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CHAPTER THE FIFTH. 
THE DANES—ALFRED.

CARCELY had unanimity begun to prevail in England, when 
the country was invaded by the Danes, whose desperate valour 
there was no disdaining. Some of them, in the year 832, landed on 
the coast, committed a series of ravages, and escaped to their 
ships without being taken into custody. Egbert encountered 
them on one occasion at Char-mouth, in Dorsetshire, but having 
lost two bishops—who, by the bye, had no business in a fight 
he was glad to make the best of his way home again.
The Danes, or Northmen, having visited Cornwall, entered into an 
alliance with some of the Briks, or Britons, of the neigh-bourhood, 
and marched into Devonshire; but Egbert, collecting the cream of 
the Devonshire youth, poured it down upon the heads of his ene-
mies. According to some historians, Egbert met with considerable 
resistance, and it has even been said that the Devonshire cream 
experienced a severe clouting. It is certainly sufficient to make the 
milk of human kindness curdle in the veins when we read the var-
ious recitals of Danish ferocity. Egbert, however, was successful at 
the battle of Hengsdown Hill, where many were put to the sword, 
by the sword being put to them, in the most unscrupulous manner. 
This was the last grand military drama in which Egbert repre-
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sented the hero. He died in 836, after a long reign, which had 
been one continued shower of prosperity.
Ethelwolf, the eldest son of Egbert, now came to the throne, but 
misunderstanding the maxim, Divide et impera, he began to di-
vide his kingdom, as the best means of ruling it, and gave a slice 
consisting of Kent and its dependencies to his son Athelstane.
The Scandinavian pirates having no longer an opponent like Eg-
bert, ravaged Wessex; sailed up the Thames, which, if they could, 
they would have set on fire; gave Canterbury, Rochester, and 
London a severe dose, in the shape of pillage; and got into the 
heart of Surrey, which lost all heart on the approach of the enemy. 
Ethelwolf, however, taking with him his second son Ethelbald, 
met them at Okely—probably in the neighbourhood of Oakley 
Street—and at a place still retaining the name of the New Cut, 
made a fearful incision into the ranks of the enemy. The Danes re-
tired to settle in the isle of Thanet, to repose after the settling they 
had received in Surrey, at the hands of the Saxons. Notwithstand-
ing the state of his kingdom, Ethelwolf found time for an Italian 
tour, and taking with him his fourth son, Alfred the Great—then 
Alfred the Little, for he was a child of six—started to Rome, on 
that very vague pretext, a pilgrimage. He spent a large sum of 
money abroad, gave the Pope an annuity for himself, and another 
to trim the lamps of St. Peter and St. Paul, which has given rise 
to the celebrated jeu de mot that, “instead of roaming about and 
getting rid of his cash in trimming foreign lamps, he ought to have 
remained at home for the purpose of trimming his enemies.”
On his return through France, he fell in love with Judith, the 
daughter of Charles the Bald, the king of the Franks, who 
probably gave a good fortune to the bride, for Charles being 
known as the bald, must of course have been without any heir 
apparent. When Ethelwolf arrived at home with his new wife, he 
found his three sons, or as he had been in the habit of calling them, 
“the boys,”—indignant at the marriage of their governor. 
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According to some historians and chroniclers, Osburgha, his first 
wife, was not dead, but had been simply “put away” to make room 
for Judith. It certainly was a practice of the kings in the middle 
age, and particularly if they happened to be middle-aged kings, 
to “put away” an old wife; but the real difficulty must have been 
where on earth to put her. If Osburgha consented quietly to be laid 
upon the shelf, she must have differed from her sex in general.
Athelstane being dead, Ethelbald was now the king’s eldest 
son, and had made every arrangement for a fight with his own 
father for the throne, when the old gentleman thought it better 
to divide his crown than run the risk of getting it cracked in 
battle. “Let us not split each other’s heads, my son,” he 
affectingly exclaimed, “but rather let us split the difference.” 
