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INTRODUCTION
Sir William Stirling of Harrogate
 King Alfred the Great of England needs no introduction, but who was Sir William Stirling of Harrogate?  Little can be certainly said.  He seems to have been an exiled Scotsman (why he was exiled remains a mystery) and to have taken up residence just outside of Harrogate, England.  Even this much, though, was unknown until the summer of 1998, when a collection of his writings was discovered in a crypt in St. Michael’s Church in Harrogate.  Due to water seepage, a number of the church’s ancient crypts had to be moved and checked for damage.  In one, in addition to the occupant’s bodily remains, there was found a small box containing a set of papers, most in a remarkable state of preservation.  

Each of these documents was signed and dated.  The earliest was January 2, 1401, the last June 8, 1450.  Each bore the name “Sir William Stirling of Harrogate.”  There was even a short vita, from which we know the writer’s general origin in Scotland, and that Stirling settled around Harrogate and supported St. Michael’s Church out of his earnings as a trader in fabrics.

Most of Stirling’s writings are historical in nature.  Short biographies seem to have been his favorite writing form, the piece on King Alfred being one of his earliest.  It is dated July 30, 1411.  While yellowed and somewhat bug-eaten on the edges, the manuscript, considering its age, is in remarkable condition.       

The Sources of Stirling’s Biography of Alfred the Great

In his biography of Alfred, Stirling seems not to have made use of any sources unavailable to us in the present day, his most important being Asser’s Life of King Alfred.  The Life is reputedly the product of a Welsh monk hired by Alfred himself to teach the king, and is the most complete work of its kind concerning any of the Anglo-Saxon rulers.  It is not, however, without its difficulties and detractors.  It is sycophantic and propagandistic in character, and a number of scholars have even cast doubt on whether or not its writer ever actually met Alfred.
  Purportedly written in 893, it survived until 1731 in a single manuscript dated c.1000, but this was lost in a fire.  What remain now are facsimiles of that manuscript.
    

Another work Stirling made use of was the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, which is the primary source for information on pre-Conquest secular history in Britain.  It is not actually a single work but seven different manuscripts written primarily in Old English (the rest in Latin) by different compilers, each of which cover a different time period.
  Asser himself made extensive use of a copy of the Chronicle that extended to 887 but which is now lost.

Other sources used by Stirling include the anonymous Vita St. Neoti, a Latin work dating from the late tenth century that survives in five manuscripts.
  The story of Alfred and the burnt cakes, perhaps the most famous tale concerning the king, is found here.  The tale is almost certainly apocryphal, and the Vita itself is a manufactured document, written to promote a monastic foundation in Huntingdonshire based around the then recently re-interred relics of St. Neot.
  Of Neot himself nothing definite can be said, except that his cult was perpetuated at St. Neots (formerly Eynesbury)
 in Cornwall.

Yet another saint, Cuthbert, is associated with King Alfred, and his tale Stirling borrowed from the eleventh century Historia de Sancto Cuthberto.
   Of Cuthbert we know a fair amount.  His dates are 634-687.  He was Northumbrian, and served as prior of the monastery at Lindisfarne, and later as its bishop.
  His life, mostly spent in solitude, was recorded by several different people, most notably by Venerable Bede of Wearmouth-Jarrow.  

The last important source of stories for Stirling was William of Malmesbury’s Gesta Regum, a general history of the English written in the twelfth century.
  William tells a slightly different version of the Cuthbert legend, as well as the legend of Alfred’s entering a Danish camp disguised as a minstrel.  This story, too, is generally dismissed as apocryphal, since William told a nearly identical story of the Viking leader Anlaf, who brought off the same deception against the English just prior to the battle of Brunanburh in 937.
 
Stirling wrote in Middle English, and his style and language demonstrate that he was a highly literate writer if not always critical in regard to his sources.  His other biographies, which include King Arthur, King Offa, King Robert Bruce, and Emperor Marcus Aurelius, display a similar blending of fact and fiction.  He seems, however, to have had a penchant for organization, and constructed most of his works in a strictly chronological manner.  This is in marked contrast to Asser’s biography, which is characterized by a sense of disarray and discursiveness whenever it leaves a strictly annalistic format.  Stirling’s Life, by contrast, is a fairly well integrated, dramatic piece, sometimes heroic in tone.

The specific reasons and intentions behind Stirling’s writings are not clear.  Most of his earlier works were shorter, the Alfred Life being typical.  Later biographies were fifty or more pages in length, and two—those concerning Richard I and Edward I—are almost novelistic in their detail and treatment.  None, as far as is known, were ever published or circulated publicly, and the copies from the crypt are the only manuscripts known to exist.    
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CHRONOLOGY OF ALFRED’S TIME

840 Vikings attack in Southampton and Dorset.

841 Rochester and London sacked by Vikings.

844 Vikings debark at Carhampton.  King Ethelwulf defeated in battle.

849
Birth of Alfred.

851 Vikings sail up the Thames River, sack Canterbury and London.  King Berhtwulf of Mercia defeated in battle.  Ethelwulf defeats the Vikings at Aclea.

853
Alfred journeys to Rome, meets Pope Leo IV.

855 Ethelwulf journeys to Rome.  Alfred’s second journey.

856 Ethelwulf marries Judith.  Rebellion of Ethelbald against Ethelwulf.  The kingdom is later divided between father and son.

858
Passing of King Ethelwulf.  Ethelbald marries Judith.

860 Ethelbald dies.  Ethelbert becomes king of a reunited Wessex.  Vikings pillage Winchester, then later defeated in battle.

865 Ethelbert dies, succeeded by Ethelred.

866 Vikings come to East Anglia.

867 Vikings travel from East Anglia to York.  

868 Vikings defeat Northumbrians in battle.  Northumbria comes under Viking rule.  Vikings travel from York to Nottingham.  King Burgred of Mercia calls for assistance from Wessex.  Siege of Nottingham ends inconclusively.  Alfred marries Ealshwith.

