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Commentary: The Will of King Alfred
Introduction 
The will of King Alfred is one of only two wills of Anglo-Saxon kings known to have survived in some form. In this case, it is in the form of an inexact copy with two translations – one in Latin, one in Middle English. It is worth noting that the scribe has modernised the spelling to some extent, presumably to make it more accessible to a Middle English reader, for example þ has been transcribed as th in places. Æthe(l)red is written once as aeþeredes and once as Etherede on the same page(f.8v)
Extensive use will be made of an 1828 reprint of a 1788 translation of the will, particularly in reference to paragraphing that is not used in the original manuscript. The transcription is not without its flaws, being somewhat hyper-corrective of the Anglo-Saxon, making extensive use of ‘authentic’ Anglo-Saxon lettering not used in the manuscript that it is copied from.[footnoteRef:1] Compare Figure 1 from the original manuscript to figures 2 (the reprint) and 3 (the original). Much as the 15th century scribe converted the text for their readers, the 18th and 19th century typesetters likely did something similar to give it a more ‘authentic’ feel.  [1:  The Will of King Alfred, trans. by Owen Manning (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1788), p. i.] 

Features in the Will
Context and Preamble
The will opens with a fairly conscientious detailing of the circumstances around how Alfred and his brothers inherited lands from their father, and laid plans for their own children. 
The will begins with an acknowledgement of those who have given the king counsel, and of his soul’s health, as well as the origin of his inheritance. Of this, there is the notable inheritance left by King Ethelwolf to his three youngest sons, “which of [them] soever longest liver were”[footnoteRef:2]. This type of promise is typical of Anglo-Saxon wills, with ‘after my day’ and ‘if I outlive’ being somewhat formulaic inclusions.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  The Will of King Alfred; Reprinted from the Oxford Ed. of 1788. With a Preface, and Additional Notes, trans. by Owen Manning (London: W. Pickering, 1828), p. 3.]  [3:  Anglo-Saxon Wills, ed. by Dorothy Whitelock, Cambridge Studies in English Legal History, First paperback edition ; reprinted edition (Cambridge New York Melbourne Madrid Cape Town Singapore São Paulo Delhi Tokyo Mexico City: Cambridge University Press, 2011), p. xxii.] 

The second paragraph details the death of Æthelbald  and the decision of Æthelred and Alfred temporarily hand over their lands to their eldest brother, King Æthelbert, “on the condition that he should re-deliver it to [them] as entire as it then was when [they] did it to him make over”,[footnoteRef:4] with the intention of “endorsing his rule over Wessex as well as Kent”.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Manning, p. 5.]  [5:  Patrick Wormald, Alfred [Ælfred] (848/9–899), King of the West Saxons and of the Anglo-Saxons (Oxford University Press, 2006) <https://www.oxforddnb.com/view/10.1093/ref:odnb/9780198614128.001.0001/odnb-9780198614128-e-183>.] 

The third paragraph details that following Æthelbert’s death, Albert bade Æthelred to divide the inherited lands between them, but he was told that the division would be too impractical, and Albert was understanding of this decision. This is somewhat different from the analysis of Wormald, who states that “the arrangement [temporary transmission of land ownership was repeated in Æthelred's favour, though not without hesitation on Alfred's part”.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Wormald.] 

The fourth paragraph details their discussion about the need to support their own children financially, as they had themselves received support and decisions and promises were made with witnesses. 
The fifth and final paragraph details the death of Æthelred and Alfred’s legal claim to the lands that were inherited, including the reading of Æthelred’s will and the explicit mention that Alfred knew of no conflicting evidence. Alfred declared that no ill will towards those who spoke against him, and the West-Saxon nobles in attendance declared that he was the rightful heir. Wormald describes a “complex scheme in Æthelwulf’s will as relayed by Alfred’s” to bestow “his younger sons enough of the land [...] to maintain them in strength and style,”[footnoteRef:7] so the detail and precision seem to reflect this and in turn Æthelwulf’s desire to protect his legacy. The meticulousness of the history of inheritance possibly is demonstrative of Alfred’s history as a scholar as well as a documentation of legitimacy.   [7:  Wormald.] 

The repeated references to West-Saxon Nobles reflect the fact that under Anglo-Saxon law, “the wills were the oral declarations before witnesses; the writings were merely evidentiary”.[footnoteRef:8] Interestingly, these nobles are not named as one may expect, supporting the document as a sort of summary of events rather than a legal document itself. The emphasis on the presence of the Witan is an emphasis on legitimacy “suggesting that his evidence was given during the formal hearing of a dispute”;[footnoteRef:9] challenges to his kingship were coming from multiple directions, and the need to document that everything was done ‘properly’ is representative of the need for a show of security. [8:  Whitelock, p. xii.]  [9:  Linda Tollerton, Wills and Will-Making in Anglo-Saxon England (Boydell Press: Woodbridge, Suffolk : York Medieval Press ; Rochester, N.Y, 2011), p. 82.] 

The Will Proper
The will proper begins with the division of “book-lands”, that is, lands which he was at liberty to divide and pass on freely.[footnoteRef:10] “An estate of bookland, once created, could be given or sold to another person”, rendering them enormously valuable.[footnoteRef:11] This is divided largely between immediate family, first sons, then daughters, then other family members and lastly to close allies and then members of the church. The distribution of land, including his inherited land, is markedly unequal, favouring his sons, almost certainly to increase their status and therefore “throneworthiness”.[footnoteRef:12] [10:  ‘Bookland - Hull Domesday Project’ <http://www.domesdaybook.net/domesday-book/data-terminology/landholding/bookland> [accessed 30 August 2019].]  [11:  Whitelock, p. ii.]  [12:  Tollerton, p. 88.] 

This is followed by the division of his monetary wealth, with a disclaimer that if anything be left then his aldermen and ministers are to divide who they see fit.
Alfred makes explicit that he has had all prior versions of his will that he could recover, and that if any other is found “let it stand for nothing”.[footnoteRef:13] Anglo-Saxon written evidential wills were typically written in duplicate or triplicate and one “copy was always held by the donor, while the two remaining copies were held by two of the principal donees”[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Manning, p. 23.]  [14:  Whitelock, p. xxiii.] 

This is followed by a request that his father’s will be taken into account and finally fulfilled, and a request that his relatives repay any debts he may have. 
He then requests that the men who have inherited the book-land keep in in the family, excepting in cases where land inherited from his grandfather be passed to a member of the family who marries; his grandfather “hath bequeathed his Land to the Spear-side, and not to the Spindle-side”.[footnoteRef:15] While Alfred does leave land to women, he stipulates that upon marriage, the land is to be returned to Alfred’s relations or the married-into families pay for it. [15:  Manning, p. 28.] 

The will closes with a request that his relatives do not obstruct his will, and he gives the people of Domerham the right to leave freely or remain under the lordship of the area, of their own free will.
Primary Sources
Liber de Hyda or Liber Abbatiae: a chronicle-cartulary of Hyde Abbey, AD 455-1023, compiled from earlier sources, London, The British Library, Add MS 82931
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Figure 1 British Library Add MS 82931 f.8v
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Figure 2 The will of King Alfred repring p. 2
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Figure 3 The Will of King Alfred 1788 edition, p. 6
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