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Week 5

Introduction
In 871, King Alfred the Great (849-c. 900) ascended to the throne of England.  Though much of his reign was spent 
fighting the invasion of Danish Vikings, Alfred also established a new legal system.  The need for a better system arose 
after the kingdom was disordered by war and the old law proved to be inefficient.  He drew from the law codes of the 
Saxon kingdoms of Mercia, Kent, and Wessex.  To these he added elements from the Mosaic Law and the Christian 
code of ethics.  To top it off, he prefixed his new charter with the Ten Commandments.  The new system was much 
more effective, becoming the pre-cursor to Henry I’s Charter of Liberties in 1100, and the famous Magna Charta in 
1215.  This new law was known as Alfred’s “deemings,” from which we get the term, “dooms,” from which we draw the 
phrase, “book of laws.” �

King Alfred the Great and Our Common Law �
Alfred’s most important work was certainly his Law Code.  It is preceded by a long introduction.  This contains trans-
lations not only of the Ten Commandments, but also of many other passages from the book of Exodus.  It is followed 
by an excerpt from Christ’s Sermon on the Mount and by a brief account of apostolic history (with quotations from the 
apostolic book of Acts).  There, Alfred stresses the “jots and tittles” alias the minutiae of God’s Law and His Prophets 
(Matthew 5:17f); the “Golden Rule” (Matthew 7:12); and the God-inspired decision of the First General Assembly of 
the Christian Church—in order to teach God’s Law and His Prophets (Amos 9:11f) as well as His Gospel also in the 
congregations of Christ (Acts 15:15-29 & 16:4f). 

Then, King Alfred goes on to trace the growth of Church Law—as laid down by various Ecclesiastical Councils, both 
Ecumenical and English.  The concluding words of his introduction then state that compensations for misdeeds on the 
part of men were ordained at many such Councils—and written in their records, with varying provisions.  

Thus Alfred first sets out the Ten Commandments—verbatim.  Exodus 20:1-17.  Next, from the passage Exodus 21:2 to 
23:9, he recites many of the Old Testament case laws.  Then, he moves on to the New Testament—citing from Christ’s 
Sermon on the Mount and also from the Acts of His Apostles.  Finally, Alfred records his own case laws for medieval 
England.

Excerpts from the Code of Alfred �
“The Lord spoke these words to Moses, and said: ‘I am the Lord your God. I led you out of the lands and out of the 
bondage of the Egyptians.’”

“Do not love other strange gods before Me!”
“Do not call out My Name in idleness! For you are not guiltless with Me, if you call out My Name in idleness.”
“Mind that you hallow the rest-day! You must work six days; but on the seventh you must rest! For in six days 
Christ made Heavens and Earth, the seas, and all the shapen things in them; but He rested on the seventh day. 
Therefore, the Lord hallowed it.”
“Honour your father and your mother whom the Lord gave you—so that you may live longer on Earth!”
“Do not slay!”
“Do not commit adultery!”
“Do not steal!”
“Do not witness falsely!”
“Do not unrighteously desire your neighbour’s goods!”
“Do not make gold or silver gods for yourself!”

“These are the judgments which you must appoint. If anyone buys a Christian slave [or man in bondage], let him be 

�  Information drawn from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alfred_the_Great and http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doom_book.
�  King Alfred the Great and our Common Law, Rev. Prof. Dr. F.N. Lee, Department of Church History, Queensland Presbyterian Theologi-
cal Seminary, Brisbane, Australia.
�   King Alfred the Great and our Common Law, Rev. Prof. Dr. F.N. Lee, Department of Church History, Queensland Presbyterian Theologi-
cal Seminary, Brisbane, Australia.
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bonded for six years—but the seventh, he must freely be unbought. With such clothes as he went in, with such must he go 
forth. If he himself had a wife [previously]—she must go out with him. However, if his overlord gave him a wife—she and 
her bairn [must] go to the overlord. If, however, the bondsman then says, ‘I do not wish to go away from my overlord; nor 
from my wife; nor from my bairn; nor from my goods’—let his overlord then bring him to the door of the church and drill 
his ear through with an awl, as a sign that he should be a bondsman ever since!” See: Exodus 21:2-6.

“Though anyone sells his daughter as a maidservant, let her not at all be a bondswoman like other women. Nor may he 
sell her to foreigners. But if he who bought her does not respect her—let her go free, [even] among foreigners. If, then, he 
[her overlord] allows his son to cohabit with her—let him give her marriage-gifts, and see to it that she receives clothes 
and the dowry which is the value of her maidenhood! Let him give her that! If he do none of these things to her—then she 
is free.” See: Exodus 21:7f.

