ALFRED THE GREAT AND THE VIKINGS
circa 800-900

Around the year 800, people living in coastal areas of England, and those living by the sides of rivers flowing into the North Sea, were greatly troubled by the “Dragon-ships” which attacked their villages with such merciless ferocity.


These were manned by some of the bravest seafarers in history. In shallow open boats, propelled by oar and/or sail, they embarked on voyages which make our sea journeys to-day seem tame affairs indeed.


These were the Norsemen, or Vikings, from Scandinavia.  Their arrival on these shores brought terror and destruction.  Not only were they brave sailors, they were also cruel and vicious fighters.  One of their trademarks was to draw out the lungs of their defeated enemies and hang them over their shoulders!  When they attacked a village they would spare no-one, not even women and young children.  Fierce adversaries indeed, and it is little wonder that they were so greatly feared.


People living on the east coast were, of course, especially vulnerable.  But such was the nature of the Viking vessels – long and shallow – that they could travel with ease up the rivers leading much further inland.  They might turn up when least expected, many miles from the sea.


The Vikings who attacked England were mainly Danish.  Vikings had landed in the Orkneys and Shetlands (to the north of Scotland) and they had travelled to Greenland and even reached America (long before Christopher Columbus!).  Others had settled in northern France and the region where they established themselves became known as Normandy.  William the Conqueror, who invaded England in 1066 and had such an enormous impact on English history, was a Norman descended from the Viking leader Hrolf (pronounced Rolf).  It is often said that the awesome ferocity of the Norman soldiers who came with the Conqueror was a result of the Viking tradition from which they came.


   At first, the Vikings had no real intention of settling in Britain.  They would land, terrorise coastal areas and sail as far as they could inland – killing and taking anything that was of value as they went.  Then they would sail back home for the winter.  Their first target was usually the church – they themselves were not Christian and had little regard for the sanctity of church or priest.  They knew that the English kept their finest treasures in church buildings. 


In 851, however, things took a new turn.  Until then, the Danish, or Viking, invasions had been carried out in quite an unorganised way.  Different bands of raiders would work independently of each other.  But, in the year 851, they came together and decided to stay in England over the winter.  They settled at first on the coast, but just as the Anglo-Saxons had done, they gradually pushed further west, defeating the inhabitants as they went.  

Alfred the Great (871-899)
There arose at this time a great English king.  Perhaps if it had not been for Alfred the Great, our history would have been very different indeed.  


Alfred was the grandson of Egbert and was only sixteen when he became King.  Seven years later in 878, his kingdom had collapsed and he and his followers had been driven into hiding on the Isle of Athelney, in the marshes of Somerset.  The Danes now regarded themselves as the masters of England.


Alfred, however, was not the kind of man to accept defeat, nor the kind of man to sit around and do nothing.  Whilst in hiding, he gathered a great deal of information about the Danish plans, and he himself plotted with great care and intelligence.  As a result, when he broke out from his place of hiding he inflicted a thorough defeat on the Danes at the battle of Ethandune in May, 878.

History or Legend?  Alfred burns the cakes

During his time spent hiding in the Somerset marshes, it is believed that Alfred, recklessly some might say, would from time to time go out alone on scouting expeditions to gather information about the Danes.  A famous legend has arisen concerning one of those trips.


The king, disguised as a peasant, stopped to rest in a village and was given shelter by an old woman in her hut.  She was baking some cakes but had to go out on an errand. She told her guest in no uncertain terms that he was to watch the cakes and make sure they did not burn.  The story goes that Alfred, so engrossed was he in his thoughts concerning the future of his kingdom, completely failed in his task.  The cakes burned to a cinder and when the old lady returned she scolded him severely – never guessing for a moment that she had the King of England under her roof!


A wonderful story – if it is true!
The Danelaw

Following the battle of Ethandune, the Viking leader Guthrum, and many of his men, agreed to become Christians.  Another part of the agreement between Alfred and the Danes was that they would stay within the bounds of a part of the country to be known as the Danelaw.  If you draw a line from Chester to London you will see what were the boundaries of the Danelaw.  The Danes were limited to areas to the north-east of that line:  this was still a very large area of the country, but Alfred had succeeded in limiting the Danish advance.


In his part of the country – south-west of the line – Alfred used the period of peace to organise his kingdom with great wisdom and thoroughness.  In addition to that, he took care of his people, who loved and revered him.  


Alfred is the only English king to be called “Great”.  This is because he was so effective in both war and peace; he was determined and iron-willed in war-time, and wise and fair in peace-time.  Alfred is often said to have been the founder of the Royal Navy.  He greatly improved the fleet and on several occasions successfully challenged the Danes at sea.

Alfred’s son Edward carried on his father’s good work, and was succeeded by a line of great kings who continued the struggle against the Danes.  Athelstan (925-940) was a famous and great king who defeated the Danes as well as other raiders from Scotland and Wales.  Edgar, who became king in 959, was another great monarch and it is said that on one occasion his barge (ship) was rowed by eight kings of other parts of the kingdom who had submitted to him.


Through the often very brave work of these kings, England preserved its identity despite great threats and dangers. 
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Alfred the Great was not just a great warrior.  He was also a fine scholar who encouraged art and culture at a time when such things were not generally valued highly.  
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The Vikings are coming!
