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Preface 

 

It was during  my first university student years that for the first time, 

following the curiosity of our ancient seafarer Pytheas, I visited  

coastal cities of the North Sea and Baltic. There, thanks to the 

knowledge of the European history of culture, which I had been 

taught, I saw important monuments, quite neglected by the 

historiography of culture, of about the same time that the 

Renaissance flourished in medieval Italy. After much searching, I 

then decided to write a book in which I would present the 

attractively un usual culture of the Hanseatic League, which 

emerged as the first institutionalized northern European trade 

association. 

My old wish came true after almost three years of academic research 

work on the study and interpretation of medieval chronicles that 

refer mainly to the history and culture of the Hanseatic League in 

the North Sea and the Baltic. 

According to these medieval chronicles, the first reference to the 

Hanseatic League took place in 1358, but it has been proven that it 

has existed since the middle of the 12th century. Throughout the 

13th century, this trade League (Hansa) developed through the 

promotion of the Germans, who were based in Lübeck, east of Elva, 

opening new markets with the simultaneous establishment of cities 

in them. This policy wa s quickly followed by the main commercial 

cities that had come from the earlier Viking markets in the area of 

the North Sea and the Baltic. In 1160 a group of German merchants 

set up at the Baltic a trade transit station in Visby, Gotland Island, 

to facilitate the ware transportation among coastal towns in the area. 

Later in 1241, the first agreement was signed between Lübeck and 

Hamburg to facilitate foreign trade in the North Sea and the Baltic. 

By the end of the 13th century, similar agreements had been reached 

with a large number of cities that had decided to join the trade 

Union. In 1370 the Hanseatic League numbered 77 cities, which 

forced the then King of Denmark, Valdemar IV, to grant them free 

navigation between the two seas and exemption from customs 
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duties. This agreement led to the final formation of the Hanseatic 

League. 

The 15th century was the golden age of the Hanseatic League. It had 

managed to establish trade communities  in all the states of the 

North Sea and the Baltic. These communities lived independently, 

but participated in the administration of the cities in which they 

belonged. Through them the Hanseatic League had succeeded in 

imposing monopoly on Baltic trade, forcing local merchants to trade 

only with it.  

Later, with Denmark's gra dual expansion into Schleswig and 

Holstein, the major centres of the Hanseatic League (mainly 

Hamburg and  Lübeck) began to be threatened, so that they could 

no longer impose their will on the Scandinavian kingdoms, which 

had allied themselves with the Treaty of Kalmar. At the same time, 

the Baltic states (mainly Poland and Prussia) began to be liberated 

by the Hanseatic League and sought to develop their trade to its 

detriment. In 1478, Tsar Ivan III occupied Novgorod and by 1494 

abolished the League's priv ileges, depriving it of one of its main 

markets. 

At the end of the 15th century, new overseas trade routes began to 

develop with the discovery and colonization of America, which 

reduced the economic importance of the Baltic and North Sea. The 

Thirty Years'  War and the devastation it caused in the German 

countries was the final blow to degenerate the Hanseatic League, 

which in 1669 operated only in its metropolises (Lübeck, Bremen 

and Hamburg). However, the main reason for the decline was the 

lack of a strong state structure and military support, as a result of 

which it was gradually displaced by stronger and more centralized 

states, which wanted to become financially autonomous. 

The history and culture of the Hanseatic League have left many 

testimonies and monuments in modern times, which are preserved 

mainly in the centres and settlements of many cities in the areas 

around the North Sea and the Baltic. In the pages of this book, the 

reader will discover interesting and peculiar elements that are 

traditions of earlier cultures adapted to borrowed standards from 
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the then advanced southern Europe. Through this influence 

emerged the first essentially monopoly homogeneity that 

determin ed the economic and social life of the inhabitants of the 

northern countries during the Middle Ages.  

The transnationality  imposed by the Hanseatic League's monopoly 

trade on the North Sea and the Baltic has not been a simple matter. 

Throughout its mercanti le operation, there have been many military 

confrontations and conflicts over the distribution and control of 

trade centres and routes. The economic interests, mainly of regional 

cities and non-German regions, very often set terms and claims of 

commercial autonomy, despite the benefit of the institutionalized 

rules of a transaction of the Hanseatic League. 

The imposition  power of the Hanseatic merchants was mainly the 

accumulated money capital, the business administration and the 

quality evaluation and mana gement of the exchangeable products 

in the markets. Based on their knowledge of these issues, countries 

in the neighbouring Hanseatic League have established North 

German terminology in economic transactions, transport ation, 

construction and shipbuilding.  

With this paper, the reader will understand the importance of the 

multinational trade union established in Northern Europe during 

the Middle Ages and its contribution to the development of the 

economies and culture of the countries formed in states through its 

operation (Sweden, Norway, Poland and the other Baltic coun tri -

es). It will also understand the basic principles that inspired even 

the founding of our time of the multinational economic cooperation, 

the European Union, with the primacy of that of th e Federal 

Republic of Germany, a historical analogy whose importance 

should not be overlooked by a social-economic point of view of 

what is happening in our time.  
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Map of the main cities of the organized monopoly trade of the Hanseatic League in 
the 13th century AD.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



12 
 

 

 

 

 

 
The KÙÖÕÉÖÙÎɯ"ÈÚÛÓÌɯÐÕɯ'ÌÓÚÐÕÎĦÙȮɯ#ÌÕÔÈÙÒɯȹƕƘƖƔɯ #ȺȯɯÛÏÌɯȿÖÉÚÌÙÝÈÛÖÙàɀɯÖÍɯ
merchant shipping on the Kattegat Strait.  
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Foundation of the Hanseatic League   

 

From the end of the 8th to the 11th century, the peoples of western 

and central Europe came into close contact with the Scandinavians, 

when the Normans from the coastal regions of Norway and 

Denmark began their raids w ith looting and conquests in the British 

islands, along the entire Frankish coast and the rivers of north-

eastern mainland Europe. 

 

 
 
 Map of the conquests of the Vikings from the 8th to the 11th century AD.  

 

The Baltic, and especially its southern and southeastern coasts, have 

been the main targets of Scandinavian expansionism, which 

combined trade and export. This expansion was developed 

alongside the rivers of northeastern Europe through makeshift  open 

space markets platforms (torg) that reached far even to the Black and 

the Caspian Sea. Due to their origins from coastal areas and trade 

contacts in their destinations, 9th-century Scandinavians became 

known in history as the Vikings (Vikingar = inhabitants of the bay 

or the coast). 
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The Viking campaigns were mainly commercial forms of conquest 

and plunder of indigenous southern and eastern peoples, who, 

despite their violent nature, managed to successfully organize an 

extensive feudal system. This included, among others, the 

Charlemagne of the Frankish state (Karl Magnus = the great man), 

Rurik, who founded the Russian state, and the Danish King Knud 

den store (the Great) who conquered the crown of England at the 

beginning of the 11th century AD.  

 

At the same time, a network of merchant ports had developed in the 

North and Baltic areas with the Vikings' raids, which later formed 

the Hanseatic League. The coastal settlement of Hedeby, on the 

Schleswig-Holstein isthmus, has been the centre of trade between 

the Nort h and the Baltic Seas since the early 9th century. At this 

point, thanks to the small rivers Eide and Treene in the west and 

Schlei in the east, the goods did not have to travel very far inland, 

and were relatively easy to be transported through the Jutland 

Peninsula. An imposing fortress, the unbroken wall called the 

Danish Work (danewerk), protected the commercial community 

and its port from the hinterland, mainly against Slavic invasions 

living on the east bank of the river Elbe. 

 

A silver coin from 936 AD, the so-ÊÈÓÓÌËɯɅ'ÌËÌÉàɅÚɯÉÙÈÊÛÌÈÛÌɀɯÛÏÈÛɯ

was minted in the settlement, testifies to the richness of its 

commercial and economic activity. The fact that similar coins have 

been discovered near the river Odra Valley is a clear indication that 

Hedeby had developed extensive trade cooperation with the Baltic 

Slavic regions. However, during the 10th and 11th centuries, 

Hedeby was repeatedly looted by various conquerors, which 

contributed to the gradual elimination of the settlement's 

importance in the transit  trade between the western and eastern 

coastal areas on either side of Jutland. 

 

Towards the end of the 11th century, the nearby area of Schleswig 

took the place of Hedeby. Like Hedeby, Schleswig had also  

connections with the ports along the rivers Weser and Rhine and on 
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the east coast of England, as well as with the larger ports in the Baltic 

Sea. Due to this development during the 13th century, maritime 

trade from east to west shifted almost entirely on the route between 

Hamburg and Lübeck.  

 

  
 
Representation of the settlement of Hedeby. 
 

At the same time, in northern Baltic, the native Vikings developed 

another similar to Hedeby, a by -lake commercial settlement, which 

also had open sea access. The settlement was called Birka, which in 

ancient Scandinavian means "the island of birches", and was built on 

Lake Mälaren, about 30 km west of what is now Stockholm. Due to 

its secure maritime connection with the Baltic Sea and its protection 

by fortification from raids, it became the main centre of trade in the 

Swedish hinterland. It this area arrived in 829 AD. the first 

missionary of the indigenous Vikings to convert them to  

Christianity, the Benedict monk Ansgar, following in the footsteps 

of the German merchants of the time. 

 

At the end of the 10th century, when Birka had apparently retreated, 

its commercial operation was taken over by the Sigtuna settlement, 

located about forty kilometres north of the shores of Lake Mälaren. 

