
Enquiry Question: Who shaped England to 1066? 

 

2.2 An Overview of England (c. 400 to c. 1000) 
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Key Terms  

Pagan 

A follower of a religion 
other than the main world 

religions 

Vikings 

Scandinavian seafaring 
pirates who raided and 

settled in north-western 
Europe in the 8-11th 

centuries 

Monasteries 

A building or set of 
buildings where monks live 

 

Illuminated Manuscripts  

A manuscript where the 
text is supplemented 

with decoration such as 
borders or illustrations 

An excerpt (adapted) from ‘The Norman 
Conquest’ by Marc Morris (pg. 11-13) 

England at the start of the eleventh century was 
a country both old and new. Old, because its 
roots stretched back into a distant past, when 
tribes of Germanic peoples, now collectively 
known as the Anglo-Saxons, had begun migrating 

to the island of Britain in the fifth century.  

Fierce warriors, these newcomers eventually 
made themselves masters of southern and 

eastern Britain. In the areas where the Anglo 
Saxons settled, new kingdoms had arisen, the 
names of which are still familiar as the counties 
and regions of today: Kent, Sussex and Essex; 
East Anglia, Mercia and Northumbria. Pagan at 
first, the rulers of these kingdoms began to 

convert to Christianity from the end of the sixth 
century, and so in time did their peoples.  

But in the ninth century, this galaxy of 

competing kingdoms was destroyed by new 
invaders – the Vikings. Despite some historians’ 
attempts to rehabilitate them in recent times, 
the Vikings, with their lust for blood and glory 

and their gruesome human sacrifices, were not 
surprisingly regarded with horror by the settled 
Anglo-Saxons, who witnessed their monasteries 
being torched, their gold and silver treasures 
being looted, their precious illuminated 
manuscripts being destroyed, their young men 

and women led away as slaves, and anyone else 
who stood in the way being mercilessly put to 
the sword.  

The story of the island of Britain from the 
departure of the Romans to the 11th 
century is a complicated one. The 
following account comes from Marc 
Morris (right), an historian who can help 
us learn about its key elements.  
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Key Terms  

Wessex 

A kingdom in south west 
England. See map on pg. 4. 

Dominion 

An area under the rule of a 
leader or government, in 

this case, the Vikings  

Annexed 

Taken over e.g. the heirs of 
Alfred took over the land 

north of the Humber 

 

State 

A territory or nation 
organised as one political 
community under a single 

government   

One by one the several kingdoms of the Anglo-
Saxons fell: first Northumbria, then East Anglia, 
and finally even Mercia, the mightiest kingdom 

of all, collapsed in the face of Viking onslaught.  

But the kingdom of Wessex endured. Led first 
by the celebrated Alfred the Great, and 

afterwards by his sons and grandsons, the 
people of the most southerly Anglo-Saxon 
kingdom at first doggedly defended themselves, 
and then successfully fought back. And not just 
in Wessex.  

During the first half of the tenth century, the 
West Saxon kings became the conquerors, 
pushing their frontier northwards, driving the 
Vikings into retreat, and bringing the 
neighbouring peoples of Mercia and East Anglia 
under their dominion. In 954, the Viking capital 
of York finally fell, and the lands north of the 
Humber were also annexed by the heirs of 
Alfred.  

In driving the Vikings out, the kings of Wessex 
had forged a powerful new state. As their 
armies had advanced, their conquests had been 

cemented by the foundation of fortified towns, 

known as burhs (boroughs), around which they 
had established districts, called shires.  

Where there once had been several competing 
kingdoms, there was now a single source of 
authority. Henceforth, the various Anglo-Saxon 
peoples would swear an oath to one king and 

live under one law; they would use a single silver 
coinage and worship a single Christian God. 

Review: Can you summarise the main 
points of what you have just read? 
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Questions 

1. In which tribes did the Anglo-Saxons have their roots and when did they start migrating to 
Britain?  
 
 
 

2. Name three of the kingdoms in Britain. 
 
 
 
 

3.  What does it mean to say the Britons were mostly ‘pagan’? When did this change? 
 
 
 
 

4. When did the Vikings strike and why were they so feared? 
 
 
 
 

5. When the Vikings began their attempt to take over all of Britain, what was the final kingdom 
that did not fall? 
 
 
 
 

6. Why do you think Alfred became known as ‘Alfred the Great’?  
 

 

 

7. Arguably, the Anglo-Saxons were united by a common enemy, in this case the Vikings. Can you 
think of any other examples from history where people have been united by a common enemy? 
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England in the 870s 

 

 

 
 


