
Enquiry Question: Who shaped England to 1066? 

 

2.5 From Alfred (d. 899) to Edward the Confessor (d. 1066) 

Recap 

1. Which kingdom was Alfred from? 

 

2. Who led the Vikings against whom 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’? 

 

5. What do you already know about Edward the Confessor, the date ‘1066’, or the source below? 
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Alfred the Great to Edward the Confessor 

 

 

 

 

------------------------- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Key Terms  

Danegeld 

Money paid by the English 

to the Vikings for peace 

Ancestor 

A person, usually one more 

remote than a grandparent, 

from whom one is 

descended 

Normandy 

A region of modern-day 

France across the English 

Channel   

Duke of Normandy 

The ruler of the Duchy of 

Normandy 

Adapted from Peter Ackroyd, ‘The History of England 

Volume 1: Foundation’  

We pick up our story again in the late 900s, nearly 

one hundred years after Alfred’s death in 899. 

Ethrelred ‘the Unready’ is on the throne and the 

Vikings are once more threatening England.  

Firstly, a word about Ethelred. His title, translated 

from Old English, more accurately translates to 

‘Ethelred the poorly advised’. But history has not 

been kind to Ethelred.  

In 991, the Vikings struck once again at England 

and overwhelmed a native force in Essex. Ethelred 

realised he needed to negotiate a peace. The 

Vikings wanted gold and silver and Ethelred 

agreed to pay them a sum of £22,000. The money 

paid to the Vikings was known as Danegeld or ‘the 

Danish tax’.  

Despite this being the same tactic Alfred the 

Great had used a century earlier, Ethelred 

seemed not to have his ancestor’s luck. The king 

of Denmark attacked England again three years 

later in 994, laying siege to London. Ethelred 

again poured money into the Viking purse.  

The Vikings were developed a habit and the 

raids on England continued until a Danish king 

took the throne in 1013.  

One key point must be made about Ethelred. In 

1002 he married Emma, daughter of the duke of 

Normandy. This had an immediate (short-term) 

and a long-term effect. In the short-term, it 

meant that Normandy would not attack 

England. This left England’s south-eastern 

border coast-line secure. However, in the 

longer term it also meant the English became 

Few people know what happened between 

the death of Alfred and the rule of Edward 

the Confessor.  

This is that story.  
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Key Terms  

Savagery 

The quality of being fierce 

or cruel 

Dominion  

Area of control   

Unstintingly 

Being generous, not holding 

back 

Entwined 

Twisted or weaved 

together 

 

 

inseparably bound to the Normans, a fact that 

would come into play 64 years later. 

During the early years of the tenth eleventh 

century, a storm of killing fell across England. 

The chroniclers write of nothing except the 

savagery and violence of the Vikings. Ethelred, 

for his part, ordered in 1002 the general 

massacre of the Danes in England by way of 

retaliation for the attacks. England was 

drenched in blood.  

By 1013 the king of Denmark, Swein Forkbeard, 

deemed that England was on the point of chaos 

and collapse. He decided to invade and bring 

order to the country. Forkbeard and his son, 

Canute, sailed to England in 1013. Ethelred, 

after some resistance, fled to Normandy to seek 

refuge. On Christmas Day, Forkbeard was 

crowned King of England.  

Then he died five weeks later.  

From 1014 to 1016, Ethelred and his son, 

Edmund Ironside (so named for his bravery in 

battle) wrestled for the throne with Forkbeard’s 

son, Canute. But by 1016, the Danish Canute 

had prevailed.  

King Canute’s first acts as king were bloody. He 

slaughtered the leading nobles of England, 

together with their children, so that his own 

sons could retain their dominion. When he took 

hostages, he often mutilated them before 

releasing them.  

But Canute was clever, too. He gave unstintingly 

to churches as a way of maintaining his spiritual 

authority as a legitimate king. Remember: since 

Alfred, the monarchy and Christianity were 

closely entwined. He strengthened his position 

by marrying Ethelred’s widow, Emma from 

Normandy, to tie England and Normandy 

together.  

Canute is perhaps most famous today for a 

story about power. He supposedly placed his 

throne in the waves of the Thames and 

commanded them to retreat. The waves, of 

course, refused. Many have wrongly interpreted 

this to be a sign of Canute’s stupidity. Actually, 

he was showing that he knew the limits of his 

kingly power.  

After Canute’s death, his sons – first Harold, 

then Harthacnut – ruled until the latter’s death 

in 1042. His successor? Edward the Confessor. 
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Review Tasks 

 

1. Why did Viking attacks continue during the late tenth and early eleventh centuries? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. ‘Canute was clearly a bloody king - but he was also clever.’ How far do you agree with this 

statement?  

 

 

 

 

 

3. From what we have read so far, who forged England to 1066? 
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Extension 

Study the family tree below.  

a. Circle all the kings we have so far (sometimes briefly) read about.  

b. Can you explain how the different lines explain different relationships on the family tree? 

 

 

Kings of England – Alfred the Great to Henry I 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