Ethelbald immediately cried halves when he found his father 
disposed to cry quarter, and after a short debate they came to a 
division. The undutiful son got for himself the richest portion 
of the kingdom of Wessex, leaving his unfortunate sire to sigh 
over the eastern part, which was the poorest moiety of the roy-
al property. The ousted Ethelwolf did not survive more than 
two years the change which had made him little better than 
half-a-sove-reign, for he died in 867, and was succeeded by his 
son Ethelbald. This person was, to use an old simile, as full of 
mischief “as an egg is full of meat,” and indeed somewhat full-
er, for we never yet found a piece of beef, mutton, or veal, in 
the whole course of our oval experience. Ethelbald, however, 
reigned only two years, having first married and subsequently 
divorced his father’s widow Judith, whose venerable parent 
Charles the Bald, was happily indebted to his baldness for 
being spared the misery of having his grey hairs brought down 
in sorrow to the grave by the misfortunes of his daughter,This 
young lady, for she was still young in spite of her two marriages, 
her widowhood, and divorce, had retired to a convent near Paris, 
when a gentleman of the name of Baldwin, belonging to an old 
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standard family, ran away with her. He was threatened with excom-
munication by the young lady’s father, but treating the menaces of 
Charles the Bald as so much balderdash, Mr. Baldwin sent a herald 
to the Pope, who allowed the marriage to be legally solemnised.
We have given a few lines to Judith because, by her last mar-
riage, she gave a most illustrious line to us; for her son having 
married the youngest daughter of Alfred the Great, was the 
ancestor of Maud, the wife of William the Conqueror.
Ethelbald was succeeded by Ethelbert, whose reign, though it last-
ed only five years, may be compared to a rain of cats and dogs, for 
he was constantly engaged in quarrelling. The Danes completely 
sacked and ransacked Winchester, causing Ethelbert to exclaim, 
with a melancholy smile, to one of his courtiers, “This is indeed the 
bitterest cup of sack I ever tasted.
” He died in 866 or 867, and was succeeded by his brother Ethelred, 
who found matters arrived at such a pitch, that he fought nine pitched 
battles with the Danes in less than a twelvemonth. He died in the year 
871, of severe wounds, and the crown fell from his head on to that 
of his younger brother Alfred. The regal diadem was sadly tarnished 
when it came to the young king, who resolved that it should not long 
continue to lack lacker; and by his glorious deeds he soon restored 
the polish that had been rubbed off by repeated leathering. He had 
scarcely time to sit down upon the throne when he was called into the 
field to fulfil a very particular engagement with the Danes at Wilton. 
They were compelled to stipulate for a safe retreat, and went up to 
London for the winter, where they so harassed Burrhed the king of 
Mercia, in whose dominions London was situated, that the poor fel-
low ran down the steps of his throne, left his sceptre in the regal hall, 
and, repairing to Rome, finished his days in a cloister.
The Danes still continued the awful business of dyeing and scouring, 
for they scoured the country round, and dyed it with the blood of 
the inhabitants. Alfred, finding himself in the most terrible straits, 
conceived the idea of getting out of the straits by means of ships, of 
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which he collected a few, and for a time he went on swimmingly.
He taught Britannia her first lesson in ruling the waves, by 
destroying the fleet of Guthrum the Dane, who had promised 
to make his exit from the kingdom on a previous defeat, but 
by a disgraceful quibble he had, instead of making his exit, 
retired to Exeter. From this place he now retreated, and took 
up his quarters at Gloucester, while Alfred, it being now about 
Christmas time, had repaired to spend the holidays at Chippen-
ham. It was on Twelfth-night, which the Saxons were celebrat-
ing no doubt with cake and wine, when a loud knocking was 
heard at the gate, and on some one going to answer the door, 
Guthrum and his Danes rushed in with overwhelming celerity. 
Alfred, who had been probably favouring the company with a 
songfor he was fond of minstrelsy made an involuntary shake on 
hearing the news, and ran off, followed by a small band, in an 
allegro movement, which almost amounted to a galop.

The Saxon monarch finding himself deserted by his coward 
subjects, and without an army, broke up his establishment, 
dismissed every one of his servants, and, exchanging his regal 
trappings for a bag of old clothes, went about the country in 
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various disguises. He had taken refuge as a peasant in the hut 
of a swineherd or pig-driver, whose wife had put some cakes 
on the fire to toast, and had requested Alfred to turn them while 
she was otherwise employed in trying to turn a penny.
His Majesty being bent upon his bow, never thought of the cakes, 
which were burnt up to a cinder, and the old woman, looking as 
black as the cakes themselves, taunted the king with the small-
ness of the care he took, and the largeness of his appetite. “You 
can eat them fast enough,” she exclaimed, “and I think you might 
havegiven the cakes a turn.“I acknowledge my fault,” replied 
Alfred, “for you and your husband have done me a good turn, and 
one good turn, I am well aware, deserves another.”