“The man who intentionally slays another man—let him suffer death [Genesis 9:5]! He, however, who slay him out of ne-
cessity or unwillingly or involuntarily—as when God may have sent him into his power, and when he had not lain in wait 
for him—he is worthy of his living and lawful fine, if he [the involuntary manslaughterer] seeks asylum. But if any one 
presumptuously and wilfully slays his neighbour through guile—drag him from My altar, so that he should suffer death!” 
See: Numbers 35:11-33.

The Laws of King Alfred �
The Lord spoke these words to Moses, and thus said: “I am the Lord your God. I led you out of the land of the Egyptians, 
and of their bondage.”

Of oaths and of weds
At the first we teach, that it is most needful that every man warily keep his oath and his wed.� If any one be constrained 
to either of these wrongfully, either to treason against his lord, or to any unlawful aid; then it is more just to belie than 
to fulfill. But if he pledge himself to that which it is lawful to fulfill, and in that belie himself, let him submissively 
deliver up his weapon and his goods to the keeping of his friends, and be in prison forty days in a king’s tun; � let him 
there suffer whatever the bishop may prescribe to him; and let his kinsmen feed him, if he himself have no food. If he 
have no kinsmen, or have no food, let the king’s reeve� feed him. If he must be forced to this, and he otherwise will not, 
if they bind him, let him forfeit his weapons and his property. If he be slain, let him lie uncompensated. If he flee there-
out before the time, and he be taken, let him be in prison forty days, as he should before have been. But if he escape, 
let him be held a fugitive, and be excommunicate of all Christ’s churches. If, however, there be another man’s borh,� let 
him make bot � for the borhbryce,� as the law may direct him, and the wedbryce,� as his confessor may prescribe to him. 

Of churchsocns
If any one, for whatever crime, seek any of the mynsterhams � to which the king’s feorm 10 is incident, or other freehired 
which is worthy of reverence, let him have a space of three days to protect himself, unless he be willing to come to 
terms. If during this space, any one harm him by blow, or by bond, or wound him, let him make bot for each of these 
according to regular usage, as well with wer11 as with wite: 12 and to the brotherhood one hundred and twenty shillings, 
as bot for the churchfryth: 13 and let him not have forlongen 14 his own. 

�   This text and the glossary in the footnotes comes from the Internet Medieval Source Book, courtesy of Paul Halsall at Fordham University. 
The Sourcebook is a collection of public domain and copy-permitted texts related to medieval and Byzantine history.  Permission is granted for 
electronic copying, distribution in print form for educational purposes and personal use.
�   “Wed” means a pledge or security.  
�   “Tun” means dwelling or town.
�   “Reeve” means official.  A “shire reeve,” who manages a shire (a county) is a “sheriff.”
�   “Borh” means surety.
�   “Bot” means compensation.
�   “Bohrbryce” means a breach of surety; not to be confused with “burh-bryce,” which means “breaking and entering.”
�   “Wedbryce” means breaking a pledge.
�   “Mynsterham” is a monastery, a “monks home.” 
10   “Feorm” means a rent that is paid in farm goods.  Any monastery that earns the king’s rent is a place where a fugitive can expect protection.
11   “Wer” means the fine that a man must pay for killing another person.  
12   “Wite” is any kind of fine for a lesser offence.
13   “Churchfryth” means sanctuary; the peace of the church
14   “Forlongen” means “ancient” or “long ago.”  It is unclear what it means in this context.
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Of borhbryce
If any one break the king’s borh, let him make bot for the plaint, as the law shall direct him; and for the borhbryce with 
five pounds of maerr � pence. For an archbishop’s borhbryce, or his mundbyrd,� let him make bot with three pounds: for 
any other bishop’s or an earldormans borhbryce, or mundbyrd, let him make bot with two pounds. 

Of plotting against a lord
If any one plot against the king’s life, of himself, or by harbouring of exiles, or of his men; let him be liable with his life 
and in all that he has; or let him prove himself according to his lord’s wer. 