In addition to commercial stations, an episcopate and a royal house 

with their o wn coinage were built in this settlement. The importance 
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of Sigtuna as a medieval Scandinavian trade centre in Sweden is 

fully confirmed by the findings in the last remaining ruins of its five 

old churches. 

 

 
 
Representation of the lakeside commercial settlement of Birka. 

 

Similar commercial settlements, which carried out exchanges of 

long-distance goods, also developed on the southeastern shores of 

the Baltic Sea, which were built mainly in the mouth of the gre at 

rivers of the region. The settlement of Truso at the eastern entrance 

ÛÖɯÛÏÌɯ5ÐÚÛÜÓÈȮɯÈÛɯÈɯ×ÖÐÕÛɯÕÌÈÙɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÛÌÙɯ'ÈÕÚÌÈÛÐÊɯÊÐÛàɯÖÍɯ$ÓÉÓëÎɯ

(Elbing), had gained considerable value with the operation of its 

port on the river of the same name. Apparently thi s was because it 

was commercially connected to the north with the ports of Birka and 

of Visby on the island of Gotland, and to the south with the 

marketplace of the Carnous (lat. Carnuntum), a settlement near 

present-day Vienna. Its commercial importance w as greatly 

appreciated because it developed the "amber streets" in every 

direction, which became known in the west by the Anglo -Saxon 

seafarer Wolfstan at the end of the 9th century, after a seven-day 

voyage to Hedeby. 

 

On the southern shores of the Baltic Sea, similar commercial 

settlements and ports were created by the Western Slavs in the areas 
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between the Vistula and Elbe rivers. The most important of these 

ÞÌÙÌɯ &ËÈĘÚÒȮɯ *ÖėÖÉÙáÌÎȮɯ 6ÖÓÓÐÕȮɯ 2ÛÌÛÛÐÕɯ ȹ2áÊáÌÊÐÕȺȮɯ *ÈÔÐÌĘɯ

Pomorski, but also Rostock and Lübeck to the west. Another 

important commercial settlement of the Slavs was that of Reric 

(Rerik), which was located on the coast between Wismar and 

Lübeck. This settlement was completely destroyed by the Danish 

king Göttrik in 808 AD.  

 

The settlements of Hedeby and Birka also functioned as "travel 

cities", where merchants lived only until they had completed their 

transactions. In the settlements that emerged later on the other side 

of the Baltic Sea, economic relations were more stable and 

permanent. At the end of the 9th century AD some of these 

settlements had begun to acquire urban characteristics. Certainly 

their economic base consisted of the long-distance trade, which, 

however, was supported by artisans, fishermen and farmers, who 

formed the most important  productive forces. Although by no 

means have they yet been divorced, in economic or legal terms, 

from within, the peculiarity of these "early cities" has become 

increasingly distinct, thanks to their ability to promote foreign trade 

in conjunction with th e development of local production. This 

process was especially encouraged by the good transport and the 

appearance of the secular and ecclesiastical administration at the 

core of the pre-existing commercial settlements. 

 

All emerging cities were points of permanent connection to Western 

Europe and the shores of the North Sea via the Jutland Peninsula 

with the coastal areas of the Baltic Sea. Trade between the West and 

the East in the North Seas was less threatening as a route than the 

one along the equally old, but much more land route, from the Near 

East throughout the Mediterranean and Eastern Europe. The new 

route, which was reopened at the beginning of the 9th century, 

mainly by Scandinavian merchants, led from Kiev down to 

Byzantium, and along the Volga  to the Caspian Sea and Persia. 
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As part of this journey, the islands of Baltic Sea gained a very 

important role with the expansion of trade in the region. The 

transfer of water from the West to the East has been a major factor 

in the economic growth of th e centrally eroded Baltic island of 

Gotland during the 10th and 11th centuries. Numerous medieval 

Arabic silver coins of great artistic value have been found on the 

island, which prove that the Baltic merchants had relations with the 

whole of the Eastern Mediterranean and the Near East. Large 

quantities of this treasure, which were buried in times of danger, 

also inform us about the size of the trade. In particular, this size 

results from about forty thousand such Arab silver coins found in 

Gotland in 525 hiding places, but also from the corresponding 

quantities found in about 200 hiding places along the Polish coast 

of the Baltic. 

 

 
 
Silver Arab coins of the 9th century AD found hidden in areas of the island of Gotland.  
 

However, on the other side of the route, between the Elbe and the 

Saale tributary, which formed a natural boundary between the 

Germans and the Slavs during the 9th century AD, the Arab silver 

silver coins found there are rare and scattered. This huge import of 

coins from the Near East stopped quite a bit at the end of the 10th 

century, because it was replaced by two European coins originating 

mainly from the Germanic treasures. The fact that the 

Scandinavians and Poles had begun to mint their own currencies 

shows that the Baltic region was in a gradual transition from an 
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exchange economy to a money economy, mainly from the 11th 

century onwards.  

 

When the Vikings put an end to their missions from Scandinavia in 

the late 11th century, Slavic merchants took a leading position in the 

Baltic trade. Their commercial settlements on the southern shores of 

ÛÏÌɯ!ÈÓÛÐÊȮɯÚÜÊÏɯÈÚɯ2ÛÌÛÛÐÕɯÈÕËɯ&ËÈĘÚÒȮɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÍÓÖÜÙÐÚÏÌËɯÈÓÖÕÎÚÐËÌɯ

6ÖÓÓÐÕɯÈÕËɯ*ÖėÖÉÙáÌÎȮɯÚ×ÙÌÈËɯÈÕËɯÊÖÕÚÖÓÐËÈÛÌËȮɯÐÕɯ×ÈÙÛÐÊÜÓÈÙɯËÜÌɯ

to the increasing influx of productive forces into them. However, 

the testimonies of the time show that the peaceful trade was not 

completely free from looting and destruction. Birka, for example, 

was attacked by Slavic ships in 1066, and in the early 12th century 

the Duke of Pomerania, Ratibor I, destroyed the city of Ku ngälv in 

Sweden. 

 

The feudal powers that emerged in the commercial poles and the 

repeated, time-consuming military operations caused a general 

decline in the overseas trade of the Baltic at the end of the 11th 

century, which was saved thanks to the coastal Slavic cities due to 

their active economic and political ties with the island of Gotland, 

the Netherlands, Denmark and the country of Svea (central 

Sweden). 

 

In the early 11th century, long -distance trade increased again, and 

the number of markets between the Rhine and the Elbe nearly 

quadrupled. Many artisans have come to live and work in these 

markets, attracted by the annual, and sometimes even weekly, 

opportunities offered by selling their products. Farmers in the area 

were also attracted to these markets, selling their surplus products 

by buying the tradesmen's trades in return. These market 

settlements originated in the open-air Viking market (torg), on the 

basis of which their local communities were organized. They soon 

acquired an economic and legal status that distinguished them from 

the rural environment, creating the conditions for later 

development in place of large commercial cities. 
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All of the aforementioned commercial settlements developed either 

on the land of a feudal lord, or on the banks of a river or its estuary, 

or in another area that could be favourable to their trade. They often 

grew up with the establishment of a secular or  ecclesiastical official 

in them, and gradually their landscape was covered by a network 

of roads and routes. As a merchant and craftsmanship settlements, 

they secured their privileges through the establishment of rights in 

the market. This right was grant ed by secular or ecclesiastical 

authority in exchange for the provision of surplus profit for its own 

benefit. With this profit, the authorities could maintain toll stations, 

commercial courts and fund fortifications, or build roads and 

bridges. 

 

In German territory, the inhabitants of these embryonic cities began 

to revolt from the middle of the 11th century onwards against the 

growing, and often despotic, demands of feudal power. Having 

gained economic power, they tried to break free from its rule. 

Thanks to their own productive power and the constant 

involvement of feudal lords in their commercial settlements, they 

managed to dismantle themselves by exploiting beyond any doubt 

the most powerful weapon: money from their wealth accumulated 

by trade. 

 

Merchants and artisans became the most important para-generators 

for the development of cities in northern Germany. Very soon, 

however, the city's merchants and landowners imposed themselves 

as the ruling class. Seniores and Wisesten refer to documents from 

the Hanseatic period that were mostly merchants of great distances. 

They held the reins of economic and political power in their cities, 

and from their ranks came the nobles and the distinguished who in 

the 13th century formed the municipal councils. As cities developed 

in pursuit of their institutional independence, they were able to 

create their own legislation in accordance with the Latin tradition, 

in order to meet the demands of the citizens, especially the 

merchants, who had imposed on opposition to  the feudal lords. To 

the west of Elva, this process had already been completed by the 
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middle of the 12th century, and from that time onwards, in the 

aftermath of the eastern expansion, the legislation of the cities 

formed along the southeastern shores of the Baltic was also affected. 

 

A commercial recovery, produced by urban trade, first left its mark 

in northwestern Europe, northern France, Flanders and the area 

around the Meuse (Maas) and Rhine rivers. This whole area was 

devoted to textile and cloth pro duction, and its trade was a great 

success due to its high quality. The raw materials imported for this 

purpose were the excellent wool from England and the French 

woad, or old indigo, to dye the cloth blue.  

