
Enquiry Question: Who shaped England to 1066? 

 

2.3A Primary Sources: The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle and Asser’s ‘Life of 
King Alfred’ 

Recap 

1. Which kingdom was Alfred from? 
2. Who led the Vikings against which Alfred fought? 
3. In which century did Alfred live? 

4. What was the name of Alfred’s grandson, the first man to be crowned ‘king of England’? 

 

Who tells Alfred’s story?  

You may be wondering from where we get the stories about Alfred’s life. There are two key historical 
sources: the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle and the Life of King Alfred.  

 

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle – written between 890 and c. 1150 

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle was a national chronicle, or record of events, 
originally compiled in 890 during the reign of Alfred the Great. It was the first 

attempt to give a systematic year-by-year account of English history, and it 
was later maintained, and added to, by generations of anonymous monks. It 
stopped in the middle of the 1100s.  

 

 

The Life of King Alfred - Asser (died c. 909) – written in 893 

Asser was a Welsh monk who in 885 was asked by Alfred to join the circle of 

learned men whom Alfred was recruiting for his court. Asser became both 
Alfred’s friend and his teacher. Alfred asked Asser to teach him Latin and 
helped the king translate Gregory the Great’s Pastoral Care. In 893, Asser 
wrote a biography of Alfred, called the Life of King Alfred. It is our main source 
of information about Alfred.  
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The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle  
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Key Terms  

Subdued 

To bring under control 

Fastnesses 

A secure place well 
protected by natural 

features 

Assailed 

Attacked / criticised sharply 
(in this context, the former)  

Crisom-leasing  

Part of the Baptism 
ceremony 

A.D. 878. This year about mid-winter, after 
twelfth-night, the Danish army stole out to 
Chippenham, and rode over the land of the West-

Saxons; where they settled, and drove many of 
the people over sea; and of the rest the greatest 
part they rode down, and subdued to their will; -
- ALL BUT ALFRED THE KING.  

He, with a little band, uneasily sought the woods 
and fastnesses of the moors. In the Easter of this 
year King Alfred with his little force raised a work 
at Athelney; from which he assailed the army, 
assisted by that part of Somersetshire which was 

nighest to it.  

Then, in the seventh week after Easter, he rode 
to Brixton by the eastern side of Selwood; and 
there came out to meet him all the people of 
Somersersetshire, and Wiltshire, and that part of 

Hampshire which is on this side of the sea; and 

they rejoiced to see him. Then within one night 
he went from this retreat to Hey; and within 

one night after he proceeded to Eddington; and 
there fought with all the army, and put them to 
flight, riding after them as far as the fortress, 
where he remained a fortnight.  

Then the army gave him hostages with many 
oaths, that they would go out of his kingdom. 
They told him also, that their king would receive 
baptism. And they acted accordingly; for in the 

course of three weeks after, King Guthrum, 
attended by some thirty of the worthiest men 
that were in the army, came to him at Aller, 
which is near Athelney, and there the king 
became his sponsor in baptism; and his crisom-
leasing was at Wedmor. He was there twelve 

nights with the king, who honoured him and his 
attendants with many presents. 

Below is the entry for the year 878 
(translated from Old English).  

As you read, pause regularly and, in the 
margins, summarise what you have just 
read. 
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Asser’s ‘Life of Asser the Great’  
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Key Terms  

Subjection 

The action of subjecting a 
people to control (e.g. the 

Anglo-Saxons to the 
control of the Vikings) 

West-Saxons  

Anglo-Saxons from Wessex  

Sallies 

A sudden charge on the 
enemy  

Cowherd 

A person who tends grazing 
cattle 

An important note. There is a reference to the ‘Life 
of St Neot.’ This section was not in Asser’s original. 
It was inserted in the 16th century by Matthew 
Parker, the Archbishop of Canterbury, after reading 
the ‘Life of St Neot’, a text composed centuries after 
Alfred lived.  

In the year of our Lord’s incarnation 878, 
which was the thirtieth of king Alfred’s life, the 
[Viking] army above-mentioned left Exeter, 
and went to Chippenham. There they 
wintered, and drove many of the inhabitants of 
that country beyond the sea by the force of 

their arms, and by want of the necessaries of  
life. They reduced almost entirely to 
subjection all the people of that country. 

