








ABOVE: An early lighthouse built at Knokke-Heist is
shown in this 19th century painting. It was built on
the site of a medieval vierboet.

Heist (Knokke)

N aturally, even in medieval times, the showing
of lights was subject to regulation by the
landowners and at the time in the 13th century
when a light was established at Heist, control came
under a system of Feudal Administration. The coast
around Heist belonged to the heerlijkheid Dudzele
(lordship of Dudzele) which held jurisdiction over
fishing rights, moorings, and beacons. The vierboet
was not simply maintained by the town for free
but was part of a law of “banal rights” (a kind of
common law called banaliteiten) of the local lord. A
beacon was a service for which the lord could exact
dues. The lord granted a concession or lease (pacht)
to a guild, most often the visserijgilde (fishermen’s
guild), who then had the right and duty to keep the
fire lit. Historical notes record that the beacon was
leased by the lord of Dudzele to the brethren of
the fishermen’s guild, who paid him a fixed yearly
sum. Alongside the payment of rent, the guild was
obliged to keep the fire burning on nights of fishing

ABOVE: Despite its exotic appearance, the lovely
high tower at Heist is basically a repaired version of
a 20th century tower damaged in WWII.

or return, to supply fuel (initially bundles of straw or
wood; later coal), and to ensure that someone was
appointed as vuurbode (fire-keeper). The fishermen
recovered this cost by pooling contributions from
members of the guild, or charging a small lichtgeld
(light fee) per fishing boat. We know that similar
arrangements were in force in Flanders, for example
at Blankenberge and Nieuwpoort. The lease lasted
several years and was renewed by contract. The
beacon could not be moved or extinguished without
permission. In case of failure - an example being
that fire goes out causing loss - the guild might
face fines. The first masonry lighthouse was built
near Heist in 1867-1872. Upgrades with improved
lenses and kerosene systems were installed in the
1920s. The old tower was damaged in WWII and
a new reinforced concrete tower was constructed
in the 1950s. Today, the tower is fully automated
and remotely monitored by the Belgian maritime
authority (MDK—Kust) as it assists traffic into nearby
Zeebrugge, a container port and ferry terminal.
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ABOVE: At Oostende in Belgium (ABOVE LEFT) we find today one of the tallest (60 m) lighthouses on the
entire southern North Sea coast. It needs to be tall because of the extensive flat dune-laden landscape
(BELOw) and the modern harbour now has a variety of modern aids (ABOVE RIGHT).




ABOVE: At Nieuwpoort on the short Belgian coast a
modern lighthouse represents a medieval lighthouse
that stood here from 1284 until 1914.

The Vierboet - Fire Tower

he word derived from Dutch or Flemish clearly

is @ combination of a fire and a building, in this
case a stone tower and the location at Nieuwpoort
in Belgium was used for a very old stone tower
that provided occasional light to the River ljzer,
(Yser) a significant waterway for traders operating
in Belgium and northern France. In the western
sphere of the Hanseatic League, it would have been
frequently used by ships trading in those goods. It
is here that we focus on an important feature of
medieval lighthouses and that is the occasional or
temporary nature of these aids. The construction
of a tall, very visible structure on these low-lying
coasts with few obvious geographical features was
an obvious and much used feature. The structures
almost always bore the capacity for a fire to be lit on
top but this showing of a light was not considered
necessary during all hours of darkness, every night.
To exclude the structure from a list of medieval
lights would be a disservice to pharology.

ABOVE: This 19th c lighthouse at Blankenberge fell
victim to wartime damage and no longer exists,
replaced by a very modern successor.

Blankenberge

nfortunately, nothing remains here from a

long tradition of Flemish fishermen adopting
vierboet structures to assist their homeward
journeys. The coastline has been subjected to
erosion that has damaged the possibility of
archaeological finds. Various structures and
techniques have been documented here, starting in
1337. Early descriptions are of a makeshift fire pole
in the dunes to the east of the town, held upright
by chains and anchored with stones. At its top sat
a square lantern containing a clay pot of burning
tallow or fat fuelled by a rope or linen wick. By
1526 city council records confirm the erection of a
more substantial stone tower, a vierboet that used
straw as its fuel. This method resulted in frequent
damage from unintended fires yet the local
supporters were diligent in repairing their asset.
The maintenance and operation were overseen by
a guild of fishermen who financed it through levies,
occasionally supplemented by municipal funds.
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ABOVE: The Tour du Leughenaer in Dunkerque was
finally given a lighthouse lantern in 1814 after being
used as an occasional fire tower since around 1450.