 

Other productive activities took place in the s ame area, such as brass 

procession and production along the Meuse and metallurgy in 

Liege, which, however, did not have the same commercial 

significance as that of textiles. With the aim of producing exportable 

products, the merchants of the cities in northern France, Flanders 

and the Rhine-Westphalia region took on greater responsibilities for 

the transportation and sale of these goods. Frisian merchants, who 

were merely intermediaries, were easily overtaken by new rival 

cities in north  western Europe, which produced their own local 

products. Exquisite textile production from northern France, 

Flanders and Rhineland was bought almost everywhere in Europe 

from the 12th century onwards. It was just as popular in southern 

Germany as it was in the Mediterranean, where it found its main 

trade route via fairs of Champagne. (Campania). 

 

(Õɯ%ÓÌÔÐÚÏɯÛÙÈËÌÙÚɯÍÙÖÔɯƕƛɯÊÐÛÐÌÚɯÍÖÙÔÌËɯÈɯȿ'ÈÕÚÈɀɯȹ'ÈÕÚÈɯÔÌÈÕÚɯ

'group' or 'association'), as an economic union for the promotion 

and protection of their commercial transactions. The first city to gain 

rapid economic growth due to the establishment of this Union was 

Cologne, due to the growing volume of goods being transported 

through its market. Getting access along the busy Rhine, 

commercial cities of northern France and Flanders to the west came 

in direct contact with the corresponding to the eastern territories of 
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northern Germany, mainly Westphalia and Saxony, forming a large 

commercial axis. 

 

 
 
Decree of privileges for the merchants of the Hanseatic League. 

 

This connection made Cologne one of the most important areas for 

economic transactions and trade in Central Europe. Despite the 

reactions from foreign traders, the merchants of Cologne won the 

right to publish their products, i.e. the right to display their 

products for sale in the city's market before their export. This 

privilege allowed them to monopolize their entire trade along the 

Rhine. 

 

The French, Flemish and Rhenish textile industry was depended for 

their production on English wool. As early as the beginning of the 

11tÏɯÊÌÕÛÜÙàȮɯÔÌÙÊÏÈÕÛÚȮɯÌÚ×ÌÊÐÈÓÓàɯȿthe Hominess Imperatoris' (that 

ÐÚȮɯ ÛÏÌɯ ÌÔ×ÌÙÖÙɀÚɯ ÔÌÙÊÏÈÕÛÚȮɯ ÐȭÌȭɯ ÛÏÖÚÌɯ ÖÕɯ ÛÏÌɯ ÛÌÙÙÐÛÖÙàɯ ÖÍɯ ÛÏÌɯ

Frankish Empire), had received relevant approval of rights for their 

transactions from the king of England. Traders from vario us 

neighbouring cities began to set up companies within the Hanseatic 

League to ensure their travel abroad. In the 12th and 13th centuries, 

the Flemish who travelled to England organized branches of the 

Hanseatic trade in the towns of Bruges, Ypres and Lille, which were 

united in the first half of the 13th century under the leadership of 
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the merchants of Bruges, so that to form the "Flemish Hansa of Bruges 

and those which belong to this Hansa". 

 

The result of this institutional alliance was to gain a monopoly on 

Flanders' trade with England. Around the same time, Cologne 

merchants formed a Hanseatic Office in London, enjoying the same 

rights as the English merchants since 1157. Their most important 

imported product, the most versatile wine from Burgund y, may 

have been the commodity that helped them achieve this special 

status by pre-empting the privilege of free selling in the English 

capital. 

 

The Hanseatic Merchants of London acquired their own building, 

the Guildhall, where they could manage all thei r transactions. In 

1175 they were granted a royal guarantee for the safety of persons 

and property, and in 1194 Richard the Lionheart granted them the 

right to travel freely throughout the kingdom and not to pay taxes 

in England. The concessions made by the English king to the 

Hanseatic League of Cologne yielded an attractive proposition for 

merchants of other German cities, who, by joining the royal 

guarantee, could benefit equally from the same privileges. 

 

The development of productive professions and th e development 

of commercial cities during the 11th and 12th centuries in North  

Western and Central Europe strengthened the first necessary 

condition for the organization and development of the Hanseatic 

League. The second, equally important factor, was the spread of 

German trade influence in the Baltic. This was accompanied by the 

German expansion to the east, which entered a new phase around 

the middle of the 12th century. To the east, many farmers have fled, 

especially from western and central Germany, try ing to escape the 

feudal oppression in their homelands, as well as craftsmen and 

merchants in abundance, looking for better opportunities to earn a 

living.  
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In this way, the economic growth of the 12th century AD to the east 

involves a great occupation migration. The main interest of the 

German expansion aspiration, as before, was directed to the north 

western regions of the Slavs. These peoples have repeatedly been 

prevented from geographically stabilizing their position, mainly 

since the 11th century, due to frequent attacks by German princes 

from the west and the Danish kingdom from the northwest, as well 

as from the Polish feudal state. 

 

The local aristocracy believed that combining their economic 

interests with those of foreign speculators would allow th em to 

adopt advanced feudal systems, and each feudal lord sought the 

means to assert his own position. This meant that many German 

and Slavic rulers were willing to encourage colonization in order to 

stimulate the internal economic development of their reg ions. That 

is why they accepted the merchants and artisans in the already 

existing settlements, located in the coastal area along the Baltic, who 

had already begun to function as cities. 

 

 
 
Miniature of Lübeck of the 13th century AD.  

 

In particular, the development of the Baltic region is due to the 

founding of the city of Lübeck on the banks of the river Trave. In 

this area, near the mouth of the river, there was already an old Slavic 

open market from the middle of the 11th century. This trade camp 

was destroyed by the wars between the Germans and the Slavic 
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feudal lords, but was re-established in 1143 by Adolf von 

Schauenburg, the count who ruled the Holstein region. The area 

acquired a new and stronger settlement, so that in 1147 it prevented 

an attack by a neighbouring Obotrite prince, as well as all the 

intruders of the German feudal lords. The geographical location of 

ÛÏÌɯÕÌÞɯȿÍÈÝÖÜÙÐÛÌɀɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ2ÓÈÝÚɯÊÐÛàɯÍÐÕÈÓÓàɯÈÛÛÙÈÊÛÌËɯÛÏÌɯÍÖÙÌÍÙÖÕÛɯof 

the Duke of Saxony, Henry the Lion (1142-1180). Taking advantage 

of a fire, he set up a town near Lübeck, which he named Löwenstadt 

after himself, to extract land and fields from its subordinates. In 

1159, the former inhabitants of the settlement rebuilt Lübeck as the 

capital city of Holstein by Henry the Lion as their ruler.  

 

Helmold von Bosau (1120-1177) justifies these events in the "Chro-

nicle of the Slavs" , stating in particular that: "In this period, Duke Henry 

began to rule over the entire land of the Slavs, becoming all the time greater 

and more powerful. For no matter how often the Slavs resisted him, he 

overran them with war and they gave him  whatever he demanded to save 

their lives and their land. But during all the campaigns which he undertook 

as a young man into the land of the Slavs, there was never a mention of 

"ÏÙÐÚÛÐÈÕÐÛàȮɯÉÜÛɯÖÕÓàɯÖÍɯÔÖÕÌàɂȭ 

 

The chronicler specifically mentions that the new city of Lübeck wa s 

granted the status of iura civitatis honestissima, the most honourable 

Charter of Civil Rights. This gave the city the opportunity to 

introduce a degree of bourgeois autonomy, which was encouraged 

by trade through the exemption of the merchants of Lower Saxony 

from tolls and the imposition of independent legal rules, so that 

every resident of Lübeck had the right to be tried according to the 

law of the city even in the Ducal court. Lübeck's legislation later 

incorporated the personal freedom of the city's  inhabitants, which 

was usually expressed in the political slogan that "Town air is 

freedom".  

 

According to Helmold von Bosau, Henry the Lion was looking 

forward to the economic development of the city and the port of 

Lübeck. His chronicle states that in order to achieve the goal, "the 
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Duke sent envoys to the larger settlements and kingdoms of the north, 

Denmark, Sweden, Norway and Russia, offering them peace that might 

have access to free trade in his town Lübeck". This agreement would be 

certified by a common currency, a determination of customs duties 

and the city's most impressive commercial and civil liberties.  

 

 
 
The main entrance of the Hanseatic city of Lübeck, as preserved today.  

 

In 1163, Henry the Lion offered free, uninterrupted traffic  and tax 

exemption to the merchants of the island of Gotland, on the 

condition that German merchants would enjoy the same rights in 

Visby, the island's capital city. As city lord, he enacted in Lüb eck, at 

the time of its re-establishment, economic and legal privileges, 

which for the older cities of German territory were a matter of 

claims, or even legal arbitration. The port of Lübeck, located in a 

favourable geographical position, was the first and  only German in 

the Baltic, which increased its economic power by rapidly 

strengthening the autonomy of the city: in particular, the city of 

Lübeck was granted further rights in 1188 by the emperor Frederick 

Barbarossa (1152-1190), despite the displeasure of Henry the Lion, 

while in 1226 it was finally declared a free city of the Holy Roman 

Empire. 
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Prior to Barbarossa's appearance, the Duke of Saxony had formed 

an alliance with the Danish king Valdemar I (1157-1182) in order to 

subdue the western Slavonic peoples between the  Elbe and the 

Odra. After several battles, the Slavonic princes in the eastern part 

of the country were finally forced to accept their rule. The island of 

Rügen was ruled by the Danish king, while Arkona, the fortified 

holy site of the pagan Slavs at the northern end, was destroyed in 

1168 by the Danish army. Following this event, German knights and 

clergy cultivated feudal relations and the Christian religion in the 

area, while German bourgeois and peasants chose to relocate there, 

protected from any threat from the Slavonic authorities.  