 
At the same time the above-named Alfred, king 
of the West-Saxons, with a few of his nobles, 

and certain soldiers, used to lead an unquiet 
life among the woodlands of the country of 
Somerset, in great tribulation; for he had none 
of the necessaries of life, except  what  he  

could forage openly or stealthily, by frequent 

sallies, from the pagans, or even from the 
Christians who had submitted to the rule of 
the pagans, and as we read in the Life of St. 
Neot, at the house of  one  of  his  cowherds.  

 

But it happened on a certain day, that the 
countrywoman, wife of the cowherd, was 
preparing some loaves to bake, and the king, 
sitting at the hearth, made ready his bow and 
arrows and other warlike instruments. The 

unlucky woman espying the cakes burning at 
the fire, ran up to remove them, and rebuking 
the brave king, exclaimed: 

 

Ca’sn thee mind the ke-aks, 
man, an’ doossen zee ’em 
burn?  I’m boun thee’s eat 
’em vast enough, az zoon az 
’tiz the turn. 

 

Below is the entry from Asser’s Life of 
Alfred the Great. Asser started this work in 
893. He would have read the Chronicles.   
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Key Terms  

Blundering 

Careless, prone to silly or 

stupid mistakes 

 Vassals 

A person/country 

subordinate to another, in 
this case, subordinate to 

Alfred 

Tribulation 

A state of great trouble or 

suffering 

 Holy Chrism 

Holy oils  

The blundering woman little thought that it 
was king Alfred, who had fought so many 

battles against the pagans and gained so many 
victories over them.  
 
The same year, after Easter, king Alfred, with 
a few followers, made for himself a stronghold 
in a place called Athelney, and from thence 
sallied with his vassals and the nobles of 
Somersetshire, to make frequent assaults upon 

the pagans. Also, in the seventh week after 
Easter, he rode to the stone of Egbert. Here 

he was met by all the neighbouring folk of 
Somersetshire, and Wiltshire, and Hampshire, 
who had not, for fear of the pagans, fled 
beyond the sea; and when they saw the king 
alive after such great tribulation, they received 
him, as he deserved, with joy and acclamations, 
and encamped there for one night.  
 
The next morning he removed to Edington, 
and there fought bravely and perseveringly 

against all the army of the pagans, whom, with 
the divine help, he defeated with great 

slaughter, and pursued them flying to their 
fortification. Immediately he slew all the men, 
and carried off all the booty that he could find 

without the fortress, which he immediately laid 
siege to with all his army; and when he had 

been there fourteen days, the pagans,  driven  
by  famine,  cold,  fear, and last of all by despair, 

asked for  peace,  on  the  condition  that they 
should give the king as many hostages as he 
pleased, but should receive none of him in 
return, in which form they had never before 
made a treaty with any one.  
 

The king, hearing that, took pity upon them, 

and received such hostages as he chose; after 
which the pagans swore, moreover, that they 
would immediately leave the kingdom; and 
their king, Gothrun, promised to embrace 

Christianity, and receive baptism at king 
Alfred’s hands. All of which articles he and his 
men fulfilled as they had promised. For after 
seven weeks Gothrun, king of the pagans, with 
thirty men chosen from the army, came to 

Alfred at a place called Aller, near Athelney, 
and there King Alfred, receiving him as his son 
by adoption, raised him up from the holy laver 
of baptism on the eighth day, at a royal villa 
named Wedmore, where were the holy 
chrism was poured upon him.  After his 
baptism he remained twelve nights with the 
king, who, with all his nobles, gave him many 
fine houses. 
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Review Tasks 

Remember: The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle was commissioned by Alfred in 890. Asser didn’t start writing 
The Life of King Alfred until 893.  

He almost certainly would have read the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.   

Tasks:  

1. Can you spot which sections Asser has taken mostly from the Chronicle? Highlight these 
sections in Asser’s work in one colour.  

2. In a different colour, highlight any sections which include new details.  
3. Apart from the section from the Life of St Neots, where do you think Asser might have got 

these details from? Answer below. 
 

 
 
 
 

4. Read the ‘important note’ at the top of Asser’s account (pg. 3). How reliable do you think 
this story is and why? 
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