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            Introduction

          

          THE GODODDIN FROM THEN TO NOW

        

      

    

    
      I have long wanted to see a translation of this ancient poem—the oldest epic account to survive from the Dark Ages—but although there are several editions—some good, some outdated—I have not found one that I felt captured the essence of the original. What follows here is my attempt to do this, using my personal choice of words and structure and without attempting an exact translation of the poems.

      The Gododdin originates in the 7th Century and is attributed to a poet of that time named Aneirin, and now only survives in a late 13th century manuscript (The Book of Aneirin) probably compiled by two different scribes. It describes a battle which took place at Catraeth, now Catterick in North Yorkshire, which tells how a force of 300 warriors from several British tribes took on an army of Saxons from Bernicia and Daire several times their size. As the poem tells, all the British fell in the battle—except for one man, the poet himself.

      So what we have is a threnody—remembering the deeds of men known to Aneirin himself. It is neither the first nor the last poetic work to do this. Homer’s epic Iliad remembers Troy and describes the fall of the city of graphic detail, while modern poets such as David Jones in his 1937 epic WWI poem In Parenthesis, describes battles in terms of Arthurian and Celtic myth.

      But there is something about this conflict that is more bitter and horrifying than most. In part, this is due to the description of how the warriors were brought together by a King or Chieftain named Mynyddog, who entertained them for a year before the battle, training them to fight as a unit, a true warband, and at the same time importing so much mead and wine that it is likely that the men who went to Catraeth were, if not drunk, at least hungover! 

      Of course it is not possible to know exactly what happened. Many have attempted to do this with a variety of success. What we do know is this: although considered as a single work, it is actually a series of short, rhymed verses which can be seen as separate poems ( the term ‘odes’ is used by some experts). But there is a coherence to the verse which seems to be more than construction or style, but rather the intent of the poet to compose a single work in memory of those who fell in the conflict. He himself makes it clear that he took part in the battle, even implying that he alone was the only survivor. The story is told (see below) that he was captured by the Saxons and held captive for a large ransom—which was duly paid by Mynyddog. There is also evidence that several verses were added at some point after the original and are therefore not all Aneirin, but it is virtually impossible to decide which of these they are.

      THE HISTORY

      The events of the Gododdin poem or poems took place towards the beginning of the 6th century, during which time the area known as Y Hen Gogledd  (the Old North) was divided roughly into three kingdoms: Strathclyde (Clydeside), Rheged (Cumbria), and Gododdin (Forthside). The ruler of this last named kingdom, of whom almost nothing else is known, is said to be Mynyddog Mwynfawr (the Wealthy) who ruled from Din Edyn (present-day Edinburgh). The Kingdom stretched from the area between Sterling and the Tyne river  around Catraeth (modern Catterick in the Swale district). There, 300 elite warriors, drawn from British clans across the north of Britain and into the present day areas of Wales and Scotland, spent a year in the court of Mynyddog, training for the mission while being regally entertained by large feasts and even larger amounts of mead and wine.

      The tribe was also known by the name Gododdin, which derives from the older name of the Votadini, a tribe whose lands extended across much of the same area. Adjacent to this was Dalriada, a burgeoning kingdom originally settled by Goidels from Ireland and ruled over at roughly the same time as Gododdin by Aedán Mac Gabráin (c573–608) who may well have sent warriors to join those raised by Mynyddog from the neighboring North Welsh Kingdom of Gwynedd, which was associated with Gododdin through familial links for more than a hundred years.

      During the period in question, the Angles began to infiltrate further into the area of Britain roughly equal to present day North Yorkshire and Northumberland. Two kingdoms, Bernicia (Brynaich in the poem) and Deira (Deifr or Dewr in the poem) were joined under the rulership of Aethelfrith, who became King of Bernicia in 593 and then of Deira following the death of its king in 605, after which the two kingdoms were combined under the name of Northumbria.