 

In 1219 the Danish crusaders, led by the order of their king 

Valdemar II (the victor) (1170-1241), won a crucial battle with the 

pagans of Estonia. During the last phase of this battle, a legend 

states that God gave the Danes the victory, leaving a co-moving flag 

with a white cross to fall from the sky, over the crusading fighters.  

 

 
 
A painting by Christian August Lorentzen  depicting the Danish flag at the Battle of 
Lindanise on June 15, 1219 (Copenhagen State Museum of Art). 
 
(ÕÚ×ÐÙÌËɯÉàɯÛÏÐÚɯȿËÐÝÐÕÌɯÔÐÙÈÊÓÌɀȮɯÛÏÌɯ#ÈÕÐÚÏɯÚÖÓËÐÌÙÚɯÙÌÎÈÐÕÌËɯÛÏÌÐÙɯ

strength and finally won the war. That is why the Danes owe the 

conquest of Estonia to the origin of their flag, the Dannebrog, which 

is the first known state flag in the world, and still the national 

symbol of their country.  
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The Danish victory brought the organization of Tallinn's 

commercial port to a capital city, whose name in the Estonian 

language means "fortified Danish city" (Tani = Danish, Linn = city), a 

legacy that is still being used even today. In 1285 Tallinn became the 

northernmost member of the Hanseatic League, which during the 

13th century had been increasingly dependent on the Kingdom of 

Denmark. The commercial power of the Hanseatic League was 

especially strengthened when in 1346 the Danes sold Tallinn and 

northern Estonia to the Order of the Teutonic Knights. As a 

Hanseatic trading post, with a population of about  8,000, Tallinn 

was at that time a very good fortified city, surrounded by a strong 

wall with 66 defensive towers.  

 

In the lands of Pomerania and Mecklenburg, a huge number of 

German merchants and handicraftsmen settled in existing centres 

of the Hanseatic League. All of them came from feudal societies and 

lived together or in parallel with the local Slavic population. One 

hundred years after the founding of Lübeck, a number of important 

commercial centres were established there on or near the southern 

coast of the Baltic, which functioned as markets, where foreign 

imported goods changed hands and the locals could buy the 

products of the craftsmen of each city. 

 

This economic recovery was closely linked to the Hanseatic 

League's conquest of the city's autonomy, which was ultimately 

symbolized by the granting of a two -tier map. The chronicles of the 

time show that Rostock acquired its rights in 1218, Bismarck in 1229, 

Stralsund in 1234, Demmin in 1249, Greifswald in 1250, and Anklam 

in 1264. These rights were based on economic law and prescriptions 

of the Lübeck Charter. This group of cities later became known as 

the "Wendish Commonwealth", a reminder that for many years in 

the future meant that they had been founded on Slavic soil. 

 

Within a century since its founding, Lübeck had become the 

economic and the political metropolis of the Hanseatic League. As 

a result, the Schleswig area in southern Denmark, which was once 
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the centre of trade between the North and the Baltic Sea, has 

suffered a significant downturn . With the founding of the new city 

of Hamburg in 1198-1199 on the right bank of the Elbe River, the 

Schleswig region lost its privileged importance to trade between the 

North Sea and the Baltic. Lübeck and Hamburg soon became the 

most important centres for trade between the two seas. At their 

ports, the goods were loaded by ships in wagons, which then 

followed the so-called Hanseatic "Overland way", which was the 

first major transport route to serve the total commercial activity in 

the medieval northern Eu rope. 

 

In 1241 the two cities reached an agreement which determined the 

completely free movement of the common trade in all directions 

through their ports. By the end of the 13th century, similar 

agreements had been reached with a large number of cities that 

decided to join the Hanseatic League. In 1370 the Union numbered 

seventy-seven cities in total, which compelled the Danish court of 

Valdemar IV (1320-1375) to guarantee them free navigation between 

the two seas and exemption from existing customs duties. This 

agreement was final and led to the final formation of the Hanseatic 

League, until the end of its historic course. 
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The commercial port and shipyards of Amsterdam. Wood engraving by Corneli s 
Anthonisz from 1549 (Amsterdam Historical Museum ). 
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3ÏÌɯ'ÈÕÚÌÈÛÐÊɯ+ÌÈÎÜÌɀÚɯÛÙÈËÌɯÐÕɯ!ÈÓÛÐÊɯÈÕËɯ-ÖÙÛÏɯ2ÌÈɯɯ 
 

 

Prior to the establishment of new cities along the south-eastern 

shores of the Baltic Sea, trade in the region has been always seasonal 

and occasional. As early as the 10th century, the inhabitants of the 

island of Gotland had established a stable axis of trade with the 

Baltic eastern and western shores. This beautifully located island in 

the middle of the sea has made it easier for self-sufficient producers 

of its agricultur al products - who often formed travel associations - 

to export to the east to Novgorod, Dvina and Smolensk, south to the 

mouths of the Vistula and Odra and westwards to Schleswig, where 

they came into contact with the trade of the North Sea. 

 

Gotland has always been a crossroads for the Baltic states in their 

trade routes, especially when Visby began to emerge as a city, 

probably in the 11th century. Although not mentioned in the 

chronology until 1225, at least six of the city's churches belong to the 

second half of the 12th century. One of them is the German 

commercial church of Santa Maria Teutonicorum, the older parts of 

which must have been rebuilt around 1170. 

 

The first German merchants seem to have settled there in the early 

12th century with the righ t to erect their churches within the city 

walls. After 1163, the year Lübeck was founded by Henry the Lion, 

Scandinavian merchants from the island of Gotland acquired the 

right to visit the port and the market of the northern German cit y, 

on the basis of a reciprocal privilege that helped Visby to develop 

rapidly into a stable transit hub for Hanseatic League trade in the 

Baltic. 

 

The city and the port of Visby became the springboard for the 

League's trade development to the east and northeast, serving 

merchants and settlers gathered on the southern Baltic coast. To 

protect each other and their financial interests, German merchants 

ÍÖÙÔÌËɯ ÛÏÌɯ ȿUniversitas Mercatorum Romani imperii Gotlandiam 
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ÍÙÌØÜÌÕÛÈÕÛÐÜÔɀȮ i.e. the company of German merchants of the Holy 

Roman Empire who visited Gotland. The name of the company 

came from the seal with which they adorned the contracts they 

drew up with the foreign merchants of the Baltic.  

 

 
 
The port and town of Visby (15th century engraving).  

 

For many Hanseatic traders, the capital of Gotland has continued to 

function as an important intermediate station and the base for all 

exports to the Baltic Sea, while a significant number of them have 

settled permanently in Visby and merged with the Scand inavian 

natives of the city until the end of the 13th century, forming a mixed 

community. The ȿ"ÖÔ×ÈÕàɯÖÍɯ&ÖÛÓÈÕËɀ and consequently the North 

German-influenced city authorities also brought merchants of the 

Holy Roman Empire from the Zuider Zee and the Wendish 

territories. Their base has always been the Church of St. Mary in 

Visby, which also served as a warehouse and a registry office. 

 

Along with the merchants of Gotland their Russian competitors 

were also a major force in the development of exchanges in most of 

the Baltic. This evidence is substantiated by documents found in the 
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churches erected by Russian merchants in Gotland, Turku, and 

most likely in Sigtuna. It is known that Russian ships have been 

anchored in the ports of Schleswig since 1157, according to a 

testimony stating the date of their mooring. In Novgorod, the oldest 

trading centre established by the Vikings in Russian territory 

(Russian pronunciation of the Swedish 'Nygård' (i.e. New City), it is 

reported that there was a commercial company from abroad which 

used in the church of Holy Friday, built in 1156, for worship and 

business. 

 

 
 
Prospective representation of the city of Novgorod during the 12th century.   

 

When the German merchants, who came from Visby, gained a 

foothold in the Novgoro d market, they tried to prevent Russian 

trade with the West, significantly limiting their activities by any 

means. For this purpose, they built in 1184 Peterhof, a commercial 

settlement east of the city of Volkhov, on the so-called 'commercial 

side'. This location was not far from a much older market, called 

Gothenhoff, which was used by Gotland merchants, and which 

hosted German merchants when they first arrived in the area. Also, 

there arrived the 'seafarers' (Ruotsi = i.e. Swedes), who came from 

the Finnish gulf, travelling along the Neva River and the Lake 

Ladoga, transporting their products by shallow boats to Volkhov 

and Novgorod.  
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In Peterhof, the Germans met Russian traders from whom they 

imported to the West products from Russia's eastern and 

southeastern regions. This small piece of land had a heterogeneous 

status, which was granted to German merchants by a contract of 

indefinite duration b y the Prince of Novgorod. This agreement 

remained for about three centuries as an effective financial 

commitment, despite the frequent amendments made to the rights 

provided for. The commitments  in the ȿ2ÒÙÈɀȮ i.e. the contract, 

provided for the establishm ent of financial management by a 

council consisting of an elderly trader and two to four members. 

The contract also listed the rights and obligations of the inhabitants 

of Petershof (stratified into maschopeien classes), which consisted of 

the lords of the trade cooperation, the hired craftsmen (knappen), the 

apprentices (Kinder), the administration of the church (of which the 

priest was at the same time an employee of the merchants), the 

judges (who usually tried serious crimes whose punishments shed 

a lot of blood) and the trading agents with the Russian business 

partners. 