869 Vikings return to York, then to Thetford in East Anglia.  Defeat and execution of King Edmund.

871
Vikings attack Wessex, travel to Reading.  Defeated by Ethelwulf of Berkshire.  In a second battle Ethelwulf is defeated and killed.  Vikings defeated at Ashdown.  Battles of Basing and Meretun.  King Ethelred dies.  Alfred becomes king.  Alfred defeated at Wilton.  Peace established after several more battles.

872 Vikings winter in London, force Mercia to pay tribute.

873-4 Vikings travel from Lindsey in Northumbria, then to Repton in Mercia.  King Burgred of Mercia flees to Rome.  Ceolwulf installed as king of Mercia by Vikings.  

875
Vikings in Repton split.  Those under Halfdan subdue Northumbria.  Those under Guthrum go to Cambridge.  

876 Guthrum’s army travels to Wareham.  Oaths and hostages exchanged with Alfred.

878
Guthrum’s army travels to Chippenham.  Fall of Wessex.  Alfred retreats to Athelney.  Battle of Ethandun, victory of Alfred.  Guthrum and Alfred make peace.  Guthrum baptized and taken as Alfred’s godson.

885 Rochester attacked by Vikings.  Vikings driven off.  Sea battle at Stour River.  Guthrum rebels against Alfred.

886 Alfred sacks London, driving out Vikings.  Danelaw established with Guthrum.

892 Viking fleets attack Kent.  Battles at Benfleet, Thorney, Exeter, Buttington, Chester and Colchester.  Most end in Viking defeats.

896 Viking army splits up, much of it departing.  The rest travels to Northumbria and East Anglia.

899
Passing of King Alfred.  He is succeeded by his son, Edward.

Sir William Stirling of Harrogate’s

THE LIFE AND TIMES OF ALFRED THE GREAT

Wyrd oft nereth unfaegne eorl, bonne his ellen deah.

[Fate often saves an undoomed warrior when his courage endures.  Beowulf 572] 

I.  Of the birth and ancestry of Alfred, and of the first coming of the Danes

It befell in the days of Ethelwulf, when he was king of all England, and so reigned,
 that there was heard from a Saxon priest a direful prophecy, which prophecy did say that if Christian men and women repented not of their sins and wickednesses, and did not observe the Lord’s Day with more reverence, that the pagans of the north, to wit the Danes, would set upon them with fire and sword and so purify them by the spilling of their own blood.

And so it came to pass in accordance with the prophecy that in the year 840 Danish warriors debarked in Southampton, and there ravaged the land, and also in Dorset.  And in the next year London and Rochester were burned.
  And three years after that thirty-five ships of the Danes put ashore at Carhampton and there King Ethelwulf met defeat at their hands.  Thus Ethelwulf, though a man of strong and noble faith, was hard put to defend his inheritance.  England was not only an island in the sea but had become an island of Christian hope amid the circle of her heathen enemies.

Then in the year 849,
 Alfred, son of Ethelwulf, and future king of the English, was born at Wantage
 on the downs of Berkshire. 
  By his father he was descended from the kings of the Saxons, and from Woden, hero of the north.
 His mother was named Osburh, a woman noble of birth and character, who was descended from the Goths.

But that Alfred would become the hope of the English, who would rescue our nation from the assaults of the Danes, none then could know, and Ethelwulf was sorely beset.  For in the year 851, three hundred and fifty dragon ships of the enemy sailed up the River Thames, and sacked Canterbury and London, and ravaged Kent, and they put to flight Berhtwulf, king of the Mercians, who with all his army had come to do battle against them.

Then Ethelwulf, with his son Ethelbald and a great host of Englishmen, met the Danes in Surrey at the place called Aclea, and there was done great slaughter upon both sides, but in the end the English proved more mighty, and they annihilated utterly the Danish army.
  And in the same year, at Sandwich, Ethelstan, son of Ethelwulf, defeated the Danes and captured nine ships of their fleet.

II.  How Alfred journeyed to Rome, and how his brother Ethelbald rebelled against their father

Now when Alfred was nearly four [in 853], his father, remembering the prophecy of the Saxon priest, and compelled by his concerns that the Danish threat was a sign of divine retribution, sent the boy Alfred to Rome. Due to the incessant warfare, the king himself, though a religious man and well-minded to go, could not undertake pilgrimage to the Holy See.  Alfred, therefore, too young yet to wield a sword, went in his stead as emissary.

In Rome Pope Leo [the Fourth] met the young Alfred and declared him his spiritual son.  The future king was crowned, cloaked in the purple and white of royalty, and girded with a sword by the holy pontiff himself.


In the year 855, King Ethelwulf journeyed to Rome, taking with him his favorite son, Alfred.
  In the midst of their journey they were honorably received in the court of Charles [the Bald], king of the Franks, who treated them in a fashion befitting royalty.
  Then King Ethelwulf and his company passed on to Rome, and there rested themselves for an entire year.

At the end of that time, the king and his company departed from Rome and they journeyed again to the court of King Charles.  There King Ethelwulf wedded the daughter of the king of the Franks, who was named Judith, and claimed her as his queen.  This was done on the first day of October in 856.


But when King Ethelwulf departed that place and made to pass over the sea to his own kingdom, word of his son Ethelbald’s treachery came to him.  For Ethelbald, in conspiracy with the bishop of Sherborne [Ealhstan] and an ealdorman of Somerset [Eanswulf] attempted to prevent the king from returning home.
  Having heard of his father’s marriage, Ethelbald suspected he might never become king, and so betrayed his father’s trust.
  

Nevertheless Ethelwulf returned to his homeland and confronted his son and his followers.  Then, to avoid strife and the consequent sufferings of his people, the king declared that his realm should be divided, with Ethelbald king in the west and Ethelwulf king in the east.  This was done, and peace restored, but by this the evil son obtained the better part, for the western half of the kingdom was always the richer.

