possibilities. This book attempts to take the little we know about Arthur and place it alongside the little we know about socio-political events at the time. In putting the two together we can make a case for ‘probability’. By incorporating oral tradition, we can further suggest ‘possibilities.’ What follows is a working hypothesis, the truth of which will only be proved or disproved by archaeological enlightenment. ‘Proof beyond all reasonable doubt’ is tantalisingly out of reach. We are in the realm of what thinkers of the Scottish Enlightenment termed ‘conjectural history’.


Was Arthur his real name or an epithet? If he really existed, where did he live? When did he live? What was the social and political background of his times? What did he achieve? If he was so successful, why did he not found a dynasty?


These are some of the questions for which we will try and suggest an answer.
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Kirriemuir Stone Pictavia
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Arthur of the Britons


Who Was He?


‘Arthur’ was not a common name in Britain although there was a Roman name ‘Artorius’. In Latin ‘Arto’ and in Old Welsh ‘Arth’ means ‘bear’ and Arth Rig or Arth Ru would mean the Bear Chief. The bear represents strength, power and fearlessness. It was an integral totem in Celtic religion – an animal who hibernates and is dormant for a long period in winter and then re-awakens in the Spring, resembling the Arthur of legend who is sleeping in Avalon and one day will rise again to save the Britons. Was a bear the symbol on his battle standard? At the battle of Badon it was recorded that ‘no one rode down as many as himself’ so he was clearly powerful and strong. We still say of someone, ‘He was a bear of a man’. Was ‘Arthur’ a ‘nom de guerre’, an epithet like ‘the Lion’, or ‘Braveheart’? The 6th century writer Gildas talks of a man who was charioteer to ‘The Bear’. Is this perhaps a reference to Arthur?


Whatever his real name, Arthur seems to have been well connected. He was probably a grandson of Ceretic who ruled Alt Clut (Strathclyde) from around 420 to 475 and made it the most powerful and wealthiest of the northern tribes. Although Arthur is not mentioned in the King Lists, the evidence for this connection is that Arthur’s heirs were great-grandsons of Ceretic and his sister was married to Lot of the Gododdin, the other most powerful tribe of the north who occupied the area from the Forth to the Tweed.
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Cavalry Patrol Johnny Shuman


Growing Up


As a British warrior aristocrat, Arthur’s life would have centred on hunting, fishing and soldiering. He would not have been raised by his blood parents but, as was the custom, would have been sent away for fostering by another family in another sept or clan. The foster father was responsible for providing an all round education. While academic learning and artistic achievement were important, the first priority was learning the martial arts. Fostering, like marriage, created the network of inter-familial relationships which bonded society.


Breaking those bonds through betrayal or adultery was the ultimate crime. Because it destroyed social cohesion and created anarchy, it was therefore treated as treason and punishable by death.


The Britons listed ‘Four and Twenty Games’ which the young warrior was expected to master.


‘Six Feats of Activity’ included throwing weights, running, leaping, swimming, wrestling and riding.


The ‘Four Exercises of Weaponry’ were archery and javelin throwing, swordsmanship, spear and buckler and quaterstaff. They would also learn dagger fighting and how to handle the single and two-handed axe. They were expected to master feats of dexterity such as sword juggling or spear vaulting (thrusting the butt in the ground and vaulting over the top), agility (the standing high jump), strength (tossing the caber) and lastly voice (the battle cry).


There were ‘Three Rural Sports’ – hunting, fishing and hawking, and their dogs (ancestors of today’s deerhounds and wolfhounds) were also trained as dogs of war to go into battle with the cavalry.


‘Seven Domestic Games’ included musicianship, poetry, heraldry and diplomacy, and ‘Four Board Games’ ‘like draughts, chess and brandab were strategy games to sharpen the mind. Games were also important for developing the skills needed for survival in combat. For example, shinty provided ideal practice for the fast moving mêlées of the battlefield.
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Four Horsemen, Meigle Museum


Arthur’s apprenticeship would have started around the age of eight to ten years old and, on graduating to adulthood, he would have had to prove himself as a young warrior by participating in a raid and returning with a trophy.


He would then have joined a chief’s war band or more probably the Manau cavalry. In return for his military skill, he would have been rewarded with good equipment, mead, feasts and eloquent tributes for his valour by the bards. The warriors were an elite band of brothers – living, eating, sleeping, fighting and dying together. They were the heroes of their age, bound by a strict code of honour.


Fighting was essentially seasonal – campaigning in the summer months between sowing and reaping and using the winter as a time for training and preparation. A Roman writer of the 1st century AD wrote ‘the whole nation…is war mad, both high spirited and ready for battle, but otherwise simple and not uncultured’. Fighting was a way of life and the adolescent excesses of young men away from home were regarded more as having a bit of fun and winning their spurs. If caught raiding cattle, it might end up as a challenge in single combat. Occasionally people were killed but not in any great number.


Social Organisation


The Celtic way of life was common to all the Celtic tribes – Britons, Scots and Picts. The Britons north of Hadrian’s Wall had never been Romanised. Even south of the Wall, the centralised, urban-based Roman system had only been an organisational veneer. Celtic tribal society was its complete opposite – a network of rural, semi-autonomous cells, knitted together by a system of communal bonding.


 


Kinship was the key. Four generations, all descended from a great grandfather, constituted a family group. Everyone in that group shared in inheritance and was jointly responsible for the behaviour of everyone else. If one of them committed a misdemeanour, the case would come before a travelling Druid jurist. If found guilty, the whole group would be obliged to contribute to the fine but this would be divided up into different amounts, assessed on a sliding scale, according to the proximity of the relationships. Payment would be in cattle (Roman coinage rapidly went out of use for domestic exchange although it continued to be used in international trade). The ultimate punishment was banishment from the tribe.

OEBPS/image4.jpg





OEBPS/image2.jpg
ON THE TRAIL OF

KING ARTHUR

A Journey into Dark Age Scotland
including illustrations maps and itinerarics





OEBPS/image6.jpg





OEBPS/image8.jpg





OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
Robin Crichton

On theTrail of King Arthur

A Journey into Dark Age Scotland
including illustrations, maps and itineraries






OEBPS/image3.jpg





OEBPS/image0.jpg





OEBPS/image1.jpg
NORTH BRITON TRIBES
(YRHEN o0LEDDI





OEBPS/image5.jpg





OEBPS/image7.jpg
Early Written Sources

The Overthrow and Conguest of Britain by Gildas [mid éth c]
The Book of Aneurin (The Four Ancient Books of Wales) [600]
The Ecclesiastical History of the English People

by the Venerable Bede  [731]

Historia Britonnum by Nennius [oth ]
Annales Cambriae [xothc]
The Annals of the Four Masters (Annala na gCeithre Mhdistri) [1632-36]
The Black Book of Carmarthen (Llyfr Du Caerfyrddin) fe. 125)
The Book of Tallsin (Tugtha Tall Sin) [xothc]
The Mabinogion (Pedair Cainc y Mabinogi) e 12th ]
The Welsh Triads (Trioedd Ynys Prydein) [13thc]
The Annals of Tiger Nath [rxthc]
The Annals of Ulster [sthc]
The Annals of Ireland [17thc]

Historia Gentis Scotorum by Hector Bocee [1527]





OEBPS/image9.jpg