 

The area of Petershof was surrounded by a palisade and in the 

middle was the church of St. Peter, a stone building without a choir, 

and with three naves and a cellar. Its function was not purely 

religious, as it was also the largest warehouse of the cooperative, in 

which the goods were kept under strict supervision day and night, 

so that the Russians could not see them, let alone exempt them. 

Around the church there was a cemetery and a warehouse for the 

necessities of life, which had rooms for food and sleep, as well as a 

meeting room for the leaders of the cooperation. The settlement also 

had a courthouse, a warehouse, a brewery, a hot tub for patients, 

and a public toilet called the hus. Finally the German trading 

community in the Novgorod region, had such influence that 

Russian merchants gradually abandoned trade in the Baltic Sea, 

maintaining only their traditional ties to the island of Gotland.  

 

Merchants from Lübeck and Visb y began settling on the 

southeastern Baltic coast shortly after 1200, but the conditions of the 



35 
 

trade settlement between the markets in Vistula and Estonia were 

affected by the Order of the Teutonic Knights eastward expansion. 

The Order's war against non-Christian  peoples went far beyond the 

ËÌÚÐÙÌɯÛÖɯȿÊÖÕÝÌÙÛɯ×ÈÎÈÕÚɀɯÈÕËɯÈÓÚÖɯ×ÜÙÚÜÌËɯÚÖÊÐÖ-political goals, 

among which, where possible, it was to establish authoritarian 

regimes in the territories it conquered. The Teutonic  Order was 

established outside the Crusades, which was used to re-establish the 

'ÖÓàɯ+ÈÕËȮɯÈÕËɯÞÈÚɯÛÏÌɯȿÉÈÛÛÌÙÐÕÎɯÙÈÔɀɯÛÖɯÚÌÙÝÌɯÛÏÌɯ&ÌÙÔÈÕɯ

pursuits in the expanding Baltic and North Sea markets.  

 

The Orders consisted mainly of members of the lower and middle 

aristocracy, from areas west of the river Elbe, and their strict 

organizational principles allowed them to maintain their cohesion 

for a long time. While the "Brothers of the Sword" dominated 

Livonia (an area between present-day Estonia and Latvia), the 

Teutonic Knights subjugated areas of Prussia (north -western 

Poland). In 1237 the two Orders merged to form the 'Order of the 

Teutons' (see also p. 174), an organization that during this period 

gained the support of German merchants who had begun to 

establish trade stations on the east coast of the Baltic Sea, providing 

funding and maritime transport to the Crusaders for their pursuits.  

 

Towards the end of the 11th century, the first attempts of the 

Teutonic Knights to colonize the area around the mouth of the river 

Dvina failed. Then, in 1201, twenty-three armed Teutonic armies 

arrived from the island of Gotland to create a new diocese, not far 

from the coast, where the small river Riga flows into the Dvina.  

 

The city that developed as part of the episcopal site established by 

the Teutonic Order sti ll bears the name Riga. Due to its economic 

growth, it attracted many German immigrants, mainly from Lübeck 

and Westphalia, but also several others from Gotland. It did not take 

long for the German merchant community to take over the 

leadership of Riga, where the majority of the population consisted 

of native Livonians, Latvians and people of Russian descent. Riga 

was quickly transformed into a base for Teutonic Knights on their 
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further expeditions and offensive operations. However, the German 

merchants could not withstand a deeper penetration into the 

Russian hinterland, along the Dvina River, and although they 

reached Smolensk and Vitebsk, they did not manage to achieve a 

permanent settlement there, as they did in Novgorod.  

 

 
  
The city of Riga depicted in engravings of medieval time.  
 

Finally the force that subjugated Estonia in 1219 was the Kingdom 

of Denmark. However, despite the presence of Danish power, the 

flood of German merchants was constantly growing and in 1230 the 

port of Reval (now Tallinn) became the largest commercial 

settlement on Estonian territory, which acquired its own charter of 

rights, establishing the second major relocation center in the eastern 

Baltic. The merchants from Sweden and the island of Gotland set up 

their business in Tallinn around the church of St. Olaf, which was 

similar to that in Novgorod, while their Russian colleagues, who 

had settled before them in the city, acquired the right to spend the 

winter there, probably since 1191. 

 

At a time whe n the Danes were trying to subdue all parts of the 

Livonian hinterland and consolidate their dominance over the 

islands off the coast of Estonia (which in the Danish language means 

'eastern country'), the German merchants set out a significant 

number of ci ties in the region. The most important of these was 

Dorpat (present-day Tartu), which was an episcopal and 

commercial site west of Lake Peipus. In 1346 the Danish possessions 
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in Estonia passed into the hands of the Teutonic Order, which 

allowed German trad e to expand its sphere of influence deep into 

the north-eastern Baltic region. 
 

 
 
The Hanseatic city of Tallinn as it is today. 

 

In the late 14th century, Lithuania's trade relations with the 

Hanseatic cities of the south-eastern Baltic region, and in particular 

ÞÐÛÏɯ*ġÕÐÎÚÉÌÙÎɯȹÕÖÞɯ*ÈÓÐÕÐÕÎÙÈËȺɯÈÕËɯ&ËÈĘÚÒȮɯÉÌÊÈÔÌɯÌÝÌÕɯ

ÚÛÙÖÕÎÌÙɯÈÕËɯÔÖÙÌɯÌÕËÜÙÐÕÎȭɯ%ÖÙɯ+ÐÛÏÜÈÕÐÈȮɯÛÏÌɯ×ÖÙÛɯÖÍɯ&ËÈĘÚÒɯɯÞas 

a priority trade gateway for exports to the cities of the Hanseatic 

League. According to the chart terms of the League's office in 

Vitauta s, the export route followed the voyage from the Nemunas 

River via the Kaunas Sea to the Vistula River, providing enormous 

advantages in the intermediate coastal markets. 

 

In order to improve the availability of cheap goods there as well, a 

Hanseatic customs office of counting and pricing exports was 

established at the advantageous location of the waterfront on the 

Nemunas River. The main exported goods were wax, furs, 

processed leather, timber, mushrooms, pitch, and from the 15th 

century, wheat. The Kaunas region imported goods from the 

southern ports of the Baltic, such as salt, which could not be 

replaced, as well as iron products and felt . The Hanseatic Customs 
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operated until the middle of the 16th century, and this period was 

the most glorious and efficient for the Kaunas economy in the 

region. 

 

The second campaign of the Teutonic Order turned to the Prussians. 

It started through Polish Mazovia and the pursue from the 

beginning was to create an independent territorial state in the 

region. Prussia was then on the verge of forming a state that had 

opposed foreign intervention for decades. However, because their 

resources and forces had been exhausted, some Prussian noble 

landowners accepted the demands of the Teutonic Order, ending 

Prussia's subjugation by the end of the 13th century. Once again, the 

promising independent development of a Baltic people was 

abruptly halt ed by the penetration of German trade interests in the 

region. 

 

The main objectives of the Teutonic Order in this period were the 

conquest of new territories and the construction of a foreign trade 

system. As a result, the Order sent there not only the knights, but 

also the artisans, merchants and farmers of the North German 

regions of the Hanseatic League. To this end, a network of fortified 

bases and a series of cities were created, which, like Kulm (present-

ËÈàɯ"ÏÌėÔÕÖȺɯÈÕËɯ3ÖÙÜĘȮɯÈÚÚÌÔÉÓÌËɯÐÕɯƕƖƗƗɯÛÏÌɯ"harter of Kulm, 

known as Kulmer Handfeste, which was based on the Magdeburg 

Legal Charter. This Charter was adapted according to the political 

aspirations of the Order and set out the current institutional rules 

for the entire Prussian territory.  

 

In 1237 ÛÏÌɯ3ÌÜÛÖÕÐÊɯ.ÙËÌÙɯÉÜÐÓÛɯÛÏÌɯÍÖÙÛÙÌÚÚɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯÛÖÞÕɯÖÍɯ$ÓÉÓëÎɯ

(Elbing), through which they connected the Polish hinterland with 

the Baltic coast. This development was based on the medieval 

experience of the ancient Prussian trading city of Truso, which was 

founded in a neighbouring location. Immigrants from Lübeck 

ÊÖÕÛÙÐÉÜÛÌËɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÍÖÜÕËÐÕÎɯÖÍɯ$ÓÉÓëÎɯÉàɯÎÙÈÕÛÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯ+ÌÎÈÓɯ"ÏÈÙÛÌÙɯ

of their city for its operation. On the opposite side, Köningsberg 

(Kaliningrad), founded in 1255, respectively, used the  Charter of 
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Kulm. Although at that time there were already German settlements 

in the areas of the rest of /ÖÔÌÙÈÕÐÈɯÈÕËɯ&ËÈĘÚÒȮɯÐÛɯÚÌÌÔÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌàɯ

flourished as Hanseatic cities much later than $ÓÉÓëÎȭ 

 

 
 
The Teutonic Castle in Malbork, NE Poland (former Prussia). 

 

The trade interests and economic pursuits of the Hanseatic League 

also extended to the Scandinavian North. The situation there was 

fundamentally different from that on the east coast of the Baltic Sea. 

Norway, Denmark and Sweden had already become Christian 

states and in these feudal powers had developed into a monarchy, 

which was willing to cooperate with the Hanseatic trade as a 

business partner, but still determining the extent of its influence and 

size of his transactions. As the cities of the region began to 

strengthen, these countries became particularly interested in 

concluding trade agreements with the metropolises of the Hanseatic 

League, in a variety of ways. 

