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Brunanburh

It was the most terrible conflict that anyone could remember. Entire kingdoms were mobilized for combat. Slaughter fit to stupefy poets was visited on the ranks of the rival combatants. The memory of it would long endure. Some forty years after the churned mud of the battlefield had returned to grass, and despite the passing of the generation which had fought it, the commemorations persisted. Not merely a war, it was enshrined as something altogether more devastating: as the ‘Great War’.1

‘Æðelstan cyning lædde fyrde to Brunanbyrig’: ‘Athelstan the king led the levy to Brunanburh.’2 Nine hundred and thirty-seven years had passed since the birth of Christ. For the first time, a single king laid claim to the whole of Britain. The heartland of Athelstan’s realm was to be found in the south of the island, in the ancient kingdom of Wessex, which by the time of his accession in AD 924 had come to stretch from Cornwall to Kent. At his coronation, though, he had been crowned as the king not of the West Saxons, but of the Anglo-Saxons: due reflection of the fact that the Angles of Mercia, who inhabited the lands immediately north of Wessex, were his subjects too.3 Then, in 927, Athelstan had ridden past the River Humber and entered York. Princes in the lands beyond the city, intimidated by the scope of his power, had scrabbled to acknowledge his authority. Never before had the grasp of a southern king reached so far. Wessex, Mercia and now Northumbria: all the peoples who spoke the conqueror’s own language, the whole way to the Firth of Forth, acknowledged Athelstan as their lord. In mark of this, he adopted a splendid and fateful new title, that of ‘Rex Anglorum’: ‘King of the English’. Athelstan’s horizons, though, were wider still. His ambitions were not content with the rule of the English alone. He aspired to be acknowledged as lord of the entire island: by the inhabitants of the various kingdoms of the Welsh, and by the Welsh-speaking Cumbrians of Strathclyde, whose kings held sway from the Clyde down to the Roman Wall, and by the Scots, who lived beyond the Forth in the highland realm of Alba. All had duly been obliged to bow their necks to him. In May 934, when Constantin, the King of the Scots, briefly attempted defiance, Athelstan led an army deep into Alba and put its heartlands to the torch. Constantin was quickly brought to heel. Humbly he acknowledged the invader as his overlord. When poets and chroniclers hailed Athelstan as ‘rex totius Britanniae’ – ‘the king of the whole of Britain’ – they were not indulging in idle flattery, but simply stating fact.

Britain, though, was not the world. The seas that washed the island were a menace as well as a moat. For a hundred years and more, they had borne on their tides war-fleets bristling with pirates from pagan lands. Scandinavia, a land so lost to cold and darkness that there was reportedly nothing for its inhabitants to do during the long winter months save to rut and breed, had long been notorious as ‘the womb of nations’.4 Its young men, hungry for land and contemptuous of the Christian faith, had found in the monasteries and kingdoms of Britain irresistibly rich pickings. ‘Wicingas’, their victims called them: ‘robbers’. Altars had been stripped bare of all their fittings, and kings bled of their treasure. Then, when there was nothing else left to take, the Wicingas – the ‘Vikings’ – had moved in for the kill. In succession, the proud and venerable kingdoms of Northumbria and Mercia had been hewn to pieces. Only the resolution of Athelstan’s grandfather, a shrewd and indomitable warrior-king named Alfred, had prevented Wessex from succumbing to an identical fate. Gradually, inexorably, bloodily, the fight had been taken to the Vikings. Strongholds lost decades previously to native rule had been won back. Athelstan’s conquest of York, as well as securing him the sway of Northumbria, had also terminated its rule by a lengthy sequence of Viking potentates. Britain seemed buttressed at last against the predations of the heathen.

But that was to reckon without the treachery of Constantin. In 927, he and rulers from across the island were obliged by Athelstan to swear publicly that they would never have dealings with idol worship: an oath calculated to remind them of their solemn duty as Christian kings. A decade on, though, collusion with the heathen proved a temptation impossible for Constantin to resist. Across the Irish Sea, in the Viking stronghold of Dublin, a warlord by the name of Olaf Guthfrithsson had long had his eyes fixed on York – a city which, until its capture by Athelstan, had been held by his family. Just as Constantin yearned to cast off the yoke of his subordination, so Olaf dreamed of recovering his patrimony. It was a potent meeting of interests. By 937, the alliance was out in the open. That autumn, Constantin marched south. With him rode Owain, the King of Strathclyde. Meanwhile, at the head of an immense war-fleet, Olaf made the crossing from Ireland to join them. The combined armies of the three leaders, two of them the most powerful kings in Britain after Athelstan himself, and the third a notorious warlord, represented a potentially mortal threat to the nascent English realm. Abruptly, after a rise to greatness so dazzling as to have illumined the northern ocean with its brilliance, its future seemed menaced by shadow. Athelstan, brought the news, was numbed at first by the sheer scale of the calamity that threatened all his labours. Then, with a supreme effort of will, he geared himself for the great confrontation that he knew he could not duck. What option was there, in the final reckoning, save to ride and confront the invaders head on?

