








ABOVE: The site of a medieval light at Kullen (1230) is now occupied by this modern structure.

Across the North and Baltic Seas, the high towers
of churches were commonly used as landmarks.
Medieval sailing instructions and later studies stress
that pilots often “used conspicuous artifacts ... such
as church towers, chapels on the shore, castles,
windmills, gallows, etc.” as navigation marks.* For
example, a 17th c. Dutch source notes that Rostock’s
St. Petri Church (about 132 m high) was visible
from roughly 30 nautical miles at sea, and a lost
church tower in Vlaardingen (Holland) once guided
ships into the Maas. Although most were not lit as
beacons, at least one chronicler® speculated that
Hanseatic cities built their great spires with nautical
utility in mind. Where fires were lit, they were often
“assigned to pilots or stations” by the late Middle
Ages. For instance, Travemiinde’s “signum” tower
was reported to have a custos lucernae (guardian
of the light) in 1316, suggesting an official lantern
keeper was paid.

Although it is recorded that the oldest lights in
Denmark date from 1560, there is a tradition that
lights were shown from a window in the Church of
St Nicholas from the 14th c.°

173

Just north of Gammelkjggegaard are visible
remains of an old church in Kgge. The church
is named after the patron saint Saint Nicholas.
In 1288, “Royal Ksge” was moved on a royal
initiative to the coast. Around 1300 there was
a church without a tower. The tower, on the
other hand, is the oldest preserved building of
the present church, which was built around
1324. In the 14th century a further piece of
woodwork was added, namely the present
bell chamber with five clocks. The oldest is
from 1470. With the clock tower, the tower is
43m high. The tower has served as a fortress
and lighthouse for the seafarers. The eastern
side of the tower’s top logs is equipped with a
walled carnival, a fog lamp from around 1400.
The oldest still existing lighthouse. Today a
light cross is mounted outside. The wall of the
first church is preserved in the west wall of the
church. The church’s length with the tower is
57.5m and the width is 22.75m. The tree-lined
long house was inspired by the brick Gothic in
the northern German Hanseatic cities.




Skaggerak And Kattegat

he northernmost tip of Denmark is essentially

the meeting place of the North and Baltic Seas.
All shipping travelling between the two seas must
pass through the Skagerrak with its 50 km width
of water where strong currents offer challenges to
mariners. Besides the two later stone towers, visitors
can find a fine reproduction of a vippefyr, swape or
lever light.” The vippefyr shown is a reconstruction
of the original vippefyr which was built in 1626.
Stevenson® attributes a Dane called Jens Pedersen
Groves with the invention of a wooden construction
that incorporated a lever mechanism by which
burning coals in an iron brazier could be elevated
to make a navigation light. Such devices were also
sometimes called bascule lights.® The name is
derived from the French for ‘seesaw’ and refers to
the counterbalancing of the lever, which facilitates
raising and lowering the basket; when one end is
lowered the other is raised. Some have concluded
that the vippefyr system was generally ineffective
as it produced little light and was usually unreliable.
However, there were a number of advantages. Not
only was it simple and cheap to make, but it could be
maintained and operated by a man working on the
ground. Furthermore, when mounted on wheels, it
could be moved to a different position, an act that
was necessary at locations with shifting sandbanks.

In 1560 Frederick Il of Denmark ordered the
erection of beacons at Skagen, Anholt and Kullen
to mark the main route through Danish waters from
the North Sea to the Baltic.!® This is the earliest
recorded instance of lighted aids to navigation
in Denmark. The exact design of these lights is
not known, but we can expect that such a basic
mechanism had been used in far earlier times.
Perhaps Grove’s invention had something to do with
the mechanism for hoisting the light and exhibiting
it with greater efficiency. Again, there was a system
of light dues to be paid by passing ships and the
proceeds of these “Sound Dues” for the use of the
“@resund”, which King Eric of Pomerania introduced
in 1429 remained in effect until 1857. The vippefyrs
at Skagen, Anholt and Kullen were not the only such
lights. Forinstance, in 1705 the Danish postal service
established a bascule light on the island of Bagg in
the Little Belt on the mail route between Assens
and Argsund. Another replica light can be seen at
Verdens Ende, Norway on the southernmost tip of
Tjgme on the west side of the entrance to Oslofjord.

ABOVE: An example of a swape light or vippefyr, is
located at Skagen in Denmark. Made of wooden
beams, the design was based on a simple lever
mechanism to elevate a brazier burning wood or
coal (if it was available) to sufficient height for it to
be seen by navigators.
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ABOVE: It may be that the avoidance of routes around the Skaw of Denmark where the confluence of ocean

currents caused dangerous conditions led to the development of the cog-type of ship, a design better able
to cope with the difficult sea conditions here.

BELOW LEFT: Skagen was not lit with a fire-tower until 1747.
BELOW RIGHT: It was followed by a modern lighthouse in 1858.




ABOVE: On the mainland at the entrance to the fjord leading into Oslo, (Verdens Ende - the End of the
World) a reproduction (1932) vippefyr has been created to represent a medieval navigational aid. Unlike
the case at Skagen, we have no evidence that there was ever a beacon at this location. In the far distance
centre left we can see the modern lighthouse called Faerder on the small island of Tristein. An original
medieval fire beacon was lit on another nearby island called Store Faerder in 1696. It no longer exists.
BELOW: The latest Lindesnes lighthouse (1915) is at the southernmost tip of Norway in the Skagerrak. A
medieval lighthouse was built here in 1656, the first in Norway.




Conclusions

From the 12th and 13th c the idea of making
elevated lights using the lever principle
proved to be a popular solution in these
waters. Criticism of these lights as being
ineffective was unwarranted in view of the
absence of anything better.

Though it appears that the setting of fire
beacons was common throughout the
maritime routes of the eastern European
countries, there are very few firm documents
in support of their locations.

The provision of navigation lights never
improved beyond simple fire baskets until
the earliest stone towers appeared in the
16th c, for example at Kopu.

In this chapter we have come close to the
central idea of the period which was to assist
the mariner with highly visible daymarks
but to supplement the navigational aid with
occasional fires atop the structures.

The Hanseatic League provided a stimulus
for the creation of a network of medieval
lighthouses to facilitate maritime trade
between the Baltic and the North Seas
through the narrow waters of the Skagerrak
and Kattegat separating Norway and Sweden
from Denmark.

We have no confirmatory evidence that
the Hanseatic League actually built or
commissioned lights directly. However,
there seems no doubt that the incentive to
enhance trading practices was a motivation
for maintaining ecclesiastical lights already
in existence or for building new ones.

The evidence of this chapter is that there
were a great many fire lights shown along
the coasts of the North and Baltic Seas, and
that the principle of assisting mariners by
means of lights at night was well established
into the 12th and 13th centuries. The only
retardation to the expansion of the network
was the provision of suitable resources.

Notes

1 Zemke, p27.

2 When | use the word ‘surviving’ | am taking into
consideration the fact that renovations have been made,
but that the basic form of the structure is the same as
when it was originally built.

3 Itis in close competition with the Lanterna of Genoa.
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