Though all the historians have given this anecdote, they vary 
in the words attributed to the old woman, and make no allusion 
to the reply of Alfred. So accomplished a monarch would hard-
ly have found nothing at all to say for himself; and though he 
did not turn the cakes, he most probably turned the conversa-
tion in the manner we have described,The monarch retired to a 
swamp, which he called AEthelingay—now Athelney—or the 
Isle of Nobles, and some of his retainers, who stuck to their 
sovereign through thick and thin, joined him in the morass-
es and marshes he had selected for his residence. Alfred did 
not despair, though in the middle of a swamp he had no good 
ground for hope, until he heard that Hubba, the Dane, after 
making a hubbub in Wales, had been killed by a sudden sally 
in an alley near the mouth of the Tau, in Devonshire. Alfred, on 
this intelligence, left his retreat, and having recourse to his old 
clothes bag, disguised himself as the “Wandering Minstrel,” 
in which character he made a very successful appearance at 
the camp of Guthrum. The jokes of Alfred, though they would 
sound very old Joe Millerisms in the present day, were quite 
new at that remote period, and the Danes were constantly in fits; so 
that the Saxon king was preparing, by splitting their sides, to even-
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tually break up the ranks of his enemy. He could also sing a capital 
song, which with his comic recitations, conundrums, and charades, 
rendered him a general favourite; and his vocal powers may be said 
to have been instrumental to the accomplishment of his object.
Having returned to his friends, he led them forth against 
Guthrum, who retreated to a fortified position with a handful 
of men, and Alfred, by a close blockade, took care not to let the 
handful of men slip through his fingers.
Guthrum, tired of the raps on the knuckles he had received, 
threw himself on the kind indulgence of a British public, and 
appeared before the Saxon king in the character of an apolo-
gist. Alfred’s motto was, “Forget and Forgive;” but he wisely 
insisted on the Danes embracing Christianity, knowing that if 
their conversion should be sincere, they would never be guilty 
of any further atrocities. He stood godfather himself to Guthrum, 
who adopted the old family name of Athelstane, and all  animosities 
were forgotten in the festivities of a general christening. 
A partition of the kingdom took place, and Alfred gave a good 
share, including all the east side of the island, to his new godson. 
The Danes settled tranquilly in their new possessions, though in 
the very next year (879), a small party sailed up the Thames and 
landed on the shores of Fulham; but finding the hardy sons of 
that suburban coast in a posture of defence, the Northmen took 
to their heels, or rather to their keels, by returning to their ves-
sels. The would-be invaders repaired to Ghent to try their luck 
in the Low Countries, for which their ungentle-manly conduct 
in violating their treaties most peculiarly fitted them.
Alfred employed the period of peace in building and in law, 
both of which are generally ruinous, but which were exceedingly 
profitable in his judicious hands. He restored London, over 
which he placed his son-in-law, Ethelred, as Earl Eolderman 
or Alderman, and he established a regular militia all over the 
country, who, if they resembled the militia of modern times, 
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must have kept away the invaders by placing them in the posi-
tion familiarly known as “more frightened than hurt.”
In the year 893, however, the Danes under Hasting, having 
ravaged all France, and eaten up every morsel of food they 
could find in that country, were compelled to come over to Eng-
land in search of a meal. A portion of the invaders in two hun-
dred and fifty ships, landed near Romney Marsh, at a river called 
Limine, and there being no one to oppose them in Limine, they 
proceeded to Appledore. Hasting, with eighty sail, took Milton; 
but he was soon routed out, and cutting across the Thames, he 
removed to Banfleet, which was only “over the way;” where he 
was broken in upon by Alderman Ethelred at the head of some 
London citizens. The cockney cohorts seized the wife and two 
sons of Hasting, who would have been killed but for the magna-
nimity of Alfred, though it has been hinted that in sending them 
back to his foe, the Saxon king calculated that as women and 
children are only in the way when business is going forward, 
their presence might add to the embarrassments of the Danish 
chieftain. That such was really the case, may be gleaned from 
the fact that on a subsequent occasion Hasting and his followers 
were compelled to leave their wives and families behind them in 
the river Lea, into which the Danish fleet had sailed when Alfred 
ingeniously drew all the water off, and left the enemy literally 
aground. This manouvre was accomplished partially by digging 
three channels from the Lea to the Thames, and partially by the 
removal of the water in buckets, though the bucket got very fre-
quently kicked by those engaged in this perilous enterprise.