At stake, though, was not just the future of Athelstan’s kingdom. Beyond the world of men, in skies and lonely forests, the shudder of the looming battle was also being felt. As the King of the English rode northwards, the numbers in his train swelling with his advance, ravens as well as warriors began to follow in his wake.5 The birds were notorious creatures of ill omen: clamorous, untrustworthy, hungry for human flesh. Once, many generations previously, the English had believed that the raven was endowed with the gift of augury; but then, brought into the light of Christ, they had come to understand better. ‘How is a senseless bird to foretell the future of men reborn and baptised into the image of God?’6 In the ranks of the heathen, though, where its image was often to be seen embroidered on vaunting battle-standards, there were many who attended to its speech. Just as twin ravens sat at the ears of Odin, the Vikings’ greatest god, and told him ‘tidings of all that they saw or heard’,7 so on battlefields were the birds known to serve their favourites as prophets of victory. This superstition, for all that the English had long since been redeemed from it, could not entirely be ignored. To march armed for battle and hear overhead the flocking of ravens was indeed to know that a time of slaughter was near. It was sufficient to perturb the warriors of even the most Christ-blessed king.

The blaze of Athelstan’s glory, for all its unexampled radiance, could not entirely illumine the realm of shadow in which the workings of witchcraft flourished. The powers of necromancy which might be invoked by a heathen warrior were fearsome things. Invulnerability against the biting of iron; the fettering with paralysis of an enemy, so that he would find it impossible to lift his sword; weapons that sang in the heat of battle, with a loud and ringing sound: all these were treasured by the pagans as gifts from Odin. The surest mark of the god’s favour, though, lay not in charms but in a ferocity so terrible as to render those possessed by it bestial. ‘Wolfskin-wearers they are called, who bear bloody shields in the slaughter; they redden spears when they join the fighting.’8 Willingly these shape-shifters surrendered themselves in their savagery to the power of demons. As they howled and ran in packs at their prey, so would they see the battlefield swept by a warp of blood.


The fabric is threaded

with men’s intestines

and firmly weighted

with men’s heads.9



To combat warriors possessed by such a fighting frenzy, to stand firm against them, solid in a shield-wall and never yielding ground, was to meet in battle as well the fiends whom the Vikings, in their folly and their superstition, enshrined as gods. Here, for Athelstan, ‘a man so devout as to be famed for it across the wide globe’,10 was a reflection fit to steel him even more implacably for the death-struggle that lay ahead. As his army approached Brunanburh, and scouts reported the presence ahead of the teeming hordes of his foes, he knew that more than the fate of men was hanging in the balance. Demons as well, those who spoke through ravens or gave to their followers the speed and the iron-jawed hunger of a wolf, were readying themselves for the slaughter that was to come.

Dawn broke. Battle was joined. As the sky above the rival armies lightened, so the field of Brunanburh began to darken red. All day long the work of killing lasted. Shafts sang, spears sped, swords were washed in blood. Shield-wall pushed against shield-wall – but in the end, as the sun began to sink in the West, it was those loyal to Athelstan, their lord, the ring-giver, who secured the victory. West Saxons and men of Mercia, they broke their adversaries. Olaf and those of his entourage still standing turned and fled, pursued by bands of West Saxons; and then, on reaching their ships, pushed them frantically out into the sea. ‘On the dark floodtide the king made his escape.’11 Constantin too, ‘that grey-haired warrior, the old deceitful one,’12 lived to tell the tale of his defeat, slinking back to his highland fastnesses – but he left behind him on the field of Brunanburh his son. The young prince of Alba was not the only man of note to have fallen. Five kings lay amid the tangle of the dead, and seven of Olaf’s earls, and countless multitudes besides. Athelstan’s triumph had been bloodily secured.

