
The Danelaw
After over a decade of fighting, the Viking soldiers had won a massive area 
which they could call their own. Over time, the Anglo-Saxons and the Viking 
settlers who lived in the Danelaw began to become closer and closer. Their 
languages and cultures both changed.

Culture and Language:

• The Viking warriors laid down their swords and began to focus on building 
new lives in their new land. They brought over their families and their 
children and built farms and households where they were able to settle 
down. They became part of normal English life.

• One important effect of the Norse settlement is that Anglo-Saxon and Norse 
languages became mixed and intertwined. In English many words today 
come from this period, for example words like law, sky, husband and 
pronouns such as they, their and them are all Viking words. Many northern 
dialects and accents are heavily influenced by Norse language and grammar.

• Many locations in northern England still bear the mark of their Norse 
founders. The Vikings established hundreds of new settlements. Place names 
ending in –by were locations where the Vikings settled first. Local examples 
include Selby, Wetherby, Whitby. Other Viking place names include –thorpe, 
-thwaite, -ness and –kirk. 

Legal Changes:

The Vikings changed the laws in the areas they controlled. These laws were 
often more relaxed than those in Anglo-Saxon England, giving the people who 
lived here more freedom..

• One law was that peasant farmers were allowed to choose who they worked 
for – something that was far rarer in Anglo Saxon Britain. 

• Another example is that people had more religious freedom to worship 
either Christianity or the old Norse gods.

• To settle arguments the community would gather together at a meeting 
called a Thing. People could vote on what should happen. All this was 
overseen by a chieftain or a judge known as a law-speaker. People who 
broke the law were forced to live in the wilderness and anyone was allowed 
to hunt them down and kill them.



Anglo-Saxon England

The surviving Anglo-Saxons realised how dangerous their situation was, if they 
didn’t make big changes then the Vikings would be able to attack what land 
they had left and completely conquer England. Anglo-Saxon politics and 
military both changed to better defend against the new Viking threat.

Political Changes

• Before the Vikings, there were seven Anglo-Saxon kingdoms – after the 
Vikings there was only one. King Alfred was the only Anglo-Saxon King left, 
this made him an incredibly powerful man. The Anglo-Saxon people of 
England began to look more and more to King Alfred for leadership. He 
changed his title from King of Wessex to King of the Anglo-Saxons. 

• For the first time people started to talk about “England” as a singular place.  
(Remember – England comes from Angle-Land meaning Land of the Anglo-
Saxons)

• King Alfred married his daughters to important lords from what was left of 
the other Anglo-Saxon kingdoms and built strong relations with other 
European kings. By the time he died there was nobody who questioned his 
power.

Military Changes

King Alfred knew how easily the Viking armies had defeated the Anglo-Saxons. 
He spent the rest of his life making sure that the Anglo-Saxons had a strong 
defensive system to protect them in case the Vikings ever decided to attack 
again. 

The most important part of King Alfred’s defensive strategy was “Burhs”. These 
were walled towns that would be able to protect an army in case the Vikings 
attacked. 

There were several features that made these burhs an effective defensive 
strategy:

- Their strong walls made of wood or stone made them difficult to attack, the 
Vikings did not often attack walled cities and were not good at sieges. 

- They all contained a professional military garrison of warriors that could 
respond to nearby threats

- They were built close enough so that if one was attacked nearby burhs could 
send their garrisons to assist.

- They were built in strategic locations, especially near rivers and bridges so 
that Viking longboats could not easily travel inland.

- Alfred ordered strong new roads to be constructed between the burhs, 
meaning that armies could quickly move to react to threats.
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