III.  Of the character of the young Alfred, and how he became king of the English  

Now the child Alfred was exceedingly beloved by his father and mother, more so than all his brothers and sisters.  He was pleasant in manner and speech, polite, and handsome in appearance.  He was intelligent, as well, and though due to the kingdom’s constant strife his family neglected his education he retained many poems and passages of Holy Writ in memory by their constant hearing.  In time, too, he became skilled in all the manly arts, such as hunting, riding, and the use of the bow.
 

His desire for learning and knowledge was never sated.  One day their mother showed Alfred and his brothers a book of English poetry and said she would give it to whoever learned it most quickly.  Alfred, enchanted by the beauty of the book and its lettering, strove hardest and emerged the victor.
  He collected also psalms and prayers into a single book, and this he kept with himself and learned by heart.
  Thus in all ways Alfred grew, both in thought and deed, and so prepared himself for his future kingship.

When Alfred was in only his ninth year, King Ethelwulf died [on the 13th of January, 858].
  Now the king had been exceedingly wise in his rule, and before his departure had drawn up a will to insure the continued peace and prosperity of his realm.  He ordered that the poor should be sustained, that lands not be allowed to revert to wasteland, that money should be offered to the saints in Rome, and that the kingdom should be divided between the two eldest of his sons.
  

But then, almost as if to dishonor the memory of his father, the evil Ethelbald took to wife his own stepmother, Judith.
  For two and a half more lawless years he ruled as king in the west of the land, while his younger brother Ethelbert ruled in the east.

In 860 Ethelbald died, so ending his disgraceful state in this world, and Ethelbert became king of a united realm as his father had been.
  And it befell soon after that Danish warriors from over the sea came again to England and attacked at Winchester.  They took the city, pillaged and fired it, and began to depart with its riches when men of Hampshire and Berkshire waylaid them.  There a great battle was fought, and the Danes were defeated utterly, losing all they had sought to gain, including their lives.
  

Ethelbert died in 865,
 and was succeeded by his brother Ethelred [in the year 866].  And in the next year [actually 866] a great fleet of Danes came to East Anglia, which country did King Edmund rule.  These came not as merely raiders and plunderers, but as conquerors, who would rule the land with their own customs and laws.  Only by the promise to supply horses was King Edmund able to buy peace from them.
  

The following year the same army of invaders betook themselves from East Anglia north to York in Northumbria, which they seized on All Saints Day [November 1].
  The Northumbrians were at war with themselves at that time, having deposed their rightful King Osberht and then appointed an upstart named Ella, and thus were unable to meet the Danes in battle until April of following year.  And when the Danes of York and the men of Northumbria at last met, the end was victory for the Danes.
  And so the regions thereabout fell under their rule.

The Danes moved again in 868, leaving Northumbria and entering Mercia until they came to Nottingham, where they wintered.  At this time Burgred, king of the Mercians, sent for the aid of Wessex, and Ethelred came with many men, including his brother Alfred.  The Danish stronghold at Nottingham was laid siege to, but as the Danes would not meet the English in the field, and the defenses of their stronghold could not be breached, none emerged as the victor.  So peace was established.

In this time, too, while Alfred served Ethelwulf in Mercia, he was betrothed to and married a woman of Mercia named Ealshwith, whose mother was of royal Mercian blood and whose father was an alderman.

  But in the very midst of the ceremony, before many people, a deathly pain that no physician of the court could diagnose or remedy struck Alfred.

This was not the first time Alfred had been troubled by bodily afflictions.  According to some books, it is written that Alfred had long been troubled in his conscience by carnal thoughts and prayed for an affliction to remind him of the vanity of such things.  Shortly after, he contracted piles, and this condition remained with him until he prayed for its replacement by a lesser ailment.


In the fall of the year thereafter [869] the Danes returned to York in Northumbria, and thence rode south in peace to Thetford in East Anglia.  There they made war against King Edmund, and his army was overthrown.  The king was captured and cruelly tortured, then finally beheaded, and so that kingdom also fell under the power of the heathens.

At last, in 871, the great army of the Danes struck against the kingdom of the West Saxons.  First they rode to the royal estate of Reading, and two of their chiefs ventured out for plunder, while others constructed a rampart between the Rivers Thames and Kennet on the south side of the royal estate.  Then Ethelwulf, alderman of Berkshire, attacked them at the place called Englefield, and the Danes were defeated and one of their earls killed.

Four days after this King Ethelred and Alfred assembled an army and journeyed to Reading and there met the remnants of the Danes from the previous battle.  But ill fortune befell them; they were defeated and Ethelwulf of Berkshire was slain.

From Reading, King Ethelwulf and Alfred with their army rode north and west to Ashdown
 and there met the Danes again.  The enemy divided their forces into two divisions of shield walls, the greater part being under the two kings, Halfdan and Bagsecg,
 and the lesser under several earls.  The English, seeing this, did likewise and divided their forces in two.

Now on both sides war shouts went up, and the fight was imminent, but King Ethelred was delayed, being at mass in his tent, and would not come until he had finished.  Alfred had either to flee the field or attack without the command of his brother, and he chose to close up the shield wall and attack.

The Danes though, having come first to the field, had chosen the higher ground, so the English held the weaker position, yet still by fierce effort they strove against the enemy and overcame them.  Many men fell on both sides.  King Bagsecg died
, as did four of his earls, until at last the Danes were routed and fled in confusion, with the English striking at their heels.

Two more battles they had with the Danes in two months, the first at Basing in which the Danes prevailed, and the second at Meretun.  There the English were at first masters of the battlefield, but the Danes redounded and had the victory.

And so the fortunes of Wessex sank steadily lower, but worse awaited.  First, those Danes still encamped near Reading gained strength when a new army came from the east and joined them.
  Then King Ethelred, while still a young man in the flower of youth, passed away after Easter [April 15] and was buried at Winbourne Minster.
  

