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 King Alfred greets his bishop Wærferth2 with loving and friendly words.  And I make  
it known to you that it comes very often to my mind what wise men formerly were 
throughout the English nation, both in religious ranks and secular, and what happy  
times there were then throughout the English nation; and how those kings who had  
power then over the people obeyed God and his representatives, and how they  5 
maintained both their peace and their morality and their power within the borders, and  
also extended their territory outward, and how they prospered both in war and in  
wisdom; and also those religious ranks, how eager they were both in learning and in 
teaching and in all those duties which they owed to God; and how someone from  
another land would send hither, into this land, for wisdom and learning—and how  10 
now, we must get those things from outside if we should have them.   
 So completely had learning declined in the English nation that there were very few  
on this side of the Humber who could understand their service in English, or even  
translate a letter from Latin into English, and I believe that there were not many beyond  
the Humber, either—so few of them there were that I cannot think of even a single  15 
one south of the Thames—when I acceded to the kingdom.3  To God be the thanks that  
we now have any supply of teachers at all.  And therefore I bid that you do as I believe  
you wish to do:  that you free yourself from these worldly affairs as often as you can, in  
order that you may apply, wherever you may be able to apply it, that wisdom which God  
has given you.  Think what troubles came upon us in this world then, when we neither 20 
loved wisdom ourselves nor permitted it to other men!  We loved the name alone that  
we were Christian, and very few loved the virtues. 
 As I considered all this, then I considered also how I saw, even before it was all  

1  Cura Pastoralis (“Pastoral Care”), written in Latin by Pope Gregory the Great (c. 540-
604), was part of Alfred’s program to translate those books “most needful for all men to 
know” into English (see below). 
2  Wærferth was the bishop at Worcester. 
3  Humber, Thames: important rivers in England, the Humber in the northern part and the 
Thames in the southern part.  Service: i.e., the religious services (which were at this time 
always performed in Latin). 



sacked and burned down,4 how the churches throughout the English nation stood full of 
books and treasures, and there was a great multitude of servants of God, too; yet they 25 
knew very little benefit from those books, because they could not understand one whit  
of them, since they were not written in their own language.  It was as if they might have 
said, “Our elders who formerly occupied this place, they loved wisdom, and through it  
they found wealth and left it to us.  Here their track can yet be seen, but we do not  
know how to follow it along behind.  And because we have lost both the wealth and 30 
the wisdom, we do not wish to bend with our minds down to the trail.”   
 When I considered all this, then I marveled very greatly at those good wise men who 
formerly were throughout the English nation and had thoroughly learned all those  
books, that they had not wished at that time to turn any part of them into their own 
language.  But then I immediately answered myself and said, “They did not suppose 35 
that men should ever become so reckless and learning should so decline.  For that reason 
they left it undone, and wished that the more wisdom might be in this land, the more 
languages we might know.” 
 Then I considered how the law5 was first established in Hebrew, and afterward, when  
the Greeks learned it, they turned it completely into their own language, and also all 40 
the other books.  And later, the Romans did just the same:  after they learned it, they 
turned it all, through wise translators, into their own language.  And also all of the  
other Christian peoples turned a certain portion of them into their own language.  
Therefore it seems best to me, if you think so, that we too turn certain books—those  
which it is most needful for all men to know—into that language which we can all 45 
understand; and that we bring about (as we very easily can, with God’s help, if we have 
peace) that all the young sons of freemen who are now in the English nation, those who 
have sufficient wealth that they can apply themselves to it, be dedicated to learning for  
as long as they are not ready for other employment, until the time when they well know  
how to read English writing.  Afterward, one may instruct further in the Latin 50 
language those whom one wishes to teach further and wishes to raise to a higher  
station. 
 Then when I considered how the knowledge of the Latin language had decayed  
before this throughout the English nation, and nonetheless many were able to read  
English writing, then I began, among the other various and manifold cares of this 55 
kingdom, to turn into English that book that is called in Latin the “Pastoralis” and in 
English the “Shepherd-book,” sometimes word by word, sometimes sense from sense,  

4  By the Viking looters. 
5  The Jewish scriptures (the Christian Old Testament). 



just as I learned it from Plegmund my archbishop, and from Asser my bishop, and from 
Grimbold my mass-priest, and from John my mass-priest.  After I had learned it, I turned 
it into English, accordingly as I understood it and as I was able to render it with the  60 
best comprehension; and I wish to send one to each bishopric in my kingdom, and on each  
there will be a marker that is worth fifteen mancuses.6  And I bid in God’s name that  
nobody remove the marker from the book, nor the book from the church.  It is  
unknown how long there may be bishops as learned as are, thank God, everywhere  
now.  Therefore I would that they7 remain always in that place, unless the bishop 65 
should wish to have it with him, or it should be on loan somewhere, or someone should  
be writing another copy from it. 

6  Mancus: a monetary unit.  Fifteen mancuses would have been a considerable sum of 
money; apparently each of these officially distributed books was to have attached to it a 
tangible reminder of its importance.  The word I have translated “marker” is of uncertain 
meaning; it has also been suggested that it means “clasp.” 
7  I.e., the books and their markers. 