 

Norway, due to its mountainous environment, was heavily 

dependent on the impor tation of grain and cereals, which were 

necessary for it to feed its population. Most of the merchants who 

visited Norway until the beginning of the 13th century came from 

the shores of the North Sea and their main target was the port of 

Bergen. Lübeck and other Wendish cities were able to respond 
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effectively to Norway's growing demand for food, as the Eastern 

Baltic region offered more favourable conditions for agricultural 

development than the western, where the handicrafts were more 

productive and the hu man resources more abundant and 

renewable. 

 

The most important commodity imported from Bergen by the 

merchants of Lübeck and the Wendish cities was fishing , mainly 

cod, which was caught on the northern shores of Norway and 

picked for export. This bargain w as especially sought after during 

the fasting period imposed by the Christian church on the 

inhabitants of the cities of the Hanseatic League. The stabilization 

of this commercial activity was set up by theological and legal 

means, which were also valid as rules of exchange, as King Håkon 

Håkonsson states in a letter to the Lübeck Senate in 1248: 

Ɂ3ÏÌÙÌÍÖÙÌȮɯÚÌÕËɯÜÚɯÕÌßÛɯÚÜÔÔÌÙɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÜÚÜÈÓɯÔÈÕÕÌÙɯàÖÜÙɯÚÏÐ×Úɯ

with the wares we require, that is corn and malt, and let our 

merchants have these wares as long as the prices are high in our 

country. In return we shall not hold your people from buying from 

us whatever serves them best. But we do not desire your merchants 

to bring more  Lübeck beer than they will drink on the journey, for 

our Kingdom cannot use it. "  

 

In 1250 the Norwegian king agreed, after further negotiations, to 

give more freedom to the merchants of Lübeck, and in 1276 Bergen's 

laws enforced the right of German exporters to buy, live or rent their 

own markets. Because Norway was constantly dependent on cereal 

imports, which only the Hanseatic cities of Wendish territory were 

able to deliver, these cities in particular rushed to take advantage of 

their geographical location and win the North Sea trade 

competition. In 1316 they managed to have a law that stipulated that 

dried fish would be exported exclusively from Norway in exchange 

for the necessary imported goods, which were mainly wheat, flour, 

malt and beer. 
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The privileged status of German merchants is clearly illustrated by 

the fact that they were given the right to determine their 

transactions within a secluded district in Bergen, to which the 

Norwegian population could not access. The now -ÍÈÔÖÜÚɯȿ&ÌÙÔÈÕɯ

!ÙÐËÎÌɀɯ ȹDeutsche Brücke) in Bergen, symbolized the extensive 

monopoly on trade that the Han seatic Germans had managed to 

achieve. In this way, the Norwegian fish market was largely 

integrated into the Hanseatic trade, and Bergen became the most 

important hub on the way to the ports of Brittany.  

 

 
 
The commercial port of Bergen according to lithography of the time.  
 

The Hanseatic League's merchant ships sailing to Bergen passed 

through the Kattegat Strait, whose shores belonged to the Kingdom 

of Denmark. At the time, the Scania and Halland regions, as well as 

Blekinge and Bornholm Island, were Danish. This meant that the 

King of Denmark could maintain absolute control over the 

increasingly important transit of goods from the Baltic to the North 

Sea, which was distributed on various roads. In addition, it was able 

to tariff in Scania (modern-day southern Sweden) all imports of 

merchants from the Wendish towns, and especially those from 

Lübeck. 

 

As early as 1200, commercial activity in Scania was intense, as every 

year at the end of the summer the large herds of herring swam 

through the strait to reach the mouths of the adjacent rivers for their 

reproduction. Danish fishermen caught large amounts of herring at 
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the southern edge of Scania, the peninsulas of Skanör and Falsterbo, 

to be sold later to merchants from Hanseatic cities. The merchants 

salted the herring in makeshift warehouses (fitten), which were 

made for the occasion, and packed them in wooden barrels, which 

they took with them to resell in North Germany and Central 

Europe. Later, when merchants also came from the Zuider Zee, 

from Holland and Flanders, the herring trade expanded, 

contributing to the founding of the Scanian Fair.  

 

The city of Lübeck had developed particularly close trade with 

Sweden since it was re-established, and the first conditions were set 

in 1173 and 1179. In 1251 the Swedish regent (jarl) Birger 

Magnusson renewed and expanded these conditions within the 

framework of the Hanseatic League, incorporating the 

corresponding one of Hamburg ten years later. As German traders 

were exempted from paying customs du ties in Sweden, extremely 

favourable conditions developed for the trade of the Hanseatic 

League, but most of all it benefited from the fact that its merchants 

did not pay a commission for it, due to the offshore immunity that 

applied to all areas of their activity.  

 

In Sweden, German merchants were subject to Swedish law and 

Swedish courts. Merchants and artisans from the southern 

Hanseatic cities were able to settle in Sweden, who as immigrants 

played a major role in the development of Swedish towns. In mo st 

cases, many of them became Swedish citizens, which contributed 

particularly to the political enrichment of the Vikings' descendants.  

 

According to the Swedish chronicle ȿ$ÙÐÒÚÒÙġÕÐÒÈÕɀ, from the second 

half of the 13th century the German penetration thr ough Hanseatic 

trade into the Swedish economy and culture accelerated 

significantly. However, this development in the new Swedish 

towns, which highlighted the trade in the North Sea and the Baltic, 

was subject to legal control by the Swedish authorities, as was, for 

example, the decree of King Magnus Eriksson in 1345, which stated 
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that the majority of the seats on the municipal councils of the 

territory would be held by Swedes of native origin and gender.  

 

 
 
Images of fishing and packing of salted herring from the book of Olaus Magnus  
Ɇ'ÐÚÛÖÙÐÈɯËÌɯ&ÌÕÛÐÉÜÚɯ2Ì×ÛÌÕÛÙÐÖÕÈÓÐÉÜÚɂɯɯȹƕƙƙƙȺȭ 
 

 
 

 Close relations between Sweden and the Hanseatic League have 

also led to increased mining and exports of high-quality iron and 

copper, which were in high demand in Europe at the time. The 

implementation of new inventions, such as the watermill and 

advanced means of digging, combined with the influx of skilled 

labour from German mining areas, was a boost to Swedish mining 

business, being helped especially with the Hanseatic merchants  

promotion in the northern European market.  
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In the 12th and first half of  the 13th century, merchants from Ghent, 

Ypres, Saint Omer, Bruges, Damme and Aardenburg, sold Flemish 

produced clothes in Westphalia, Saxony, as well as in the regions 

east of Elbe. Their ships carried the popular goods as far as to 

Gotland, and sometimes even farer to Novgorod. However, from 

the early 13th century onwards, more and more Hanseatic 

merchants found their way towards the Flemish cities - first of all 

through Cologne, Lower Rhine and Westphalia, and then from the 

Baltic through   Lübeck and Hamburg. 

 

The floating route from Hamburg eventually won the commercial 

competition to Flanders and its most frequent destination was the 

city of Bruges, due to its growing textile industry. Between 1240 and 

ƕƖƚƔɯÛÏÌɯÔÌÙÊÏÈÕÛÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯɅ&ÖÛÓÈÕËɯ"ÖÔ×ÈÕàɀɯÔÈÕÈÎÌË to improve 

their legal status in Flanders by obtaining more advantageous 

agreements, such as a fixed or reduced duty, or their exemption 

from rescue laws, which in case of a shipwreck assigned to the 

owner the damaged vessel, its goods and crew. 

 

Around the middle of the 13th century, the merchants of Lübeck  

were the most frequent visitors to Bruges and other cities along the 

Swin coast, followed by the merchants of Hamburg. The Hanseatic 

merchants had reserved for themselves the exclusive right to 

transport the products of the Elbe region to Flanders. However, the 

trade beyond the Elbe to the east was the prerogative of the 

Wendish merchants who came in the second half of the 13th century 

first of all from Lübeck, Stralsund and Greifswald, and the  

ÔÌÙÊÏÈÕÛÚɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯÌÈÚÛÌÙÕɯ'ÈÕÚÌÈÛÐÊɯÊÐÛÐÌÚɯÖÍɯ3ÖÙÜĘɯÈÕËɯÖÍɯ$Ó 

$ÓÉÓëÎɯȹ$ÓÉÐÕÎȺȮɯÈÚɯÞÌÓÓɯÈÚɯÍÙÖÔɯ1ÐÎÈɯÈÕËɯ/åÙÕÜȭɯ%ÐÕÈÓÓàɯÛÏÌɯÊÐÛàɯÖÍɯ

Bruges gained its prosperity thanks to the development of its trade 

with all these eastern areas of the Baltic Sea. Within half a century it 

had become a giant transit  centre connecting Flanders with 

Novgorod.  
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At a time when Hanseatic merchants were trying to break into 

Flanders, they also sought to gain access to England. Because some 

of them from Lower Rhineland and Westpha lia, and especially from 

Cologne, were considered unfair competitors in the 13th century, 

Henry III granted the Mercatores de Gutlandia (i.e. the merchants 

from Gotland) in 1237 protection and tax exemption for all goods 

exported to England. The next step was taken in 1266 and 1267, 

when Hamburg and Lübeck were granted permission to set up their 

own Hanseatic branch similar to that of the Cologne merchants. As 

a result, by 1282, almost side by side, three German Hanseatic 

League organizations were formed in  England, which later merged 

to form the joint German Hanseatic League in London. Because the 

Cologne merchants held the presidency for a long time in the 

Guildhall, their newly arrived colleagues from the northern 

German cities preferred to settle in the Steelyard. 