So Alfred, youngest of all his father’s sons, became king, though he himself said desire for and possession of earthly power never pleased him overmuch.
  And only one month after his brother’s funeral, news that a great host of the Danes was at Wilton came to him.  Alfred then, with but a small force of men, hurried to meet them.  But the Danes were many and strong, and Alfred’s own army was weary and outnumbered, and that day the invaders won the field.


IV. How Mercia was conquered by the Danes, and how Alfred was tested at Athelney
Thus began Alfred’s reign—not in triumph and glory, but in despair and defeat.  Nine battles  were fought  in  the  months  to come,  and  Alfred’s  kingship was  sorely  tested.  At last 
though, the two sides wearied and came to peace.

But this peace was not easy.  For in 872 the Danes wintered in London and the Mercians had to pay them much tribute.
  This was but the beginning of Mercia’s troubles with the Danes.  Then in 873 they departed London for the district of Lindsey in Northumbria.
  They stayed there a year, until journeying south again, this time to Repton in Mercia, and at this move King Burgred fled for his life to Rome where he died shortly after.  Thus Mercia fell to the Danes without even a fight, and Wessex stood alone against their onslaught.

In place of Burgred the Danes ensconced Ceolwulf, who like a puppet was made to follow their demands, that if the Danes asked it, he should give up his rule.  Ceowulf said yea to this and gave them hostages and an oath not to go against their wishes.

In the year next [875], the Danes split up from Repton, many going north under their king Halfdan to subdue Northumbria which had risen in revolt, and others under their kings Guthrum, Oscetel, and Anwerd going to Cambridge.
  In that same year Alfred fought the Danes at sea, capturing one ship out of a fleet of seven.

In 876 the Danes left Cambridge and journeyed to Wareham in the south, and the men of Wessex were powerless to stop them.  There they secured a stronghold easily defended on three sides, and Alfred offered them money to leave,
 which they agreed to.  Picked hostages they gave him, and oaths also, that they would not violate the peace.

But this they did soon enough.  Only two years following [i.e. in 878] they left Wareham for Exeter, breaking their word, and thence to Gloucester and the royal estate at Chippenham.  All the lands about there they subjugated and oppressed, so many good Englishmen were forced to flee to other lands.  Thus Alfred, unable to prevail in the field and deserted by his own people who feared the wrath of the Danes, lost his own kingdom, which he had from his brothers and father.

Then he entered upon a time of sore tribulations,  having nothing left of his kingdom except-

ting a little isle called Athelney in the midst of a fenland.
  This place the king fortified after Easter [March 23]
 of 868, and conducted raids upon both the Danes thereabout and upon those Saxons who had submitted to them.

Of this time many tales are told.  On one occasion when the king, pensive and alone, was wandering the fens, he happened upon a swineherd’s cottage where the wife of the swineherd was preparing cakes.  It was offered to Alfred (who unbeknownst to the woman was properly her lord and king) that he should receive some cakes if he would but tend them while she busied herself at other chores.  But Alfred, occupied with desperate thoughts of battle and preparations for battle, did not notice the cakes burning, and when the swineherd’s wife saw this she reprimanded him for his absentmindedness.  The king meekly accepted this as his fate, never revealing his identity, and made amends for his failure.

Upon another time the king was visited by St. Cuthbert of Lindisfarne, disguised as a pilgrim.  The saint asked for food and the king set aside half of what he had and this a servant took to the pilgrim.  But the servant could find him not; he had vanished, yet the half of the food that Alfred kept for himself was strangely replenished no matter how much he ate of it.  While wondering over this, the king that night was visited by the saint, who came in a cloud of light, and said this to Alfred:

“Be faithful to me and to my people, because all of Albion is given to thee and to thy sons.  Be just, because thou art chosen king of all Britain.”

And it is told further how the king, in order to get knowledge of his enemy’s plans, disguised himself as a minstrel and ventured into the Danish war camp with harp in hand.  By this subterfuge he learned their strategies, and with this intelligence plotted how he might regain his kingdom.
  For the knowledge of his responsibilities pressed upon him always and he was determined to win back England from the Danes.

Now news of Alfred’s continued raids upon their oppressors made the  peoples’  hearts  glad

and hopeful, and an earl of Somerset
 began recruiting men and spreading the word of Alfred’s continued struggle.  From earl to ceorl to priest this message spread, that Alfred in the seventh week after Easter would meet at Egbert’s Stone
 all those that would fight for him.  And so it was done, and when the peoples of those regions [Somerset, Wiltshire and Hampshire] saw Alfred in the flesh, their hearts revived within them, for he was like one come back from the dead to deliver them.

From Egbert’s Stone the gathering host of Saxons rode to Iley, where they made camp for a night.  Thence in the morning they rode to Ethandun [modern Edington] and there met the Danish army of which the king had his intelligence.
  And there was a battle fought, upon which the whole fate of the English nation depended.

Fiercely it was fought, and Alfred and his captains slew their enemy on all sides of them, furious as bolts of lightning in a darkened sky.  And at last the Danes wavered, knowing the fight was lost, and they fled, the English hacking them down from behind.  They retreated to their stronghold and Alfred boldly camped before their very gates, taking all the Danes had left without.
 

After a fortnight’s siege the Danes were starving and suffering for lack of fuel, and they sued for peace, offering hostages and asking for none.  King Alfred, having compassion upon his enemies, accepted their offers, and further, accepted the request of their king Guthrum to be baptized as a Christian.

Three weeks after, Guthrum, in the company of thirty of his followers, met with Alfred at Athelney in a place called Aller, and there they were each baptized, and Guthrum accepted was as an adoptive son of Alfred.  Guthrum received the name of Athelstan, which means “noble stone,” and Alfred honored him with gifts and feasting for twelve days.
  The Danes then, as promised, soon betook themselves from Alfred’s kingdom.  They went first to Cirencester, and thence to East Anglia, where they settled the land.