      The term ‘king’ is one to use carefully. Probably Chieftain or overlord would be more appropriate, not so much as a title, but to better represent the actual role of a leader like Mynyddog in the period. Kings, princes, and chieftains all existed in large numbers, but most ruled over small areas and with geographic limitations. Jackson sums up the societal setting of the period in question perfectly:

      A military aristocratic society... in which the .... chief interest of the nobility is warfare, and for which the accepted morality is courage and fierceness in war, generosity and liberality in peace, a longing for fame, a horror of disgrace, and a welcome for death in fight provided it leads to an immortal glory.  (The Gododdin: The Oldest Scottish Poem: p38)

      The battle depicted so graphically in the poems is described as taking place at Catraeth (present day Catterick in North Yorkshire) in or around the year 600 AD, or possibly five years earlier in 595 AD. The objective (though this is still debated by the various scholars who have studied the poems) seems to have been to strike at the heart of a recently-formed Saxon enclave, at the site of a meeting of two major Roman roads, one leading north to the city of Edinburgh, the other roughly northwest to Carlisle, both major centres of life and mercantile activity between the tribes of the area. There is still no established location for the actual site of the battle, though it might have taken place in and around the remains of the old Roman fort in the area (see below) or perhaps on a flat area to the East of the present village of Catterick. It is a curious fact that one of the oldest modern army camps in Britain is at this site, suggesting a long-held connection with warfare.

      If the battle had been successful in overrunning the Anglian forces, it would have allowed the Old North to hold its own against the invading forces for some time longer. As it was, the failure of the undertaking meant that most of the kingdoms of Gododdin and Rheged were soon absorbed by the Angles–only Strathclyde managing to survive as a Northern British enclave for several centuries after. Edinburgh, capital of Gododdin, fell in 638, suggesting that the British forces, though depleted at Catraeth, were still sufficient to hold the invaders at bay for another thirty years. Indeed, though the entire warband of  Gododdin was wiped out (with the exception of Aneirin) the impact of their attack, and the unquestionable slaughter of a large number of Saxon forces, extended the existence of the Northern kingdoms.

      The training of the warband probably took place around the area of Din Edyn, which lay some 150 to 200 miles distant from Catraeth. We do not know which route the warriors took, though it has been suggested, by Kenneth Hurlstone Jackson that the most likely route was along the old Roman road from Din Edyn to Catraeth via “Crawford, Carlisle, Penrith, Appleby and Stanemoor.”

      The exact setting of the battle is virtually impossible to pin down. It is possible that a large abandoned Roman villa occupied the site, and that this had been repurposed by the Angles, to creating a royal Dun and the home of Aethelfrith. If this is the case then the notion of a pitched battle, fought on level ground, must be abandoned, replaced instead with a running battle across and through the ruins of the villa. Ultimately, the outcome is the same, and we do not have any detailed archaeology to back up either scenario–any more than we have weapons and skeletal remains at the site–but by looking at the origins we can see that the battle has more than one possible version.

      One question which is virtually impossible to resolve is the suggestion that the poem is the oldest Scottish poem. This is indeed the subtitle of Kenneth Hurlstone Jackson's brilliant work on the poems. Others would describe it as a Welsh text, since the version that has survived is written in Old Welsh. The fact that neither Scotland nor Wales existed as distinct historical entities at the time when the poem is set makes this harder to judge. The fact that the area described as the Kingdom of Gododdin is part of what today is Scotland, and that the manuscript was probably copied in Edinburgh, gives this a clearly Scottish link, but we have to keep in mind that during the period in question  ‘Scottish’ referred to both the people of Dalraida, who came originally from Ireland, and the Pictish inhabitants even further North; and that Wales was the Saxon name for the British kingdom and people— ironically, it meant ‘foreigner.’ The British thought of themselves as the Cymru or Companions. Therefore, if we describe the poem as originating in the Old North, or even consider it a poem of the British, we are as close as we can get to its true point of origin.