Of churchfryth
We also ordain to every church which has been hallowed by a bishop, this fryth: if a fahman flee to or reach one, that 
for seven days no one drag him out. But if anyone do so, let him be liable in the king’s mundbyrd and the churchfryth; 
more if he there commit more wrong, if, despite of hunger, he can live; unless he fight his way out. If the brethren have 
further need of their church, let them keep him in another house, and let not that have more doors than the church. 
Let the churchealdor � take care that during this term no one give him food. If he himself be willing to deliver up his 
weapons to his foes, let them keep him thirty days, and then let them give notice of him to his kinsmen. It is also 
churchfryth: if any man seek a church for any of those offences, which had not been before revealed, and there confess 
himself ill God’s name, be it half forgiven. He who steals on Sunday, or at Yule, or at Easter, or on Holy Thursday, and 
on Rogation days; for each of these we will that the bot be twofold, as during Lent-fast. 

Of stealing in a church
If any one thieve aught in a church, let him pay the angylde,� and the wite, such as shall belong to the angylde; and let 
the hand be struck off with which he did it. If he will redeem the hand, and that be allowed him, let him pay as may 
belong to his wer. 

In case a man fight in the king’s hall 
If any one fight in the king’s hall, or draw his weapon, and he be taken; be it in the king’s doom, either death, or life, as 
he may be willing to grant him. If he escape, and be taken again, let him pay for himself according to his wergeld, and 
make bot for the offence, as well wer as wite, according as he may have wrought. 

Of those men who lend their weapons for man-slaying
If any one lend his weapon to another that he may kill some one therewith, they may join together if they will in the 
wer. If they will not join together, let him who lent the weapon pay of the wer a third part, and of the wite a third part. 
If he be willing to justify himself, that he knew of no ill-design in the loan; that he may do. If a sword-polisher receive 
another man’s weapon to furbish, or a smith a man’s material, let them both return it sound as either of them may 
have before received it: unless either of them had before agreed that he should not hold it angylde…

Of confession of debt
If any one at the folk-mote � make declaration of a debt, and afterwards wish to withdraw it, let him charge it on a 
righter person, if he can; if he cannot, let him forfeit his angylde [and take possession of the wite.]…

Of kinless men
If a man, kinless of paternal relatives, fight, and slay a man, and then if he have maternal relatives, let them pay a third 
of the wer; his guild-brethren a third part; for a third let him flee. If he have no maternal relatives, let his guild-breth-
ren pay half, for half let him flee. 

Of slaying a man thus circumstanced
If a man kill a man thus circumstanced, if he have no relatives, let half be paid to the king; half to his guild-brethren. 

�   “Maerra” is a particular kind of money.
�   “Mundbyrd” means protection or guardianship.
�   “Churchealdor” means governor of a church.
�   “Angylde” means a compensation payment, a particular price fixed by law.
�   “Folk-mote” means a meeting of the people.
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Of hloth-slaying of a two-hynde man
If any one with a hloth � slay an unoffending two-hynde � man, let him who acknowledges the death-blow pay wer and 
wite; and let every one who was of the party pay thirty shillings as hloth-bot.�

Of a six-hynde man
If it be a six-hynde � man, let every man pay sixty shillings as hloth-bot; and the slayer, wer and full wite. 

Of a twelve-hynde man
If he be a twelve-hynde � man, let each of them pay one hundred and twenty shillings; and the slayer, wer and wite. If 
a hloth do this, and afterwards will deny it on oath, let them all be accused, and let them then all pay the wer in com-
mon; and all, one wite, such as shall belong to the wer. 

Of those who commit folk-leasing
If a man commit folk-leasing,� and it be fixed upon him, with no lighter thing let him make bot than that his tongue 
be cut out; which must not be redeemed at any cheaper rate than it is estimated at according to his wer…

Of a boldgetael
If a man from one boldgetael � wish to seek a lord in another boldgetael, let him do it with the knowledge of the ealdor-
man � whom he before followed in his shire. If he do it without his knowledge, let him who entertains him as his man 
pay 120 shillings as wite; let him, however, deal the half to the king in the shire where he before followed, half in that 
into which he comes. If he has done anything wrong where he before was, let him make bot for it who has their re-
ceived him as his man; and to the king 120 shillings as wite. 

In case a man fight before an ealdorman in the gemot
If a man fight before a king’s ealdorman in the gemot,� let him make bot with wer and wite as it may be right; and be-
fore this 120 shillings to the ealdorman as wite. If he disturb the folk-mote by drawing his weapon, one hundred and 
twenty shillings to the ealdorman as wite. If aught of this happen before a king’s ealdorman’s junior, or a king’s priest, 
thirty shillings as wite. 