V. How Alfred defended the English, and increased learning throughout the land

Now Alfred, having gained a measure of peace, sought valiantly to maintain it.  Knowing well that the shores of his kingdom were not secure, he took measures to fortify them, to reorganize the army, and to build a navy.  First, he divided the army into two parts, the one to fight in times of war, the other to be at home tending to livestock and fields.  These two parts alternated one with the other, and by this arrangement the army was maintained and disciplined, and at the same time none grew anxious that their children, womenfolk and properties would be left undefended.

King Alfred ordered also the building of burhs to repel attack, to which the inhabitants of a region might retire if they were threatened.  No village in Wessex was to be more than a day’s journey from such refuge.  Ships were also built to defend the coast, and some of these were constructed using captured ships of the Danes.

Soon enough these preparations were brought to the test, for in the year 885 Danes sailing out of France attacked Rochester.  But the city’s inhabitants defended themselves courageously and held out until Alfred arrived, bringing relief with a large army.  Thereupon, one part of the Danes with great haste abandoned all they had, including their prisoners, and returned to their ships, and thence afterwards back to France.
  Those remaining made peace with the English at first, but later violated that peace by raiding the lands about the Thames.  They were helped in this by the Danes [of East Anglia] who slew King Edmund.


For having rendered aid to his enemies, Alfred was determined to punish the Danes of East Anglia, and so transferred his fleet and many men to that region.  At the mouth of the River Stour thirteen Danish ships rigged for war immediately advanced upon them and a great sea battle was joined.  The Danes were killed to a man and their ships taken.  Then, as Alfred’s fleet readied to sail home, those Danes dwelling in East Anglia assembled another fleet and another battle was made and the Danes had the victory.

In this year, too, Guthrum betrayed Alfred and rebelled.
  So Alfred in the year next [886] went to London, which he took with great slaughter, and he made all the peoples in and about that place submit to him.  And Alfred restored the city at great cost.
  Shortly after, Guthrum, again persuaded to peace, met with Alfred that they might settle their dispute.   

It was decided that a boundary should be made up the Thames, and then up the Lea, and along the Lea to its source, then in a straight line to Bedford, then up the Ousse to Watling Street,
 and that this boundary should mark the borders of their respective domains.  They considered too how they might solve legal disputes between people living on opposite sides of the boundary.

Thus Alfred through great foresight and vigilance secured the peace of his kingdom and made the lives of his subjects safer.  But when he rested from his many labors he was overcome with distress at the benighted condition in which his people lived.  He said of it: “Learning had declined so thoroughly in England that there were very few men on this side of the Humber who could understand their divine services in English, or even translate a single letter from Latin into English…  There were so few of them that I cannot recollect even a single one south of the Thames when I succeeded to the kingdom.”
 

Now the king in his own character was one who loved learning and sought ever to grow in wisdom regarding both earthly and spiritual things.  And so he established a court school where the offspring of nobles and free men were educated with his own children.
  He insisted too that writing and reading in English should form the primary part of the curriculum of instruction.
  The king made this pronouncement: “Let all free born youth now in England who have the ability be set to learning, so long as they are unfit [i.e. too young] for other occupations, until in the first place they can read English.  Let these afterwards be taught the Latin tongue who are to be educated further, and raised to a higher estate.”

  

Alfred also charged those who were judges to learn to read and to study the law, or else cease in their practice of law.  For it came to his ears that errors and injustices were often done, and not because of any vice except ignorance.  Many men of age and repute were thus humbled, and became students of even their own children.

To remedy the dearth of learned men in his land, and to provide teachers for his people, Alfred obtained the services of knowledgeable scholars from other countries.  From Mercia he invited two learned priests and made them teachers in his court.  Another Mercian scholar, Werefrith, bishop of Worcester, came to Alfred’s court and translated the Dialogia [Dialogues] of Pope Gregory for the king.  From France Alfred obtained a priest named Grimbald.  From Germany came John the Old Saxon, a priest.
  And from St. David’s in Pembrokeshire in the kingdom of Dyfed came the monk Asser, who wrote the king’s Life.  This monk became the king’s constant companion, and read to the king at every opportunity, so Alfred himself grew daily in knowledge and understanding.  With the help of Asser, too, the king learned to read and translate.

By these teachers Alfred was inspired to undertake the translation into the language of the people those books he deemed most necessary for all men to know, so that none should lack basic knowledge of history or religion, or be without proper counsel for life.  Among those he caused to have translated, or translated himself, there were: the Regula Pastoralis [Pastoral Care] of Pope Gregory, the De Consolatione Philosophiae [Consolations of Philosophy] of Boethius, Augustine’s Soliloquies, the Holy Psalter, Orosius’ Historia Adversum Paganos [History Against the Pagans] and Historia, and Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum [Ecclesiastical History of the English People].  Thus for all the many years of depredations that had been visited upon his land, Alfred now, just as furiously, built up learning and justice and established the pillars of Christian civilization.

VI. How Alfred fought the Danes in the last war of his reign

In the year 892, after nine years of a fair peace, a great Danish fleet of two hundred fifty ships sailed from France across the sea to the Lympne River in east Kent.  Sailing up river they attacked a fortification in the marshes of the river, one not yet finished.  For in the days of peace many of the farmer folk thereabout had out of foolishness denied the need for fortifications and thus had dallied in the building of it.  Now in their need they were unprepared and the Danes speedily overwhelmed the stronghold.

Shortly thereafter, a second force of eighty ships of King Hastein sailed into the Thames and made camp at Milton Regis, and his men and those of the first fleet ravaged all the lands about.

Now Guthrum, King Alfred’s godson, was dead nigh two years this time, and so Alfred had cause to doubt whether the Danes of East Anglia would keep the peace.  So upon hearing news of the coming of the Danish fleets he demanded hostages from the East Angolans and extracted oaths to the effect that they would not aid the men from over the sea.

Alfred then sent messengers to Hastein, welcoming him as a friend.  The Danes took oaths, gifts were given them, and Alfred adopted one of Hastein’s own sons as a godson.  Thus peace was bought for a time.