      THE WARBAND

      Various authorities have argued over the nature of the warband—some prefer to see the 300 as entirely mounted, while others suggest that an extended body of infantry accompanied them. The former seems more in keeping with the story of the Gododdin poem, since most references are to mounted warriors. The Votadini originally provided mounted irregulars to the Roman army, suggesting they had military skills as horsemen as well as an established horse-breeding programme to enable the mounting of a large force of warriors.

      Several interpretations of the number of men who took part in the battle are possible. We find references to the 300 (or, in an older part of the recension, 365), but as several interpreters have pointed out, it is unlikely that the named heroes would have joined the warband without the accompaniment of at least a small retinue. As Kenneth Hurlstone Jackson suggests, this could lead to over 3000 men. This, as Jackson points out, would make the expedition against the Angles—whose own figures could have numbered as many as 10,000 (though this seems an overstatement in my view—I would imagine 5000 at most) a more serious enterprise. But given what little we know of the period, it seems unlikely, since no self-respecting leader (King or Chieftain) would willingly throw away 300 of his best warriors on these terms. The truth may never be known.

      About 70 to 80 of the warriors who took part in the battle are named, which suggests that the Gododdin originally included many more verses than have survived, or that the poet wrote only about those he knew personally as a memorial to their heroic deaths. (A list of those named will be found at the end of this book.)

      The fact that the battle was a defeat cannot be ignored. The poet, and those of his people who read it or knew the story, chose to see it as a memorable encounter, and that those who died, far from throwing away their lives to no purpose, fulfilled their role as warriors and inspired the northern tribes to resist the forces of the ever-expanding Anglian kingdoms.

      The presence of a larger force would have made the outcome of the battle less of an overwhelming defeat, though it seems reasonable to assume that the 300 were most if not entirely cavalry, and that their support was likely to be shield-bearers and horse-masters, who took care of the steeds and made sure that each warrior had armour and weapons in good order before the battle. It was actually the novelist Rosemary Sutcliff who gave the most realistic account of the warband in her deeply researched book The Shining Company, in which she describes the year of preparation for the battle, and the journey to Catraeth from Din Edyn.

      There has also been a good deal of discussion, even argument, over the years, concerning exactly how much of the British force was mounted—therefore cavalry—and if they were attended by infantry. There are indeed so many references to horses, horsemen, riders etc., throughout the poems, that it seems more than likely they were a large mobile force. However it is equally believable that those warriors were attended by an entourage of shield bearers, armorers, ostlers and others; even that a group of healers were on hand to attend to the wounded—both men and animals—and that spare mounts were also present. This would, of course, add considerably to the total number of people present at or near the battlefield, but it still seems overwhelmingly evident from the poem itself that the essential warband consisted of mounted men who numbered in the region of 300.

      The provision of hospitality for this number of elite warriors and their supporters would have been hard enough at any time; that it was provided over a year is astounding. Mynyddog must indeed have earned his nick-name ‘the wealthy’ through this act, as a man able to draw upon adjoining regions for supplies of grain, not to mention the extensive gifts that he seems to have handed out to those who answered his call to arms.
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        Map of the Old North, drawn by W. Kinghan

      

      THE BATTLE

      Outside of the poem, there are almost no clear references to the battle or the loss of the warband. There are two exceptions—a praise poem known as Moliant Cadwallon (Praise of Cadwallon) and a poem known as  The Battle of Gwenystrad, attributed to Taliesin. The subject of the first of these is a king ruling over Gwynedd some fifty years after the battle of Catraeth. The poem includes the line “the terrible grief of Catraeth the famed,” which suggests that the story of the disastrous campaign was known of and mentioned still by bards this long after the event. The text, however, survives only in a manuscript dating from the 17th century, which makes it a less reliable source. The second poem, which is included in a new version on pp 51-52 of this book, is interesting, not only because it mentions Catraeth, but also because of the references to Urien who, in some accounts from the period, is referred to as a king of Gododdin. If this connection is valid then it suggests that Mynyddog was a title rather than a name and that it might have been Urien who led the warband. However, as he is mentioned in the poem as a warrior, this is uncertain.
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