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Meeting Notes –  March 2016 
Max Keen, a primary school teacher due shortly to retire, made a spectacular entrance,
dressed as he was as one of King Alfred’s fyrd – though Max made the point that the dress and weaponry of both Saxon and Viking were almost identical.  His helmet was of the horned type, which he soon discarded as he said it was a myth that these were worn! Instead he donned a ‘proper’ helmet, with side pieces and also a nasal protection piece, which Max said was a copy of the intact Saxon helmet found at York. He described this helmet as a high status piece. Max also wore chain mail, which protected the wearer from a slash by a weapon; a broadsword; a long spear; a shield, which could also be used a s a weapon; and he wore a tunic, leggings and boots. The complete warrior.
Still wearing most of his gear Max then spoke about Alfred, and why he warranted the epithet ‘the Great’, though he posed the question whether we should consider him ‘the fortunate’. There are no known pictures of the man who was born in 849, in Wantage, Oxfordshire, and was the youngest of four brothers. Max stated that the population of England at this time was around one million, mostly in villages. 
Alfred was sent to Rome in 853 by his father, aged just 4, which Max suggested was a hell of a journey – for a boy of that age now, not just then. Alfred was dominated by his belief in religion and Christianity, and his biography was written by his personal priest, Bishop Asser.  
The Norsemen first appeared on the scene in 787, who launched merely localised attacks, and then returned home. There were to be sixty years of these attacks, until 851, when the situation changed – some of these Vikings stayed and overwintered in England, and then started to conquer other areas. By 865 a Danish army had conquered most of England.

Max reiterated his point about both armies looking virtually identical, though the Danes had berserkers – savage fighters, usually high on drugs who sometimes fought naked. (The phrase literally means ‘those without armour’).   
In 871 a Viking army attacked Wessex, and at the battle of Ashdown in January Alfred, aged just 21, fought at the side of his third brother Æthelred. Alfred led the day and won, though there were great losses on both sides, and in April Æthelred the king died of his wounds. Alfred now succeeded to the throne, the Danegeld was agreed and the Danes withdrew.

Alfred then had a great piece of luck – a great storm wrecked a large Danish fleet in Swanage bay, causing the Danes withdrawal from Exeter (Exanceaster) to Gloucester (Gleawecestre). This was later described as an Act of God – ‘breath of God’. 
Then at Chippenham (Cippanhamm), during the twelve days of Christmas, the Danes attacked again, as Alfred let his guard down. Alfred with a few supporters then retreated to the Somerset levels and was based at Athelney (Æthimgæg).. This was the low point of his reign, and where the myth arose of Alfred burning the cakes, through his inattention to the task. 

In May 878 Alfred was ready to take on the Danes again, and did so at the battle of  Edington (Ethandun) in Wiltshire. [There is much academic debate as to where this battle site was, though the prime candidate is Bratton Camp, an Iron Age fortress, above the village of Edington. The 4,000 men of the fyrd gathered at Edgar’s Stone at Kingston Deverill].  Max described this battle as for the throne of England! Alfred was able to fight against a much smaller Viking army of Guthrum, but if he was defeated then Wessex, as the last kingdom, would be no more and all England would be under Viking control. 

The battle was prolonged and hard fought, with casualties high on both sides, though the Vikings came off the worst. Alfred thus won, and Wessex was saved. Guthrum withdrew his forces to Chippenham, where he surrendered a fortnight later and converted to Christianity, and took the name Æthelstan. Max suggested that Alfred was a great diplomat to achieve this, and he did accept much of the colonisation of England by the Vikings, through the Danelaw, which did divide the country.
Then Mercia allied with Alfred, and his daughter, Æthelflæd, married the Mercian king, Æthelred. [This was in 886, with her husband dying in 911, though she continued the struggle as leader in her own right until her death in 918.] Ten years of fragile peace followed, with an England now reorganised, fortified, with a built up navy of some 60 ships that were bigger than the Viking ships, and a burhs (boroughs) system of local government introduced. The army of the fyrd was also reorganised, with half now able to serve with the king, with half remaining at home to guard the harvest. 

Alfred also revived literacy and learning, with more things written down, and the last ten years of his life was devoted to this. As a result scholars flooded into England, and Max said that Alfred was the only king before Henry VIII to write books. He also translated books from Latin into English for his subjects to read, and the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle are based on the language of ordinary folk and not Latin.
He also introduced the Code of Law, and loyalty to the king. Max reiterated that Alfred understood the power of the written word. Alfred died on 26 October 899, aged 50, and he was succeeded by his eldest son Edward. He, together with Alfred’s grandson Æthelstan, eventually conquered the Danelaw and formed the kingdom of the Angles - Angle Land – England. 
In conclusion Max asked the question – was Alfred fortunate and lucky? The answer is yes, though Alfred did bring a realism to the story.

Some interesting questions followed, to end a very successful first venture to the society 
Also out with this issue is Special Newsletter (21), in which Henrietta and her father discuss musical matters, as a way of showing how home life was continuing through the struggle. When you read it you may like to consider that ‘Jerusalem’ was taken up by the Suffragette Movement in 1917, to great acclaim. We know where it sits in the pantheon of great nationalistic music. 