Of fighting in a ceorlish man’s flet 
If any one fight in a ceorlish 10 man’s flet,11 with six shillings let him make bot to the ceorl. If he draw his weapon and 
fight not, let it be half of that. If, however, either of these happen to a six-hynde man, let it increase threefoldly, accord-
ing to the ceorlish bot to a twelve-hynde man, twofoldly, according to the six-hynde’s bot. 

Of burh-bryce
The king’s burh-bryce 12 shall be 120 shillings. An archbishop’s, ninety shillings. Any other bishop’s, and an ealdor-
man’s, sixty shillings. A twelve-hynde man’s, thirty shillings. A six-hynde man’s, fifteen shillings. A ceorl’s edorbryce,13 
five shillings. If aught of this happen when the fyrd 14 is out, or in Lent-fast, let the bot be twofold. If any one in Lent 
put down holy law among the people without leave, let him make bot with 120 shillings. 

 
 

�   “Hloth” means a troop of band of men.  The number of men in a hloth can range from eight to 35.
�   A “two-hynde man” (sounds like “two hundred man”) is the lowest class of freemen.  His life is worth 200 shillings.
�   “Hloth-bot” means the compensation a band of men must pay.
�   A “six-hynde man” is a higher class of freeman.  The price for killing him is 600 shillings.
�   A “twelve-hynde man” is the highest class of freeman.  His price is 1200 shillings.
�   “Folk-leasing” or “ folcleasung” means slander.
�   “Boldgetael” means the count of persons registered to a lord’s household.
�   “Ealdorman” means the chief or governor of a province.
�   “Gemot” means a meeting or a meeting place, like a court.
10   “Ceorl” means a simple freeman.  We get our English word “churl” from this Saxon word.
11   “Flet” means house or home.
12   “Buhr-bryce” means breaking and entering; an invasion or other breach of peace in a castle.
13   “Edorbryce” means house-breaking; an invasion or other breach of peace in a farmhouse.
14   A “ fyrd” is a military expedition; a customary levy of troops from a shire.  
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Of boc-lands 
The man who has boc-land,� and which his kindred left him, then ordain we that he must not give it from his maeg-
burg,� if there be writing or witness that it was forbidden by those men who at first acquired it, and by those who gave 
it to him, that he should do so; and then let that be declared in the presence of the king and of the bishop, before his 
kinsmen. 

Of feuds
We also command: that the man who knows his foe be homesitting fight not before he demand justice of him. If he 
have such power that he can beset his foe, and besiege him within, let him keep him within for seven days, and attack 
him not, if he will remain within. And, then, after seven days, if he will surrender, and deliver up his weapons, let 
him be kept safe for thirty days, and let notice of him be given to his kinsmen and his friends. If, however, he flee to a 
church, then let it be according to the sanctity of the church; as we have before said above. But if he have not sufficient 
power to besiege him within, let him ride to the ealdorman, and beg aid of him. If he will not aid him, let him ride 
to the king before he fights. In like manner also, if a man come upon his foe, and he did not before know him to be 
homestaying; if he be willing to deliver up his weapons, let him be kept for thirty days, and let notice of him be given 
to his friends; if he will not deliver up his weapons, then he may attack him. If he be willing to surrender, and to de-
liver up his weapons, and any one after that attack him, let him pay as well wer as wound, as he may do, and wite, and 
let him have forfeited his maegship.� We also declare, that with his lord a man may fight orwige,� if any one attack the 
lord: thus may the lord fight for his man. After the same wise, a man may fight with his born kinsman, if a man attack 
him wrongfully, except against his lord; that we do not allow. And a man may fight orwige, if he find another with his 
lawful wife, within closed doors, or under one covering, or with his lawfully-born daughter, or with his lawfully-born 
sister, or with his mother, who was given to his father as his lawful wife. 

Of the celebration of mass-days
To all freemen let these days be given, but not to theow-men � and esne-workmen: � twelve days at Yule, and the day on 
which Christ overcame the devil, and the commemoration day of St. Gregory, and seven days before Easter and seven 
days after, and one day at St. Peter’s tide and St. Paul’s, and in harvest the whole week before St. Mary-mass, and one 
day at the celebration of All-Hallows and the four Wednesdays in the four ember weeks. To all theow-men be given, to 
those whom it may be most desirable to give, whatever any man shall give them in God’s name, or they at any of their 
moments may deserve.

The Dooms of Alfred and Guthrum �
Note: Some time after King Alfred gathered together his Book of Dooms, he signed a peace treaty with King Guthrum of the 
Danes.  These laws established a single standard of justice for Saxons and Danes.

