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Athelstan the Glorious, forgotten builder of a nation 
 
by Jane Clements 
 
The story of golden-haired Athelstan is the stuff of legends. By the time of his death 
in 939, at the comparatively young age of 43, he had not only ruled the kingdom of 
Wessex with wisdom and justice but had fought and negotiated his way to becoming 
the first to be justifiably called king of all the English. Fulfilling the dream of his 
renowned grandfather Alfred ‘the Great’, he united successfully into one kingdom all 
Angles, Saxons and Danes from the Tamar in the south west, to Hadrian’s Wall in the 
north, establishing law, order and bureaucratic government for all ‘English’ folk. 
Along the way, his approach to kingship was based on factors that are valued in 
British society today. These include a strong sense of the rule of just law, tempered 
with mercy, a monarchy that was visible to the people, the promotion of arts, culture 
and learning, and an effective and well-ordered defence strategy. They also involve 
the placing of England at the heart of European affairs and influence, and the building 
of a society based not on homogeneity, but on a shared vision of a united future. 
 
The accolades of his contemporaries are impressive: the Annals of Ulster described 
Athelstan as ‘the roof tree of honour of the western world’. Writing in the late 1100s 
William of Malmesbury held him to be ‘remembered by the English as the most 
learned of all their rulers before the Norman Conquest…His years, though few, were 
full of glory.’ Yet his achievements are not prominent today in the national 
consciousness. Although the vision he realised was that of his more famous 
grandfather, he was nonetheless extremely significant in his own right; where Alfred 
laid the foundations for a united England, it was Athelstan who threw up a mighty 
edifice - with considerable style. 
 
The Wessex dynasty, founded by Cerdic in the 500s and centred on Winchester, was a 
strong and inspired one. Alfred, king of Wessex, had begun the visionary enterprise of 
a kingdom of England during the 800s, famously fighting Danish incursions into the 
middle and southern regions of the country. A major lynch-pin of his success was the 
moral annexation of the strategic kingdom of Mercia, largely achieved by marrying 
his daughter Aethelflaed to the Lord of Mercia. In fact, she was the one with the 
stomach for war and diplomacy, while her husband was more than content to owe 
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allegiance to Alfred and do as he was told. Alfred’s son, Edward was also a natural 
leader and more-than-competent soldier; warriorship ran in the blood. 
 
Below: Depiction of Athelstan from a 14th century manuscript. 
 

Edward is described in various sources as 
having taken a wife who bore him a 
daughter, Eadgitha, and a son, Athelstan, 
but then died in childbirth. Perhaps it 
made sense politically for Edward to 
concede that they had never been 
properly married and then to wed 
Aelfflaed, the daughter of a prominent 
earl whose support was strategic to 
Wessex. Whatever the facts of the 
matter, this meant that Athelstan’s 
legitimacy was always in doubt, 
officially at least, and it may have 
coloured his perceptions of his own role, 
possibly even explaining why he never 

married. However, there is no question that Athelstan was accepted as an honoured 
member of the household. 
 
Perhaps partly because of this question mark, Edward sent Athelstan as a youth to live 
with his aunt Aethelflaed in Mercia, where he learnt the art of warfare and 
demonstrated his aptitude in battles and skirmishes in the north against the Danes and 
their allies. Significantly, Athelstan inherited his grandfather Alfred’s love of 
scholarship and also like Alfred was devout in his Christian observance. On Alfred’s 
death, Edward became king and Athelstan was groomed for future leadership. 
 
Edward’s reign was consumed by war against the Danes from all sides, and fortifying 
strategic towns such as Buckingham and Towcester. A major advantage for the 
Saxons was English morale, while the Danes were often disunited and without strong 
leadership. By the time both Edward and Aethelfflaed died, they had consolidated 
their hold on a huge region from the Fens in the East, Tamworth in the north and 
Hereford in the west.  
 
Athelstan was thirty years old when Edward died; the Witenagemot, the king’s 
councillors, elected him king. This was challenged, however, on the grounds of his 
dubious legitimacy, and a plot to replace him by his step-brother was uncovered. 
Athelstan showed characteristic mercy by sending the ring leader on a pilgrimage to 
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Rome to ask the Pope for his guidance on the matter; the plotter conveniently dropped 
dead on arrival; a spectacle of regal clemency followed by divine retribution. 
 