But soon enough the Danes set out into the countryside, pillaging all about.  So Alfred, having assembled his army, encamped between the two enemy armies, to prevent them from uniting and also to frustrate their expeditions of plunder.  Only small bands of the enemy rode out, and the local burhs and Alfred’s army harassed them.

Later, Hastein led his army across the Thames and established camp at Benfleet in Essex, from which they pillaged the lands thereabout.  And the other army, now at Appledore, made to cross the Thames to join Hastein.  Yet they were prevented in this by Edward, Alfred’s own son.  At Farnham Edward met the Danes and there a great battle was waged, and the victory went to Edward.  He seized all the booty the Danes had stolen.

From Farnham the Danes fled to Thorney, where they took refuge.  Then Ethelred, alderman of Mercia, leading an army out of London, joined Edward, and they surrounded Thorney.  Yet no one could gain the victory, neither the English nor the Danes, and so by an agreement reached the Danes were allowed to leave, and they went to Benfleet to join Hastein.

At this very moment the East Anglians and Northumbrians rose up, and they attacked Exeter, so Alfred was unable to join his army to that of his son.  This attack was repulsed, and for a short time there was no fighting between the armies.

Then on one occasion Hastein left his camp, and he went to raid in other parts. And while he was away the English attacked in force and captured the Danish stronghold, taking all that was inside it, including Hastein’s wife and sons, one of whom was Alfred’s own son by adoption.  But by Alfred’s order these prisoners were honorably treated and given over to Hastein, and though his receipt of them was bound with many oaths, he later broke his word and again plundered the lands about him.

The Danes then gathered force in Essex and went up the Thames, and were joined by others from Northumbria and East Anglia.  But as they went they were set upon by many of the king’s men, and aldermen Ethelred, Ethelhelm and Ethelnoth, along with even some Welsh, were there.  At Buttington on the Severn the Danes were surrounded, and before long they were starving.  In desperation they assaulted the English, but most of them were slaughtered, and those few who survived fled to the city of Chester.  There they again entered a stronghold and were surrounded by the English, but the English, unable to draw them out, burned all the lands around there. 

Then the army Alfred had driven back in Exeter attacked Colchester, but it was driven out by the burh in that region and fled up the Thames in ships.  So Alfred caused there to be built strongholds on either side of the river, so as to prevent the Danes from coming back down the river.  And the Danes, realizing they were trapped, abandoned their ships and went overland to Bridgenorth on the Severn where they established themselves.  And the English took the ships they left behind, and some of them were burned, and others sailed as prizes to London.

Afterwards, in the summer of that year [896], the Danish army divided, one force going into East Anglia and one into Northumbria.  And many others left England and went overseas, and so were no longer a threat.  So the Danish armies, as terrible was their coming, amounted to almost naught and on the whole did not afflict the English over much.

King Alfred would fight other battles, though none so great as those described here.  And never again would the English need fear that the Danes might blot them out entirely from the earth, as was so long ago predicted.
  

And King Alfred, preserver of the English and of Christian civilization in these isles, lived three more years after the events related here, until on the twenty-sixth of October in the year 899 he passed away, and was buried in the Old Minster at Winchester.  And Edward, his son and heir, became king, and from him are descended the rightful kings of England.

Cwaedon paet he waere wyruld cyninga,

manna mildust ond mon owaerust,

leodum lithost ond lof geornost.

[…they said that of worldly kings he was

the mildest of men and the gentlest,

most kind to his people, most eager for fame.

Beowulf 3180-2]

ENDNOTES

� See Alfred P. Smyth, King Alfred the Great, pp. 150 ff for a discussion of this debate that has been carrying on now for several centuries. 


�Readers may note the similarity between this opening line and that of Sir Thomas Malory’s Le Morte D’Arthur.  As the dates for Stirling’s death can be fixed as definitely prior to Malory’s composition, the only conclusion that can be reached is that Malory possessed a copy of Stirling’s work at the time of his writing.  See Harold Enoon’s discussion of this matter in “Stirling and Malory: The Chicken or the Egg?” in Anglo-Saxon Journal (May 1999).


� This date is according to Asser, chapter one.  It is, however, suspect, for according to the earliest versions of the West Saxon Regnal Table, Alfred was twenty-three years old at his ascension, implying he was born in 847/8.  (Keynes and Lapidge, p. 228, n. 2.)  


� There is disagreement even about where Alfred was born.  At the time, Wantage may not have been in Wessex territory.  Asser claims a royal villa was there, which is unlikely since at best the region was newly annexed and still easily threatened.   See Smyth, pp. 3-4.


� Genealogies tracing back to the Scandinavian god were commonly used by pagan rulers as a means of dynastic certification.  But in Asser, chapter one, the lineage is traced back to the biblical patriarchs. 


� Osburh’s father was Oslac, a descendent of Stuf and Wihtgar, the Jutish conquerors of the Isle of Wight, c. 530-40.  (Smyth, p. 26)


� Smyth suggests the record upon which this event is based was inserted into the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle to demonstrate that Alfred’s kingship was foreordained.  See Smyth, pp. 12-13.


� Smyth writes: “[W]e may discount the possibility of a West Saxon infant going twice to Rome within two years.” (p.15)  He notes further that “[t]he Rome pilgrimage was a most taxing ordeal—even for an adult—fraught with the danger of fever and other illness as well as the menace posed by vikings in the Channel, robbers on the roads of Francia, and Moslem raiders from Provence.  [T]ravellers…encountered extortionists, assassins, robbers, as well as risking life and limb in negotiating precipitous Alpine passes.”  Furthermore, based on papal records, which definitely affirm Ethelwulf’s presence in Rome in 855 but make no mention of the infant Alfred, Smyth concludes, “we can never be sure that Alfred ever went to Rome or met a pope there.” (p.17)


� Judith was only about fourteen years old at the time.  (Mapp, p. 28)


� There were several possible reasons for Ethelbald’s rebellion: Ethelwulf had absented himself from Wessex for a year at a time of national crisis; he had released one tenth of the kingdom’s annual income to Rome and the church (see Asser, chapter 11); and the elevation of a fourteen year old girl to the state of queen co-equal with the king went against a long held West Saxon antipathy towards reigning females.  This dated back to the disastrous example of Queen Eadburh, daughter of King Offa of Mercia.  This woman, in true Byzantine fashion, had poisoned her husband and then fled the Mercian court to France, where Charlemagne offered her a choice between him and his son.  She chose the latter, but Charlemagne instead appointed her abbess of a nunnery.  She eventually lost that post because of fornication, and ended her days begging in the streets.  The story is told in Asser, chapters 14-15, and was well known to King Alfred. 


