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Ælfred the Great 
Session 3 From Ashdown to Edington and beyond.. 

 
The 870s saw, for the first time, the active and widespread settlement of Scandinavian 
warrior-farmers in parts of Northumbria, East Mercia and East Anglia.  Wessex stands alone 
(if one is to believe its own chroniclers) against the foreign, heathen hordes.  In the last few 
decades archaeologists, place-name scholars  and numismatists have been able to construct 
a more nuanced picture of the settlement, offering estimates of numbers and of their 
influence on rural settlements and economies.  All is not as it seems.. 
 
Only very recently has the notion that the First Viking Age all but destroyed the insular 
church also begun to be seriously challenged; hardly surprising, since we find so many 
references to the loss of monasteries and their lands, the enslavement of monks and the 
devastation of literacy and learning (not least because Ælfred himself tell us so).  That there 
was a decline in the monastic life cannot be doubted; that regionally the church suffered 
great losses of people, buildings, treasures and continuity is also certain.  But… but… And 
where we lay the blame is another matter; something to turn our attention to during the 
period of the 870s. 
 
Ælfred may have begun his reign in dire circumstances and with Wessex under the greatest 
strain, but he inherited a state apparatus ripe and ready for exploitation and expansion.  
Fending off the Viking threat of periodic raids, and content that other kingdoms were 
bearing the brunt of the raiding and settling, he pursued a policy of playing straight, dealing 
with the Host as though they were playing by an old set of rules.  It is an old military axiom, 
that generals are always guilty of fighting the last war.  Now the ealdormen of Wessex and 
their young king must adapt to a new game; and they did so very slowly, almost fatally. 
 
In the third session we look at the effects of Scandinavian settlement in the North, where it 
was most keenly felt, and at the campaign of conquest which brought Wessex and Ælfred to 
their knees in the winter of 877.  We ask just how weak Mercia had become; and why some 
of Ælfred's ealdormen deserted him in his hour of need.  What was the nature of his 
response to dire crisis, and how did he engineer victory from a seemingly impossible 
position? 
 
In the aftermath of the Battle of Edington (878), we look at the Danish leader Guðrum – 
hardly visible as a historical figure except through the eyes of West Saxon chroniclers.  What 
can we say about him and his ambitions; and what can we say about the dramatic division of 
lowland Britain between him and Ælfred?  Can we take the famous Danelaw line of their 
treaty seriously?  We also look at the implications of the establishment of a new Viking 
kingdom in East Anglia and Mercia for the Mercians themselves.  Have historians been fooled 
into thinking that Mercia effectively ceased to exist?  And then, what is going on behind the 
lines – in the lands that would later be called the Five Boroughs? 

 
Hold on to your hats… 
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Ælfred timeline: 875-892 
 
875 – The southern Host evades Ælfred’s forces and camps at Wareham.  Hálfdan ‘shares out 
the land of the Northumbrians’; Ælfred and Ceolwulf II reorganise Wessex and Mercian 
coinage with much higher silver content.  Cuthbert’s remains, and those of Oswald, removed 
from Lindisfarne – beginning of the Seven Years’ Wandering  
 
876 – Ælfred makes peace with the Danes on a sacred ring; they evade him by night and get 
to Exeter.  Ælfred chases them to Exeter and takes oaths again.  A great pirate host sails for 
Exeter; 120 ships wrecked off Swanage in a storm 
 
877 – Mercia effectively partitioned by Danes, with Ceolwulf keeping western part.  Viking 
army moves from Cirencester to Chippenham at Midwinter; occupies Wessex.  
 
878 – Many forces submit; Ælfred flees into hiding in the marshes.  Builds fort at Athelney at 
Easter;  Ælfred  decisively defeats Danes at Battle of Edington; ?Treaty with Guthrum.  Thirty 
days after Edington Guthrum is baptised at Wedmore.   
 
879 – Viking army relocates to East Anglia and ‘shares out the land’;  probable death of 
Ceolwulf II, King of Mercia; Ælfred takes control of London mint and raises coin weight for 
pennies. 
 
880 – Fulham-based fleet crosses to Ghent; London probably now under Ælfred’s control. 
 
881 – Battle of Conwy: Defeat of ?Mercians under Ealdorman Æthelred by Anarawd ap 
Rhodri of Gwynedd; Mercia subsequently accepts Wessex overlordship (poss 882-3).  SE 
Welsh kingdoms seek Wessex protection against Gwynedd and its Danish allies. 
 
883 – Possible date of Treaty establishing Danelaw along line of River Lea and Great Ouse to 
Watling St at Stony Stratford.  King Guthred (Guðrøðr ) episode in the HSC; related to the 
move to Chester-le-Street? Reigns in Northumberland (?Bernicia) to 895. 
 
885 – Asser comes to the court of King Ælfred  in Wessex; takes up residence 886.  Ælfred 
relieves siege of Rochester; the Host abandons and sails overseas.  Alfred sends a fleet from 
Kent into East Anglia.  Battle at the mouth of the Stour; defeat of 16 Viking ships; Vikings 
killed; they meet another fleet the same day and lose a battle. 
 
886 – Ælfred takes London from Danes and gives it into the care of Ealdorman Æthelred. 
Possible date for marriage alliance: Æðelflæd with Æðelred  
 
887 – Community of St Cuthbert settles at Chester-le-St.  ?Ælfred  begins construction of 
Burhs. 
 
890 – King Guthrum (Æðelstan) dies ; succeeded in East Anglia by Eohric to 904. 
 
891 – Three Irishmen land in Cornwall, in a boat without oars, made of two and a half hides, 
with a week’s provisions; on peregrinatio and to seek Ælfred's protection. 
 
892 – Two new Viking fleets totalling 330 ships raise forts in Kent at Milton Regis nr Sheppey 
and at Appledore.  The core of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle is produced + Asser’s Life of King 
Ælfred 