Athelstan’s coronation was a more elaborate affair than those of his predecessors, 
while following the tradition of his father. It took place at the royal site of Kingston 
with the Archbishop of Canterbury officiating and included the ceremonial 
manumission or freeing of a man sold into slavery for debt. Part of the royal 
ceremony took place at the ‘coronation stone’ inside the church and part outside in the 
market place, in public view. Poems were spoken in his honour and hymns sung. The 
sources suggest that Athelstan was specifically groomed for kingship; if so, he was 
the first of the dynasty to be tutored in law-making and scholarship to this end, as well 
as strategy and warfare. The manner of his coronation also suggests that he or his 
advisers were not insensible to the need to engage the respect and approbation of his 
subjects. 
 
An uneasy truce with the Norsemen of York, shored up by the marriage of Eadgitha to 
their ruler Sihtric, broke down after Sihtric’s death. His successor Anlaf was 
supported by the Irish Norsemen, who set sail to claim Northumbria in 927. Losing no 
time, Athelstan marched up to meet them and the Norsemen were routed. On 4th July, 
the northern rulers met Athelstan at Eamont in Cumbria to pledge allegiance to the 
English king: Constantine of Alba, Owen of Strathclyde and Ealdred of Bamburgh. 
Several Welsh kings also paid homage on that occasion. Not only did the rulers 
acknowledge Athelstan’s supremacy, but they also agreed to promote Christianity and 
suppress paganism. This completed the three main steps to the creation of an English 
kingdom: the supremacy of Wessex in southern England, the submission of Mercia 
and now the submission of Northumbria. The agreement at Eamont did not put an end 
to the conflict by any means and the following year the Irish Norsemen under Olaf’s 
uncle, Guthfrith, attacked York. When Guthfrith was captured, Athelstan again 
showed his preference for mercy; Guthfrith enjoyed several days of lavish hospitality 
before being sent home to Ireland.  
 
Athelstan then turned his attention westwards. He summoned the rulers of Dyfed, 
Gwynedd, Morganwg, Gwent and Brycheiniog to meet at Hereford. As a result of the 
meeting, the Welshmen agreed to pay a huge sum in gold, silver, oxen, hounds and 
hawks. The size of the tribute was unprecedented. The River Wye was agreed as the 
border between Welsh lands and the kingdom of the English. To the south was the 
kingdom of the ‘west welsh’, the Cornish people. The Cornish had supported Danish 
attacks in the past and the Danes had a base in the Scilly Isles and Athelstan marched 
through Cornwall, destroying the Danish fortifications, building churches, freeing 
slaves and establishing monasteries. Re-organising the six tribes of the Cornish along 
the lines of the Saxon ‘hundred’ model, he also established an auxiliary bishopric to 
that at Crediton in a new seat at St Germans, just across the Tamar; the first occupant 
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of the seat was an indigenous Briton rather than a Saxon. By these means, Cornwall 
was established as an autonomous, though subjugated, ally, with every reason to resist 
further Danish or other foreign advances. Athelstan did, however, insist that no native 
Britons were to reside on the east side of the Tamar, possibly to prevent them being 
used as cover for Danish advances. 
 
By acting in such ways, Athelstan proved himself to be more than a warrior, or even 
an empire builder. Rather than wanting to expand his kingdom for reasons of power 
or personal gain, he appears to have genuinely wanted a stable and ordered realm 
which would be strong against attack and enable its inhabitants to live peacefully and 
fruitfully. Only fifty years before, King Alfred had faced his darkest days, besieged by 
the might of the Danes and with the West Saxon land reduced to a few square miles of 
marsh around Athelney. Now rulers from the continent made the journey to England 
to give honour to his grandson, and scholars and clerics came to teach and study, both 
at court and in monasteries and private houses. Foreign princes were sent to be 
educated at Athelstan’s court; prominent among them was Hakon, son of Harald 
Fairhair of Norway who brought with him the gift of a Viking ship with gilded shields 
and purple sails.  
 
Athelstan cemented these relationships by marrying his half-sisters to Hugh, Duke of 
the Franks, Otto, eldest son of the Holy Roman Emperor, and Henry ‘the Fowler’, 
first Saxon king of the Germans. Otto gave him the Spear of Destiny, the lance that 
was said to have pierced the side of Christ and which had come into the possession of 
Charlemagne. Meanwhile Henry also presented Athelstan with a gift to mark his 
betrothal: the sword of Constantine the Great, reputedly containing nails from the 
Holy Cross, obtained by his British mother St Helen from Jerusalem, set in crystal. 
These were symbolic gifts and significant alliances; remarkable for the time and for 
what they said of Athelstan, a king who defended the rights of family and allies 
internationally, including Hakon of Norway, Alan of Brittany and his nephew Louis, 
the usurped heir to the throne of the west Franks. The accolades bestowed on him from all 
sides were numerous, even allowing for the customary hyperbole of the time. 
 