� This paragraph is essentially a recasting of Asser, chapter 22.


� This story is based on Asser, chapter 75.  Asser’s version, however, is nonsensical in that it has Alfred take the book from his mother, thereby making it impossible for his siblings to even compete with him in the contest.  Perhaps, though, Asser considered this to be good evidence of kingly cunning, even if it was not totally fair.  


� Asser claims to have seen this book himself, and reports the future king took it about with him wherever he went.  William of Malmesbury refers it to as the Handboc of King Alfred in his Gesta Pontificum (c. 1125).  At Worcester there was long preserved a volume known as the Dicta of King Alfred and this was likely the same book.  It seems to have contained Alfred’s favorite prayers and psalms and some other miscellaneous extracts.  Unfortunately, it has not survived to the present day.  (Lapidge and Keynes, p. 268, n.208)


� Contrary to Asser’s claim, marriage of a man to his widowed stepmother was not uncommon among pagans.  But the practice presented something of a moral and legal dilemma to the early Anglo-Saxon church.  See, for example, St. Augustine’s fifth question to Pope Gregory as recorded in Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of England, 1:27, which deals with the problem of marriage between those conjugally related.


� This date is not actually mentioned in either Asser or the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.  It can, however, be deduced from the fact that all sources are in agreement on the date of Ethelbert’s ascension (860), and the ASC’s assertion that he reigned for five years.  (Lees, p. 100)


� Alfred’s wife’s name is, curiously, not given by Asser, and the marriage is not even mentioned in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.


� This is something of an exaggeration on Stirling’s part.  According to Asser, Alfred’s ailment made its onset after a day and a night of feasting, not in the midst of the wedding ceremony.  However, Asser does say that it “struck without warning in the presence of the entire gathering.”  (Asser, ch. 74)  Most likely it was an irritation of the colon of some kind, perhaps piles.  


� Alfred’s illnesses are still the subject of debate.  Asser depicts Alfred as almost an invalid, and the impression the reader gets is that the king was at least hypchondriacal.  (Stirling, on the other hand, chose to emphasize the heroic, military aspects of Alfred’s career, and downplayed the sicknesses, allotting them a mere sentence and paragraph.  The following, at least, can be discerned from Asser’s account, the most complete in this regard: 1) as a young man Alfred was beset by sensual lust and so prayed for an illness to strengthen his resolve against such things—the result was piles; 2) afterwards, while in Cornwall, Alfred prayed for a less severe affliction, but not one that would be outwardly visible; 3) at his wedding he was suddenly struck by a new, unidentified illness, and this plagued him to at least his forty-fifth year.  (Lapidge and Keynes, pp. 255-6, n. 143)  However, one cannot help but suspect Asser of playing up these adversities, especially when one considers Alfred’s incredible degree of activity, both mental and physical, before and during his reign—hardly what one would expect from an invalid or hypochondriac.  (See Smyth, ch. 8, for further discussion on this subject.)


� This event is recounted in Asser, ch. 33.  Edmund came to the throne of East Anglia in 855 when he was just a teenager.  His death—he was reportedly flogged and shot with darts before being beheaded—was counted as a martyrdom, and within forty years he was honored as a saint.  His cult later attained equal veneration to St. Cuthbert’s and Thomas a Beckett’s.  A full accounting of the king’s death is told in the Passio Sancti Eadmundi, by Abbo of Fleury, c. 987, and retold by Aelfric in his Lives of the Saints.  (Swanton, p. 97)  Most likely it was Aelfric’s version of which Stirling had knowledge.


� The site of this battle cannot be exactly determined, simply because the old name of the Berkshire Downs was Ashdown, and neither Asser nor any other source is at all clear where in the Berkshire Downs it was.  (Lapidge and Keynes, p. 242, n. 67.)


� Halfdan was one of a triumvirate of brothers of legendary ill repute—the sons of Ragnar of Denmark—the others being Ivar the Boneless, and Ubba.  Ivar, their overlord, was the mastermind behind a number of their wars in Britain, and was probably also the companion of Olaf the White, the Norse king of Dublin, and participated in raids on Ireland and the Scottish coast.  (Lees, pp. 108-9.)  Bagsecg is otherwise unknown.


� Tradition has it that Bagsecg died at Ethelred’s own hand, so apparently the king did eventually join the fray.  (Lees, p. 124)  In a writing dating from the twelfth century, “Florence” (or, more likely, John) of Worcester made extensive use of Asser’s work and appended this phrase to his account of the battle: “Eventually, when he had finished the prayers in which he had been engaged, King Ethelred arrived, and once he had invoked the head of the universe, soon joined in the battle.”  This is an apparent “correction” of Asser, who makes no mention of Ethelred’s involvement.  (Lapidge and Keynes, p. 242, n. 71)


� This was the “great summer army,” which arrived in April or May of 871, and was lead by Guthrum, Oscetel, and Anwerd.  (Lapidge and Keynes, p. 243, n. 73)


� In Alfred’s translation of Boethius’ Consolation of Philosophy, personifications of “Mind” (Alfred’s own voice) and “Wisdom” are engaged in a dialogue.  In chapter seventeen, Mind says, “Look, Wisdom, you know that desire for and possession of earthly power never pleased me overmuch, and that I did not unduly desire this earthly rule, but that nevertheless I wished for tools and resources for the task that I was commanded to accomplish, which was that I should virtuously and worthily guide and direct the authority which was entrusted to me.”  (Lapidge and Keynes, p. 132)


� The course of this battle is described in Asser, chapter 42, where it is told that the men of Wessex initially had the upper hand and set the Vikings to flight.  “But alas, scorning the small numbers of pursuers, [the Danes] advanced again into battle, and seizing victory they were masters of the battlefield.”  (Lapidge and Keynes, p. 81)


� Most likely, Alfred bought them off.  (Lapidge and Keynes, p. 244, n. 79)


� A document dated 872 refers unequivocally to “the very pressing affliction and immense tribute of the barbarians.”  (Lapidge and Keynes, p. 244, n. 80)  Asser, however, as before, tried to couch the tributary status of Mercia and Wessex in more acceptable terms.


