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%y years ago there lived in England a wise and good king whose name
was Alfred. No other man ever did so much for his country as he; and people now, all
over the world, speak of him as Alfred the Great.

In those days a king did not have a very easy life. There was war almost all the

time, and no one else could lead his army into battle so well as he. And so, between
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ruling and fighting, he had a busy time of it indeed.

A fierce, rude people, called the Danes, had come from over the sea, and were
fighting the English. There were so many of them, and they were so bold and strong,
that for a long time they gained every battle. If they kept on, they would soon be the
masters of the whole country.

At last, after a great battle, the English army was broken up and scattered.
Every man had to save himself in the best way he could. King Alfred fled alone, in
great haste, through the woods and swamps.

Late in the day the king came to the hut of a wood-cutter. He was very tired and
hungry, and he begged the wood-cutter’s wife to give him something to eat and a
place to sleep in her hut.

The woman was baking some cakes upon the hearth, and she looked with pity
upon the poor, ragged fellow who seemed so hungry. She had no thought that he was
the king.

“Yes,” shesaid, “I will give you some supper if you will watch these cakes. I
want to go out and milk the cow; and you must see that they do not burn while I am
gone.”

King Alfred was very willing to watch the cakes, but he had far greater things to
think about. How was he going to get his army together again? And how was he going
to drive the fierce Danes out of the land? He forgot his hunger; he forgot the cakes;
he forgot that he was in the wood-cutter’s hut. His mind was busy making plans for
tomorrow.

In a little while the woman came back. The cakes were smoking on the hearth.
They were burned to a crisp. Ah, how angry she was!

“You lazy fellow!” she cried. “See what you have done! You want something
to eat, but you do not want to work! ”

I have been told that she even struck the king with a stick; but I can hardly
believe that she was so ill-natured.

The king must have laughed to himself at the thought of being scolded in this
way; and he was so hungry that he did not mind the woman’s angry words half so

much as the loss of the cakes.
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I do not know whether he had anything to eat that night, or whether he had to go
to bed without his supper. But it was not many days until he had gathered his men

together again, and had beaten the Danes in a great battle.
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King Alfred and the Beggar
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@%one time the Danes drove King Alfred from his kingdom, and he had
to lie hidden for a long time on a little island in a river.
One day, all who were on the island, except the king and queen and one servant,

went out to fish. It was a very lonely place, and no one could get to it except by a
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boat. About noon a ragged beggar came to the king’s door, and asked for food.

The king called the servant, and asked, “How much food have we in the house?”

“My lord,” said the servant, “we have only one loaf and a little wine.”

Then the king gave thanks to God, and said “Give half of the loaf and half of
the wine to this poor man.”

The servant did as he was bidden. The beggar thanked the king for his kindness,
and went on his way.

In the afternoon the men who had gone out to fish came back. They had three
boats full of fish, and they said, “We have caught more fish today than in all the other
days that we have been on this island.”

The king was glad, and he and his people were more hopeful than they had ever
been before.

When night came, the king lay awake for a long time, and thought about the
things that had happened that day. At last he fancied that he saw a great light like the
sun; and in the midst of the light there stood an old man with black hair, holding an
open book in his hand.

It may all have been a dream, and yet to the king it seemed very real indeed. He
looked and wondered, but was not afraid.

“Who are you?” he asked of the old man.

“Alfred, my son, be brave,” said the man; “for I am the one to whom you gave
this day the half of all the food that you had. Be strong and joyful of heart, and listen
to what I say. Rise up early in the morning and blow your horn three times, so loudly
that the Danes may hear it. By nine o’clock, five hundred men will be around you
ready to be led into battle. Go forth bravely, and within seven days your enemies shall
be beaten, and you shall go back to your kingdom to reign in peace.”

Then the light went out, and the man was see no more.

In the morning the king arose early, and crossed over to the mainland. Then he
blew his horn three times very loudly; and when his friends heard it they were glad,
but the Danes were filled with fear.

At nine o’clock, five hundred of his bravest soldiers stood around him ready for

battle. He spoke, and told them what he had seen and heard in his drerm; and when he
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had finished, they all cheered loudly, and said that they would follow him and fight for

him so long as they had strength.
So they went out bravely to battle; and they beat the Danes, and drove them

back into their own place. And King Alfred ruled wisely and well over all his people
for the rest of his days.
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@%mnderd years or more after the time of Alfred the Great there was a

king of England named Canute. King Canute was a Dane; but the Danes were not so

s«

fierce and cruel then as they had been when they were at war with King Alfred.

The great men and officers who were around King Canute were always prais-
ing him.

“You are the greatest man that ever lived,” one would say.
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Then another would say, “O king! there can never be another man so mighty

oo

as you.”
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