The Low Countries

Travelling towards Calais we traverse the
extensive southern North Sea, an area of low-
lying land with prolific sandscapes that slowly
became increasingly inundated as the sea levels
rose around it. However, we also find that the
peoples who lived here between 500 BCE and 1000
CE engaged in active land management such that
they contributed greatly to the sculpture of the
landscape. In the medieval period, much of this
was done by the Frisians (see p69), a people who
combined agriculture with trading across waterways
such that they became pre-eminent in the art
of seafaring. Beacon fires were used extensively
on a casual basis for from the sea one entrance
between the islands looked much like another. It
is not possible to be precise about the locations
of these casual, intermittent light aids, many often
being moved as sands moved too, but we can be
confident of them being set up during periods when
the known trading centres were active, especially
during the Hanseatic period, if not before.

ABOVE: The Phare du Risban (1843) in Dunkerque is
on the site of an earlier tower (1685) destroyed by
storm damage in 1825

Dunkerque

hilst never a formal trading centre for the

Hanseatic League, the French town of
Dunkerque (Dunkirk) benefitted from the activities
associated with it and played a significant part in
the early adoption of visible structures in medieval
times. Passengers using the modern ferries who
are not caught up with disembarkation procedures
can enjoy a most interesting view as they enter the
port. Two important structures can be identified.
The first is the Tour du Leughenaer that has been
fortunate to survive the intense destruction that
occurred during the wars of the 20th century. An
octagonal design, it echoes other early towers. A
clear member of our group of ill-defined medieval
lighthouses, it was given a permanent role as a
lighthouse in 1814, suggesting that it could have
fulfilled the role in earlier times too. This lovely
tower was superseded by a newer purpose-built
lighthouse in a fort called Risban in 1683, only to
meet its end in a storm in 1825. It was not until
1843 that the current tower was built to replace it.
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ABOVE: The Tour du Guet (1229) in Calais may have
shown an occasional beacon fire but was always
intended to be a medieval watch tower.

In The Real World

his chapter has given much attention to northern

Europe because, in many cases, the progression
of setting up these navigational aids, if not actually
inspired by the Hanseatic League’s activities, was
surely accelerated by them. As European trade grew
from around 1000 onwards, the awareness of the
need for safer navigation increased in parallel such
that, when the formation of the Hanseatic League
boosted that activity - both on land and at sea - there
was a parallel increase in the provision of beacons
of all kinds, whether lighted or not. On the previous
pages | have presented two stories, one for the
eastern waters of the Baltic and other associated
areas of the Skagerrak and Kattegat that join them,
and the other the southern region of the North Sea.
| have followed a path from east to to west in which
| take the locations and structures where lights are
thought to have been shown. However, throughout
this presentation, it must be borne in mind that
in most cases there is no certainty. To conduct an
analysis based upon our present knowledge of

ABOVE: The beautiful Calais lighthouse (1848) was
a deliberate replacement of the Tour du Guet when
the French were in their peak phase of expansion.

the structures and use of lighthouses is in poor
judgement. Firstly, the technology for the creation
of light was entirely about fire, a crude method
at best. To be effective at night, fire greater than
that from a single candle or basic oil lamp needed
constant re-supply of fuel and human effort to keep
them active. In these centuries this was neither
expected nor generally possible and so structures
that might have been used as navigational aids at
night were usually both intermittent and inefficient.
This in no way diminishes their contemporary value
for they were excellent day marks and if a navigator
found a light showing at night it was usually a bonus.
An excellent example is the Tour de Guet (1229)
in Calais, a very well known historical monument
that we might expect to have fitted into our list
of medieval aids, but was used as a watch tower
until it was first given a ‘modern’ oil light in 1818.
It was replaced by the present lighthouse in 1848.
We cannot be certain that it was never used for a
beacon fire.
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