 

The so-called 'Orientals', as the Baltic Hanseatic merchants were 

known in the markets, became more and more interested in a 

number of smaller ports along the east coast of England, such as 

Lynn, Boston, Yarmouth, Hull and Newcastle, where they  set up 

shops and outposts. In this way, the ground was pre-arranged for 

Hanseatic merchants in general to intervene more vigorously in the 

import and export trade of England, which until then had belonged 

to Lombards, Frenchmen and Dutchmen. 

 

Hanseatic trade at the time of its full development had extended its 

borders as far as Novgorod to the east, as far as Bergen to the north, 

and London and Bruges to the west. As an economic system, it had 

developed into an institution by the end of the 13th century, 

covering the entire Baltic and North Seas, and was to survive, with 

some modifications, for a few more centuries. Lübeck remained the 

main transit trade centre for as long as the land route from Trave to 

the mouth of the Elbe, that is, from the area of Lübeck to Hamburg, 

was still in use, preferably in relation to the larger, more expensive 

and dangerous passage through the Kattegat strait. Thanks to this 

facility , Russian and Livonian pastries, furs, leathers, candles, tar, 
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flax, timber, Prussian amber and even more so wheat from 

Mecklenburg and Pomerania, together with their by -products, 

which were flour, malt and beer, they all passed through Lübeck, 

the main trading line that connected with ships Novgorod with the 

port of Bruges. 

 

From the west, fabrics from Flanders, metal products from 

Westphalia, and Spanish, French and Rhine wines and spices were 

transported by sea to Hamburg. Then, from Hamburg hinterland 

were brought wheat, flax, and sheets, as well as metals from the 

Harts Mountains. Swedish iron ore and copper, as well as cattle 

from Scania and Norway, were transported exclusively to Lübeck, 

from the port of which the salt was exported monopolistically to 

Scandinavia for conservation. 

 

The Hanseatic system of trade, which emerged in the late 13th 

century in the western, eastern and northern parts of the northern 

European continent, served as a link and intermediate station for 

the exchange of goods between two different production patterns in 

the East and West, expanded market economy. The merchants of 

the Hanseatic League, having the advantage of the geographical 

position of their markets, became the necessary intermediaries 

between these regions, increasingly invoking their economic 

development, such as the handicrafts of Flanders and Rhineland, 

which had reached an advanced productivity stage, and on the 

other hand the eastern countries with their abundant supplies of 

raw materials and food.  

 

But the most important factor in the successful and efficient 

transport of goods to all ports in the Hanse atic League was the 

construction of a new type of ship, a barrel -type ship, called a cog. 

The cog was larger and more stable than the previous forms of 

merchant ships, as it could carry two or three times more cargo (see 

next chapter, p. 49). 
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Originally d esigned as a conventional sailboat, its hull was built 

with a tooth -shaped assembly to make it deeper, significantly 

improving its navigability and ability to carry bulky and heavy 

goods, while also offering a safer passage to straits compared to the 

smaller ships of the time. The cog could also effectively defend itself 

against piracy or hostile attacks, which helped the merchants of the 

Hanseatic League to consolidate their hegemony position counter 

to their competitors in the North Sea and the Baltic. 
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Representation of the port of Lübeck, as it was in about 1350, with commercial cog-

type ships. 
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Hanseatic domination in the northern European seas   
 

 

The Baltic and the North Sea were exclusive water carriers for the 

development of trade and markets of the Hanseatic League. 

According to the chroniclers of the time, all entrepreneurship was 

based on people "who is engaged in the sea and depend on the sea". 

Maritime activity, shipbuilding and maritime trade were the main 

factors in the consolidation of the Hanseatic League in the medieval 

economy of Northern Europe. In the context of the cooperation of 

all these factors, the trader gained close ties with the sailor and the 

shipbuilder, because only with them could he promote his goods on 

the new sea routes they had developed. This collaboration, 

organized by the League's rulers to dominate its merchant fleet at 

sea, is remarkably symbolized by the old 1226 seals of Lübeck city, 

which depicts a sailor holding a mast rope as if giving the oath of 

allegiance on board. 

 

The growing demands of maritime trade in the North Sea and the 

Baltic were due to the search for more stable and more organized 

markets than the earlier Vikings had established in these areas with 

their relocations. In this regard, the shipbuilding innovation of the 

construction of another durable and more profitable transport 

merchant ship, the so-ÊÈÓÓÌËɯ ȿÊÖÎɀȮɯ ÞÏÐÊÏɯ ÞÈÚɯ ÉÈÚÌËɯ ÖÕɯ ÛÏÌɯ

technique of jagged connection of ships of this type, contributed in 

this direction. The ideal means of achieving this goal came from 

optimizing and maximizing the pre -existing Frisian type of 

merchant ship. From the 12th to the 14th century the cog was the 

leading boat in the waters of Northern Europe. Its importance for 

the development of Hanseatic Commercial Sovereignty was 

reflected in the large number of established ports and coastal cities, 

whose emblems and seals contained invariably  its image as a 

common symbol  of economic cooperation between them. Such city-

emblem-ÚÛÈÔ×ÚɯÞÌÙÌɯÐÚÚÜÌËɯÐÕɯ+ĹÉÌÊÒɯȹƕƖƖƔȮɯƕƖƙƔɯÈÕËɯƕƖƜƔȺȮɯ$ÓÉÓëÎɯ

ȹƕƖƘƖɯÈÕËɯƕƗƙƔȺȮɯ&ËÈĘÚÒɯȹÚÌÊÖÕËɯÏÈÓÍɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯƕƗÛÏɯÊÌÕÛÜÙàȺȮɯ2ÛÙÈÓÚÜÕËɯ

(13th century) and Vismar (in 1250 and 1350). 
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Images of the stamps of the cities of the Hanseatic League with the emblem of a cog. 

 

The shape of the cog depicted on the seals of the Hanseatic cities is 

not descriptive enough to give us a true and reliable picture of this 

innovative navigable and spacious merchant ship. In addition, the 

display was shaped in the circle of the seal and usually projected 

the side of the ship. 

 

4ÕÛÐÓɯƕƝƚƖȮɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÞÈÚɯÕÖɯÌÝÐËÌÕÊÌɯÛÖɯÚÜ××ÖÙÛɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÎɀÚɯÙÌÈÓɯɯÍÖÙÔȭɯ

However, that year a shipwreck was discovered during a sinking, 

which was bur ied three to four meters below the sandy riverbed of 

the river Weser, near Bremen. The shipwreck resembled the 

depicted figures of the cog in the seals of the 13th to 14th century. 

This discovery gave us a unique shipbuilding find that is equally 

significant with the Viking ships found at Oseberg and Gokstad in 

Oslo, or the 16th-ÊÌÕÛÜÙàɯȿ5ÈÚÈɀɯÞÈÙÚÏÐ×ɯÍÖÜÕËɯÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÉÖÛÛÖÔɯÖÍɯÈɯ

channel in Stockholm. 

 

The boat in the discovered cog is 23.5 meters long and 7.5 meters 

wide, and was made of boards, covered with a special polish, and 

traverses that pierce each side, forming a frame structure on the 

ÚÏÐ×ɀÚɯÚÛÌÙÕȮɯÖÕɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÞÈÚɯÈɯÛÖÞÌÙȭɯ3ÏÐÚɯÝÌÚÚÌÓɯÏÈËɯÛÏÌɯ

capacity to carry an average of over 65 loads (at least two tons of 

weight). Although it bore only a mast a nd a sail, it was a relatively 
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fast and nimble boat, especially after the early 13th century, when 

the side rudder was replaced by a stern rudder. 

 

 
 
Photo of the cog found in the port of Bremen in 1962. 
 

The cog that was lifted near Bremen looked as if it had just come out 

of the shipyard because no signs of damage were found on it. In fact, 

some parts of the boat were incomplete. In addition, the ship's 

carpenters had forgotten some of their tools on board, and the 

absence of a ballast betrayed that the ship had never sailed on a 

route. Probably one of the stormy tides, which is common when the 

small Teerhof peninsula is flooded, moved it from the construction 

site a little above the point where it was fin ally found.  

 

The cogs are classified according to many newer shipbuilding 

surveys in the types of merchant ships built "from below". As a 

ȿÉÖÛÛÖÔ-ÉÜÐÓÛɀɯÉÖÈÛȮɯÐÛɯËÖÌÚɯÕÖÛɯÍÐÛɯ×ÌÙÍÌÊÛÓàɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÕÚÛÙÜÊÛÐÖÕɯ

system of firstly shell and frame arrangement, as mentioned in 

previous researches. The original construction of the skeleton was 

done by a method according to which the parts of their hull and 

shell were joined before the frames and other internal structural 

supports were inserted into the hull. In this  case, the frame was 

structured  before the boards of the hull were attached, with the 
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result that the frames and supports were inserted after its 

configuration.  

 

 ÚɯÈɯȿÉÖÛÛÖÔ-ÉÜÐÓÛɀȮɯÚÛÙÜÊÛÜÙÌɯÐÛɯÐÚɯÊÏÈÙÈÊÛÌÙÐáÌËɯÉàɯÈɯÓÖÞÌÙɯÚÌÊÛÐÖÕɯ

that is constructed in a different way from the sides of the boat. 