These are the dooms which King Alfred and King Guthrum chose. And this is the ordinance also which King Alfred 
and King Guthrum, and afterwards King Edward and King Guthrum, chose and ordained, when the English and Danes 
fully took to peace and to friendship; and the witan also, who were afterwards, oft and unseldom that same renewed and 
increased with good. 

This is the first which they ordained: that they would love one God, and zealously renounce every kind of heathendom. 
And they established worldly rules also for these reasons, that they knew that else they might not many control, nor would 
many men else submit to divine bot � as they should: and the worldly bot they established in common to Christ and the 
king, wheresoever a man would not lawfully submit to divine bot, by direction of the bishops. 

�   “Boc-land” means land held by a charter.
�   “Maeg-burg” means kindred.  
�   “Maegship” means kinship.
�   “Orwige” means unwarlike, free of liability for homicide.
�   “Theow” means slave.
�   “Esne” means serft.
�   The following material is in the public domain, and may be found at http://everything2.com.  
�   “Bot” means remedy, relief, compensation: the whole system of paying for wrongs done.
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And this then is the first which they ordained: that church-grith � within the walls, and the king’s hand-grith,� stand 
equally inviolate. 
If any one violate Christianity, or reverence heathenism, by word or by work, let him pay as well wer, as wite or lah-
slit,� according as the deed may be. 
And if a man in orders steal, or fight, or forswear, or fornicate, let him make bot for it according as the deed may be, as 
well by wer, as by wite or by lah-slit; and, above all things, make bot before God as the canon teaches, and find borh � 
thereof, or yield to prison. And if a mass-priest misdirect the people about a festival or about a fast, let him pay thirty 
shillings among the English, and among the Danes three half-marks. If a priest fetch not the chrism at the right term, 
or refuse baptism to him who has need thereof, let him pay wite among the English, and among the Danes lah-slit; 
that is, twelve ores.�

…
If a man guilty of death desire confession, let it never be denied him. And all God’s dues let every one zealously fur-
ther, by God’s mercy, and by the wites which the witan have annexed thereto.
If any one withhold tithes, let him pay lah-slit among the Danes, wite among the English … 

Of workings on a festival-day
If any one engage in Sunday marketing, let him forfeit the chattel,� and twelve ores among the Danes, and thirty shil-
lings among the English. If a freeman work on a festival-day, let him forfeit his freedom, or pay wite or lah-slit. Let 
a theow-man suffer in his hide � or hide-gild. If a lord oblige his theow to work on a festival-day, let him pay lah-slit 
within the Danish law, and wite among the English. 

Of feasts
If a freeman break a lawful feast, let him pay wite or lah-slit. If a theow-man do so, let him suffer in his hide or hide-gild. 

Of ordeals and oaths
Ordeal and oaths are forbidden on festival-days and lawful fast-days; and he who shall break that, let him pay lah-slit 
among the Danes, and wite among the English. If it can be so ordered, no one condemned should ever be executed on 
the Sunday festival, but be secured and held till the festival be gone by. 
If a limb-maimed man who has been condemned or forsaken, and he after that live three days then any one who is 
willing to take care of sore and soul may help him, with the bishop’s leave. 

Of witches, diviners, perjurers, etc.
If witches or diviners, perjurers or morth-workers,� or foul, defiled, notorious adulteresses, be found anywhere within 
the land; let them be driven from the country, and the people cleansed, or let them totally perish within the country, 
unless they desist, and the more deeply make bot. 

Of ecclesiastics and foreigners
If any one wrong an ecclesiastic or a foreigner, through any means, as to money or as to life, then shall the king or the 
eorl � there in the land, and the bishop of the people, be unto him in the place of a kinsman and of a protector, unless 
he have another; and let bot be strictly made, according as the deed may be, to Christ and to the king, as it is fitting; or 
let him avenge the deeds very deeply who is king among the people. 

�   “Church-grith” means sanctuary: the peace of a church.
�   “Hand-grith” means the royal protection, or “protection under the king’s hand.”
�   “Lah-slit” refers to the Danish system of fines, corresponding to the Anglo-Saxon “wite.”
�   “Borh” means surety, like paying a bond.
�   An “ora” is a Danish coin worth 16 pennies.
�   “Chattel” is not a Saxon word.  It means property or things.
�   “Hide” means skin.
�   “Morth” means murder.
�   “Eorl” means a nobleman.
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