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Alfred the Great 

Unlikely king who vanquished the Vikings — and took aim at ignorance 

The youngest and sickliest of five sons 
of King Athelwulf of Wessex, Alfred’s 
odds of making it to the throne were 
very long. But make it he did in 871, 
during a turbulent period when 

kingdoms were toppling all around 
him. After a Viking attack 

on his winter court at 
Chippenham in 

January 878, he fled 
into the Somerset 

marshes at Athelney, 

before winning the 
decisive battle of 
Edington. Under the 
terms of his surrender, 

the Viking leader 

Guthrum was baptised, 
renamed ZAthelstan and 

allowed to rule East Anglia. 
But there are plenty of 

Alfred commissioned the 

remarkable Alfred Jewel, which was 

likely a pointer used to follow text 

successful war leaders knocking about. 
Alfred was a great monarch because he 
understood that there was more to 

ruling than military might. Under the 
depredations of the Vikings, monaster- 

ies had been destroyed, together with 
their books. Alfred established a 
widespread programme of literary 

regeneration, translating learned texts 
into Old English. 

It is telling that the most remarkable 
artefact from his reign is the ‘Alfred 

Jewel’ — a raindrop-shaped piece of rock 

crystal decorated with an enamel figure 
and encased in gold. Words around the 

edge read: AELFRED MEC HEHT 
GEWYRCAN - “Alfred ordered me to 

be made”. This seems to be an aestel, or 
text pointer — a reading aid of the sort 

that he had sent out to each bishopric 

during his programme of translation. 
As the Beowulf poet puts it, beet wees 

g0d cyning (“that was a good king”). 

Eleanor Barraclough, historian and author 

of Embers of the Hands (Profile, 2024)
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