� Most likely this was to quell a Northumbrian revolt against Egbert, the puppet king whom the Danes had placed on the Northumbrian throne in 867.  (Lapidge and Keynes, p. 244, n. 81)


� Asser omits the fact that Alfred paid them money, though the chronicler Ethelweard notes it.  (Lapidge and Keynes, p. 245, n. 88)  


� The region of Athelney is described in more detail in chapter 92 of Asser.  At that time, Athelney was for most of the year a small island about thirty acres in extent that rose some forty feet above the surrounding thickets and swamps.  During the summer and fall it was not a true island, though in winter and spring, due to floods, it became one.  (Mapp, p. 61)  Today, the site is a small village with one main road, surrounded by fields and hedges.  (Smyth, plate 15) 


� This most famous of Alfredian stories is, curiously, not even mentioned by Asser.  See above, p. 3.


� See above, p. 3.


� The earl’s name was Ethelnoth.  He is also mentioned in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, s. a. 893, in conjunction with several other earls who defeated the Vikings at Buttington on the Severn.  According to the chronicler Ethelweard, he was also present at Guthrum’s baptism.  (Lapidge and Keynes, p. 249, n. 112)


� The exact location of the Stone, named after Alfred’s grandfather, has never been determined.  Perhaps the best suggestion to date places it in the vicinity of Penselwood, where the boundaries of Wiltshire and Somerset meet.  A monument to mark the site, called “Alfred’s Tower” and erected in c. 1722, is nearby.


� From St. Neot, that is.  One part of the Neot story, not told by Stirling, is that just before the battle of Ethandun Alfred is said to have beheld the saint leading his army as its royal standard behavior.  At this vision, Alfred announced to his followers that they were assured of victory.  (Lees, pp. 440-1)  


� Modern writers agree.  Peter J. Helm calls the Battle of Ethandun “one of the decisive battles of European history.”  (Helm, p. 100)


� Unfortunately, the available details of the battle are meager.  Helm estimates there were probably 3-4,000 men on each side, making it little more than a skirmish by modern standards.  Asser’s description of the battle and subsequent events are in chapter 56.


� Quite possibly this was not all due simply to Alfred’s generosity.  Smyth speculates that Alfred may have faced the real possibility of a sizable Viking force with the capacity to break out through his lines at great cost to both sides.  The negotiations, baptisms, and gifts were simply an honorable way for both sides to avoid this.  (Smyth, p. 90)  


� Prior to Alfred, the fyrd, or national militia—consisting of all the able-bodied men of the kingdom—had simply been called in times of need.  This, of course, was not a standing army, and proved no match for the professional Viking warriors.  Alfred’s innovation decisively shifted the balance of power toward the far more numerous Saxons.  (Mapp, pp. 48-9)  Alfred’s reorganization of the fyrd is noted after the fact in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, s.a. 893.


� These remaining Vikings are not mentioned by Asser, but are noted by the chronicler Ethelweard, presumably Stirling’s source on this point.  (Lapidge and Keynes, p. 252, n. 125)





� Watling Street, originally an important Roman road, is now the A5 highway.  (Lapidge and Keynes, p. 311, n. 1)


� The exact date of Alfred’s and Guthrum’s treaty is not known, but it was almost certainly drawn up at the time of Alfred’s capture of London or shortly thereafter.  (Lapidge and Keynes, p. 170)


� This oft-quoted passage is from the preface of Alfred’s translation of Pope Gregory’s Pastoral Care.  (Lapidge and Keynes, p. 125)


� Several mentions are made of Alfred’s attention to education and schools.  See, for example, Asser, chs. 76 and 102.


� From the Preface to the Pastoral Care.


� Each of these men is described in Asser, chapters 77-8.


� Asser’s description of how he came to be in the king’s service is given in chapter 79.


� It is useful to divide the works translated during Alfred’s reign into four groups: The first group includes prefaces in the king’s name written for various works Alfred either claimed to have translated himself, alone or with help, and texts he expressly asked others to translate.  Included in this group are the prefaces to the Pastoral Care, the Consolation of Philosophy, and the Soliloquies.  King Alfred’s will also falls within this group.  The second group consists of text translated into Old English by Alfred himself and includes the bodies of the first three of the above mentioned books.  The Psalms are among these.  The third group, containing only the Dialogues of Pope Gregory, was translated by a team of scholars at Alfred’s command.  Other texts that may be in this category are the treaty of between Alfred and Guthrum, as well as the king’s law code.  The last category is made up of works that claim no connection to Alfred, and textually give no clues as to who their translator may have been.  Included among these works are Orosius’ History Against the Pagans, an early draft of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, and, possibly, Bede’s Ecclesiastical History.  (Smyth, pp. 528-9)


    


� These last words are a paraphrase of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle s.a. 896.


� The Chronicle gives accounts of naval battles with the Vikings, and of Alfred’s shipbuilding innovations based on captured Viking models.  Alfred is thus sometimes referred to as the founder of the British navy. 


� A shockingly strong political statement coming from an expatriate Scotsman!  Stirling evidently adopted England as his home, and here he left little doubt that he considered the Norman displacement of Alfred’s line an illegitimate act.   
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