The river Lea would have been sufficiently deep for the pur-
poses of Hasting had not Alfred been deeper still, and the fleet, 
which had been the floating capital of the Danes, became a 
deposit in the banks for the benefit of the Saxons. In the spring 
of 897 Hasting quitted England; but several pirates remained; 
and two ships being taken at the Isle of Wight, 
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Alfred, on being asked what should be done with the crews, 
exclaimed, “Oh! they may go and be hanged at Winchester!” 
The king’s orders having been taken literally, the marauders 
were carried to Winchester, and hanged accordingly.
Alfred, having tranquillised the country, died in the year 901, 
after a glorious reign of nearly thirty years, and is known to 
this day as Alfred the Great, an epithet which has never yet 
been earned by one of his successors.
The character of this prince seems to have been as near perfec-
tion as possible. His reputation as a sage has not been injured 
by time, nor has the mist of ages obscured the brightness of 
his military glory. He was a lover of literature, and a constant 
reader of every magazine of knowledge that he could lay his 
hands upon. An anecdote is told of his mother, Osburgha, hav-
ing bought a book of Saxon poetry, illustrated according to 
the taste of our own times, with numerous drawings. Alfred 
and his brothers were all exclaiming, “Oh give it me!” with 
infantine eagerness, when his parent hit on the expedient of 
promising that he who could read it first should receive it as a 
present. Alfred, proceeding on the modern principle of 
acquiring “Spanish without a Master,” and “French 
comparatively in no time,” succeeded in picking up
 Anglo-Saxon in six self-taught lessons.
 He accordingly won the book, which was, no doubt, 
of a nature well calculated to “repay perusal.”
Nor were war and literature the only pursuits in which Alfred indulged; 
but he added the mechanical arts to his other accomplishments. 
The sun-dial was probably known to Alfred; but that acute 
prince soon saw, or, rather, found from not seeing, that a
 sun-dial in the dark was worse than useless. Not content with 
being always alive to the time of day, he became desirous of 
knowing the time of night, and used to burn candles of 
a certain length with notches in them to mark the hours.
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These were indeed melting moments, but the wind often blew 
the candles out, or caused them to burn irregularly. Sometimes 
they would get very long wicks, and, if every one had gone 
to bed, no one being up to snuff, might render the long wicks 
rather dangerous. In this dilemma he asked himself what could 
be done, and his friend Asser, the monk, having said half spor-
tively, “Ah! you are on the horns of a dilemma,” Alfred enthu-
siastically replied, “I have it; yes; I will turn the horns to my 
own advantage, and make a horn lanthorn.” Thus, to make use 
of a figure of a recent writer, Alfred never found himself in
 a difficulty without, somehow or other, making light of it.
* The practice of telling the time by burning candles was
ingenious, but could not have been always convenient. 
It must have been very awkward when a thief got into one 
of thecandles, thus exposing time to another thief besides
procrastination. After Alfred’s invention of the lanthorn,
it might have been worn as a watch, in the same manner as
the modern policeman wears the bull’s-eye.
He founded the navy, and, besides being the architect of his 
own fortunes, he studied architecture for the benefit of his 
subjects, for he caused so many houses to be erected, that 
during his reign the country seemed to be let out on one long 
building lease. He revised the laws, and his system of police 
was so good, that it has been said any one might have hung out 
jewels on the highway without any fear of their being stolen. 
Much, however, depends on the kind of jewellery then in use, 
for some future historian may say of the present generation, 
that such was its honesty, precious stones,—that is to say,
 precious large stones,—might be left in the streets without
 any oneoffering to take them up and walk away with them.
Alfred gave encouragement not only to native, but to foreign 
talent, and sent out Swithelm, bishop of Sherbum, to India, by 
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what is now called the overland journey, and the good bishop 
was therefore the original Indian male- or Saxon Waghom. 
He brought from India several gems, and a quantity of pepper.
the gems being generously given by Alfred to his friends,
 and the pepper freely bestowed on his enemies.
He died on the 26th of October, 901, in the fifty-third year 
of his age, and thirtieth of his reign, having fought in person 
fifty-six times; so that his life must have been one continued 
round of sparring with one or other of his enemies.
 All the chroniclers and historians have agreed in pronouncing 
unqualified praise upon Alfred; and unless puffing had reached 
a perfection, and acquired an effrontery which it has scarcely 
shown in the present day, he must be considered a paragon of 
perfection who never yet had a parallel.
 It is certain we have had but one Alfred, from the Saxon 
period to the present; but we have now a prospect of another, 
who, let us hope, may evince, at some future time, something 
more than a merely nominal resemblance to him who has been 
the subject of this somewhat lengthy chapter.
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