In terms of law-making, Athelstan issued six main codes, based on tithing, the 
administration of justice and appropriate penalties; for example, he ruled that no man 
under fifteen was to be hanged.  He also established procedures intended to prevent 
local corruption and tyranny by powerful families. In one royal document, he 
described underhand practices as “odious with the gall-shaped bitterness of 
lamentable corruption”.1 Under his sovereignty, large households and trading 
families, especially in London, organised themselves into groups of ‘tithings and 
hundreds’ with responsibility to maintain the peace and bring wrongdoers to justice. 

                                                           
1 Whitelock, D (1955):  934, June- land grant to the church in York  
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Alfred and his descendants had established a strategic network of burhs, sometimes 
called ‘ports’, where tolls and taxes could be paid. Athelstan regulated the coinage at 
such places, decreeing where and how coins were to be minted. All coins minted were 
of standard weight, with the name of their town of origin clearly shown. Central 
England was divided into ‘shires’, although the term took some time to come into 
popular use. By Athelstan’s death, the many Danish settlers within England regarded 
Athelstan as their true and rightful ruler. This period was, for those not on the borders, 
largely civilised and peaceful.  
 

Left: A silver penny minted by Burdel of Norwich c935 
 
Despite these achievements, there were still those who 
questioned Athelstan’s right to rule, or were driven by 
more selfish goals. Edwin, Athelstan’s half-brother, was 
again involved in a plot to oust him. Athelstan ordered that 
he be put into a boat and set adrift ‘at God’s mercy’. 
According to some accounts which exist, his servant who 
accompanied him reported that Edwin leapt overboard and 
drowned; others accused Athelstan of ensuring his death. 
Whatever the truth of the matter, Athelstan undertook 
years of penance for Edwin’s death. 
 

The following year Athelstan was forced to travel to the north. Details are sketchy but 
it seems that Constantine of Alba had refused tribute and, more worryingly for 
Athelstan, Guthfrith’s son Olaf was reported to have gathered a large fleet in Ireland 
and to be sailing up the west coast of Scotland. Athelstan stopped at Chester-le-Street, 
shrine of the English saint Cuthbert, to pray for victory in the campaign. On his way, 
he gathered support from vassals and allies, and the fleet sailed to Caithness. While 
there was opposition and destruction, particularly in Cumbria, and at Caithness, Olaf 
returned home without having engaged Athelstan’s forces in battle. At a formal 
ceremony, Constantine and Owain of Cumbria were restored as tributaries in a pan-
British coalition. In gratitude, Athelstan lavished gifts on the shrine of St Cuthbert and 
adopted him as his patron saint (see illustration on the next page).  
 
However, the peace was short-lived. Three years later, Olaf and Constantine rose 
again against Athelstan. Athelstan put together as large a force as he could muster. 
The sources for what happened next are mostly poetic and adulatory in tone and 
cannot therefore be relied on for historic accuracy. Among the sources is the 
remarkable Saga of Egil Skallagrimsson, an Icelandic mercenary who had fallen foul 
of Norwegian rulers. Together with his brother, he fought for Athelstan and developed 
an unlikely fondness for the end-rhyming verse of the style found in Latin hymns. 
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All sources are clear, however, that the full might of the Irish Norse, Cumbrians, 
Northumbrians, North Welsh, Vikings and Scots combined together against the West 
Saxon and Mercian forces under Athelstan. A Welsh cleric in Dyfed expressed the 
hope that ‘the stewards of Cirencester will shed bitter tears…as an end to their taxes 
they will know death’. The forces gathered over the summer, despite Olaf’s fleet 
being harried by foul weather; the plan was to cause havoc by raiding and looting on 
the edges of the English land, followed by two simultaneous attacks, from the north 
and the west. Athelstan took his time to gather both intelligence and forces, although 
those bearing the brunt of the skirmishes railed against this delay. However, late in the 
autumn of 937, Athelstan and his brother Edmund, leading the West Saxons and 
Mercians, met the allied armies at a place named Brunanburh; the precise site is 
unknown but was probably just to the south of the Humber. 
 
Below: Frontispiece of Bede’s Life of St Cuthbert, showing Athelstan giving the book 
to St Cuthbert’s shrine at Chester-le-Street in 937. 