That night, the howling of wolves maddened with excitement at their feast of carrion served as a mocking threnody for the delusions of the pagans. Men who had thought by means of sorcery to take on the form and ferocity of a wolf pack now themselves wetted lupine jaws. The ravens, flocking to the corpse-strewn mud of Brunanburh, fed greedily. If indeed it was true that before the battle they had given messages to the heathen, these stood revealed now as delusory. Few could fail to recognize in the victory the guiding hand of the Almighty, who had rewarded Athelstan for a lifetime of exemplary piety by permitting him to keep his kingdom intact. For a century and more, the Vikings had treated Britain as the ravens which now swooped and hopped across the battlefield were treating the fallen: as prey to be picked clean. The struggle to heal what might have become death wounds, to bind them up and to staunch the flow of blood, the great cause to which Athelstan’s dynasty had devoted itself for three generations, had been decisively won. If the presence of Constantin and Owain in arms against the rex Anglorum served as a reminder that in the northern reaches of Britain there were still those who defied his supremacy, then there could no doubting the loyalty of his Anglo-Saxon subjects. Brunanburh had been won by the men of Wessex and Mercia fighting together side by side; and now, with York secured against the attempt of Olaf to wrest it back, Northumbria too remained







[image: Penguin Books]


THE BEGINNING

Let the conversation begin …

Follow the Penguin Twitter.com@penguinUKbooks

Keep up-to-date with all our stories YouTube.com/penguinbooks

Pin ‘Penguin Books’ to your Pinterest

Like ‘Penguin Books’ on Facebook.com/penguinbooks

Listen to Penguin at SoundCloud.com/penguin-books

Find out more about the author and
discover more stories like this at Penguin.co.uk



ALLEN LANE

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia

India | New Zealand | South Africa

Penguin Books is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

[image: Penguin Random House UK]

First published 2016

Copyright © Tom Holland, 2016

Cover design by Pentagram

Cover art by Olaf Hajek

The moral right of the author has been asserted

ISBN: 978-0-241-18782-1

OPS/images/9780241187814_Athelstan_002_IMGX.png





OPS/nav.xhtml


Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Penguin Monarchs



		Dedication



		Maps



		Genealogical Table



		Brunanburh



		1: Wessex



		2: Mercia



		3: Northumbria



		4: Angelcynn



		Malmesbury



		Illustrations



		Picture Credits



		Notes



		Further Reading



		Follow Penguin



		Copyright Page













		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112









		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Begin Reading







OPS/images/penguinLogo_large.png





OPS/images/9780241187814_Athelstan_006_IMGX.png
U L4 .
N K o 100 200 miles
@l : - -
°q r T T T 1
@% o 100 200 km
.

®Manchester

Lincolne

o Chester
Derbye ®Nottinghan

Tamworthe e[ cicester 1P Fens

EAST
WALES 4 £ p ANGLIA

CT A Colchester -

Gloucesteg 2

Cirencester o Thames  Essex
almes uryo -
iltshi ondon

Wiltshire Canterbur}.r

Somerset £ % ®Winchester Kent

SD S Hampshi 3 Sussex
orset
5 Isle of Wight
net

The CP¢

Britain






OPS/images/9780241187814_Athelstan_001_IMGX.png





OPS/images/cover.jpg
Tom Holland

A THELSTAN

T he Making of England






OPS/images/penguinLogo_small.png





OPS/images/9780241187814_Athelstan_007_IMGX.png
The Wirral

Lincolne

®Bardney
DerbX eNottingham
Reptone
Tamworth ; The Fens
Tettenhallee o Leicester
Woden’s Field East
E R Anglia
WALES Charforde .C p
Northampton 4

Colchester
L]

eWoden’s Barrow

[ . : i (]
Bath WnltshlreS P X Kingston  Canterbury
® Gl o eFarnham X
Somerset Salisbury e eWinchester i
Hampshire Sussex
Wimborne
Dorset Iw

L]
@Isle of Wight

1
The Cbm’l‘ﬂe

o 50 100 miles
. | s e |
Wessex and Mercia o 50 o'km






OPS/images/prhuklogo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





OPS/images/9780241187814_Athelstan_008_IMGX.png
(839|—58)

I | I
ZATHELSTAN ZATHELBALD ATHELBERHT ATHELRED ALFRED = Ealswith
(839-c.51) (851-60) (860-65) (865-71) (871-99)
[ |
Acthelhelm Athelwold
[ [ r [ [ |
Athelred, = Athelflaed Ecgwynn = EDWARD = Alffled = Eadgifu Athelgifu Athelweard Alfhryth
Lord of the (899-924) d. of Sigehelm,
Mercians ealdorman of Kent
[ | | | | I | |
ATHELSTAN SIHTRIC = Unknown ALFWEARD Edwin Eadgifu Eadhild  Eadgyth Zlfgifu Athelhild Eadflaed
(924-939) King (?) daughter (924) = = =
& of York CHARLES 11, Hugh, OTTO,
King of Duke King of
West Francia ~ of the East
Franks  Francia
LOUIS IV,
King of
West Francia
[ I | |
EDMUND EADRED Eadburn Eadgifu
(939-46) (946-55)

EADWIG
(955-59)

EDGAR
(959-75)