Accounts of the battle suggest that it 
began before dawn; the Bishop of 
Sherborne and his forces, arriving late, 
pitched their tents in the wrong place and 
were massacred. It appears that Athelstan 
divided his forces between him and his 
half-brother Edmund, to attack on two 
flanks, including the cavalry of sturdy 
English ponies to break the notorious 
‘shield wall’. Losses in the battle were 
heavy on both sides; among the casualties 
were five kings of the allied forces, earls, 
jarls, bishops, two of Athelstan’s nephews 
and the brother of Egil Skallagrimsson. 
However, all the sources are agreed that 
the men of Wessex and Mercia emerged 
victorious, while the opposing forces were 
scattered, demoralised and severely 

reduced. Owain of Cumbria was slain. What remained of the Irish Norse fleet limped 
home and Constantine abdicated his throne, to be replaced by his cousin Malcolm, 
and retired to a monastery. Although Scandinavian onslaughts did not end here, and 
would not do so until Harold’s battle at Stamford Bridge in 1066, this was a 
significant victory and a major step in the formation of English nationhood. Athelstan 
and his remaining forces returned south in triumph; the threat from the north was 
over. 
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Athelstan died at Gloucester in 939 and was buried at Malmesbury. He never married 
and clearly regarded his brothers and their sons as the rightful heirs. He was followed 
by Edmund who was another son of Edward, but by his third wife. Like Alfred, 
Athelstan was religiously devout and greatly influenced by the Cluniac reform. This 
new monastic rule coming from the monastery of Cluny in Burgundy emphasised 
both art and social justice, such as care of the poor. Concerned to be a just ruler, 
Athelstan was scholarly and cultured, promoting the arts, music, poetry and church 
liturgy. He owned extensive collections of rare and sacred objects, and made 
significant donations to monasteries and churches. Sir Frank Stenton2 assesses 
Athelstan’s achievements as, in particular, having played an outstanding and sustained 
role in European affairs. Furthermore, ‘Athelstan’s influence in contemporary Europe 
rested on his position as heir of the one western kingdom which had emerged in 
greater strength from the Danish wars.’  
 
In this way, Athelstan built on the legacy of his father and grandfather to create a 
unified kingdom which valued the arts, scholarship, justice and engagement in 
European affairs, while remaining ferociously independent. It was also a kingdom 
based not on one ethnic or cultural group or tradition, but on subjects with a variety of 
origins. The ‘Great Battle’ of Brunanburh, as the chroniclers described it, not only 
fulfilled Alfred’s ambition of a land ‘of all the English’, but did much to build a sense 
of a national identity among the Angles, Saxons, Danes and others who owed 
allegiance to the same illustrious and much celebrated king,   
__________ 
Dr Jane Clements, apart from indulging a passion for medieval history, works in interfaith 
relations and lives in Oxfordshire (www.fodip.org) 
 

Main Sources for Athelstan 
 
Campbell, A (1938) The Battle of Brunanburh pub.London: Heinemann 
Palsson, H & Edwards, P, trans. (1996) Egil’s Saga pub. Harmondsworth: Penguin  
Stenton, F M (1971) Anglo-Saxon England, pub. Oxford: Clarendon Press 
The Anglo-Saxon Chronicles [Note: there are numerous manuscripts, translations and 
editions. The most accessible is the edition by Savage, A, published by Heinemann in 
1983.] 
Whitelock, D, ed. (1955) English Historical Documents, Vol I pub. Eyre & 
Spottiswoode 
William of Malmesbury: Gesta regum Anglorum (Deeds of the English Kings), Vol. I, 
Edited and Translated by R. A. B. Mynors, R. M. Thomson and M. Winterbottom, 
Oxford University Press, 1998. William of Malmesbury: Gesta regum Anglorum 
(Deeds of the English Kings), Vol. II: General Introduction and Commentary, by M. 

                                                           
2 Stenton, F M (1971) Anglo-Saxon England,  
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Winterbottom and R. M. Thomson, Oxford University Press, 2002 [Note that 
Athelstan’s tomb is in Malmesbury Abbey] 
 
Three appendices are provided: the family tree of the West Saxons and, as scholarly 
resources, the accounts of Athelstan in Holinshed’s Chronicles from the Tudor period 
and Percy Enderbie from the time of the restored Stuarts. 
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Appendix II 
 
This is the notice on Athelstan – ‘Adelstane’ – in Holinshed’s Chronicles, the 1587 
edition, as reprinted in 1807. 
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Appendix III 
 
A Welsh perspective on Athelstan is provided by Percy Enderbie in Cambria Triumphans or 
Brittain in its Perfect Lustre, 1661 (final three paragraphs) 

      [ENDS] 