There are many examples of these types of boats in central and 

northern Europe, which still sail in coastal areas and rivers. The 

bottoms of these boats are largely flat, such as the boat in Bevaix and 

the counter-elements of the Celtic tradition. Unlike all forms of 

ships used to cross rivers and seas in northern Europe during the 

Middle Ages, the bottom of the cog has always been relatively flat 

because it has a slight curvature as shown the figure below.  

 

 
 
Perspective illustration of a cog commercial boat. 
 

The cog was a singular form of ships of the European medieval 

period that was mainly used in the northern German states in 

contrast to similar boats built in the Netherlands and Belgium. It 

first appeared around 1200 and was used until 1450, when it was 

replaced by hulk-type merchant ships (see page 56). However, 

according to archaeological research, there are many written 

sources that mention the construction and use of the cog in the 

North Sea and the Baltic with various names such as Kocho, 

Kuggham, Cogscult and Cogingi, as early as the ninth century, i.e. 

namely after the end of the Vikings' commercial relocations.  
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Although there is no archaeological evidence to show the existence 

of the knot earlier than the 13th century, it is noteworthy that the 

shipbuilding techn ique of this type of merchant ship was used in a 

different way by the Genoese shipowners of the time. The Hanseatic 

cogs generally had a relatively flat carvel, or flush -laid, planking 

switching to lapstrake, or clinker, planking for the high sides at the 

bilge. Their structural elements were made of oak wood, while in 

some additions pine wood was used. 

 

 
 
 

Apart from the planking method, there are other special 

construction features in the form of the cog that have helped the 

ÚÏÐ×ɀÚɯÈÙÊÏÈÌÖÓÖÎÐÊÈÓɯÐËÌÕÛÐÍication, such as the fastenings and the 

caulking clamps, or sintels. The fastenings were made by hooked 

nails, which were inserted from the outside of the hull. The 

protruding end on the inside of the hull was overturned and re -

inserted into the plank. The clamps were a butterfly -shaped with a 

'head' and a 'tail'. The head was inserted into the plank over the 

ÊÈÜÓÒÐÕÎȮɯÞÏÐÓÌɯÛÏÌɯȿÞÐÕÎÚɀɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÊÓÈÔ×ɯÊÖÝÌÙÌËɯÛÏÌɯÖÝÌÙÓÈ×ɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ

side clinker planking. These same clamps could also be used on the 

carvel bottom of the hulls.  

 

The first to us known illustrations of the cog are only its created 

image since the ninth century on coins and city seals of the 

Hanseatic League. These early shaped figures show a single-masted 

ship with three rows of external nails that rev eal the existence of 

three rows of planks above the waterline, from the prow to the stern. 

The ships depicted on the seals and coins have square sails and at 

the beginning of the period of their use were also illustrated with a 
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side rudder, or steering paddle, which was later replaced by a stern-

post rudder.  

 

 

 
 
Perspective illustration  of the cog's form and the wares transportation. 

 

Towards the end of the thirteenth century, the cogs appear on some 

city seals of the Hanseatic League with a superstructure, at the front 

or rear end, or in both parts of the main hull, depicted as a tower. 

The presence of this tower is associated with the use of the cog even 

for military purposes, as happened with the Norwegians in the 

thirteenth century. Although there are no towers in all the 

representations of the cog, it is observed that they became more 

common from the middle of the fourteenth century . This means that 

the tower became more necessary for merchant ships, because it has 

created special spaces for the captain and crew, but even for 

ÔÈÙÐÛÐÔÌɯÏÌÈÓÛÏɯÚÌÙÝÐÊÌÚȮɯÈÚɯÙÌÝÌÈÓÌËɯÉàɯÛÏÌɯÍÐÕËÐÕÎÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÎɀÚɯ

wreck which was lifted near Bremen.  

 

The construction specifications of the cog were first decoded by 

detailed studies of the emblems and coins of the cities of the 

Hanseatic League, which were later enriched by archaeological 

researches of such boats that had sunk and refloated after the 1960s. 

Dr. Paul Heincius has extensively described the image of the cog in 
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his ÉÖÖÒɯȿ#ÈÚɯ2ÊÏÐÍÍɯËÌÙɯHÈÕÚÐÚÊÏÌÕɯ%ÙĹÏáÌÐÛɀ (1956), where he 

ÐËÌÕÛÐÍÐÌÚɯÛÏÌɯÚÏÐ×ɀÚɯÛÌÊÏÕÐÊÈÓɯÍÌÈÛÜÙÌÚȭɯ6ÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯËÐÚÊÖÝÌÙàɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ

Bremen Cog in 1962 it became possible the analysis and 

composition of this type of merchant ship, being an important 

subject of archaeological shipbuilding research.  

 

It  is worthy to note that the cog found near Bremen is an example 

of a ship from the period of the completed development of this type 

of ship. The cogs finally took the form of a double direction, which 

means that the prow and the  of the ship became interchangeable. 

The keel (the lower part of the ship's frame) was the backbone of the 

hull and could consist of one or two sections, depending on the size 

of the boat, and was made of relatively straight boards with a slight 

curvature back and forth. The 'knees', that is, the curved cross-

sections of the keel that were invisible on the boards, were usually 

made of natural forked branches of trees. 

 

In addition, all the other frames and the boat floor were made of 

similar wood as the knees of the keel, which proves that all the parts 

of a tree were used and not only those of its trunk. As later found 

cogs show, the prow and stern-posts were double-layered with an 

internal and external suspension and appear to have been formed 

together at the same time. The internal suspension was necessary 

during laying the keel, as well as for the fastening of the planking 

ËÜÙÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÌÈÙÓàɯÚÛÈÎÌÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÚÏÐ×ɀÚɯɯÊÖÕÚÛÙÜÊÛÐÖÕȭ 

 

The external suspensions were placed after the planking was 

completed. Interestingly, at least in the Bremen cog, the clamps 

were placed at intervals of about fifteen to twenty millimetres along 

the caulking. Large crossbeams were installed towards the top of 

the hull, that spanned the width of the hull and protruded beyond 

it. This is confirmed by many depicti ons and the number of 

shipwrecks found that have been completed to date. The cross 

beams were made of tree trunks and it seems that their height and 

width, although variable, were more important than their 

curvature.  
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The crossbeams did not act as traverses and did not directly 

supported the ship's upper deck. As evidenced by finding 

depictions, the cogs were single-masted and square-rigged vessels. 

The base, which supported the mast along the ship's interior, was 

the centre of gravity of the ship and its po sition varied depending 

on the size of the cog. However, the construction of the mast tends 

to be another mystery to modern researchers, because in many of 

the findings this part of the ship was not recovered - perhaps due to 

its complete destruction at the time of sinking.  

 

Until the 14th century, the Hanseatic cog was the most spacious and 

navigable merchant ship, which could also be used as a warship if 

it carried the appropriate weapons and crew. Around 1400, cog 

began to be gradually replaced by a type of ship that had adapted 

to the changing commercial requirements for more compact 

cargoes, as those of textiles, amber and candles, transporting more 

bulky goods such as cereals, timber and salt. The new ship was 

ÕÈÔÌËɯȿ'ÜÓÒɀɯÈÕËɯÚÌÙÝÌËɯÈÚɯÈɯÔÌÈÕÚɯÖÍɯÛÙÈÕsport for the faster 

recovery of the overseas trade during the 15th century, gradually 

marginalizing the presence of the cog in the ports of the Hanseatic 

League. 

 

The basic idea for the construction of this new type of merchant ship 

was not new. The build ers of the hulks kept many of the elements 

of the cog, especially the keel and everything that had previously 

proved to be practical and useful. The hulks reached a carrying 

capacity of 150 loads (about 300 tons), and their superstructure 

became more imposing with the construction of a two -storey bow 

or even a similar stern.  

 

The real revolution in Hanseatic shipbuilding was due to the 

technique of the shallow keel, which differed from the clinker 

building in that the planks were set up flush, like bricks in a wall 

than rather than tiles in a roof, with the joints butted together. This 

technique made merchant ships more navigable and, consequently, 

more efficient. The cogs, which used to be the main carriers of coarse 
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joints, became even more watertight, thus avoiding many marine 

disasters. Their capacity was also improved, as while they were 

single-masted ships, with a large square sail, they were able to 

compete adequately with the three-masted caravels coming from 

the Mediterranean Sea. 

 

 
 
Image from JohÕɯÖÍɯ6ÖÙÊÌÚÛÌÙɀÚɯ"ÏÙÖÕÐÊÓÌɯȹƕƕƕƛ-18) depicting a hulk. 
 
 
The appearance of the caravels changed the data in the northern 

seas, when they were used by the Dutch sailors. However, this 

development did not mean the end of naval know -how in the cities 

of the Hanseatic League, but instead made its traders realize the 

need to improve their merchant ships, despite the fact that they 

were now threatened by the rise of the Dutch competition.  

 

In addition to cruise ships, the Hanseatic merchant fleets included 

medium -tonnage vessels that were able to carry cargo in difficult 

seas or straits. The vessels of this scale were called ewer and kraier, 

while many innumerable small coastal vessels, propelled only by 

sail or by oar, were called schute, schnigge, and prahme. In addition 

to the above, there were also smaller boats used for traffic in ports 

or for unloading large ships.  
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Until the 13th centur y, the captain of a merchant ship in the 

Hanseatic League was responsible, as the owner, for both the crew 

and the goods it carried. However, when merchant ships became 

larger and more valuable, due to the consequent increased risk of 

serious loss, ownership of each ship was divided into shares, two or 

four in the 14th century, and eight, sixteen, thirty -two or more 

during the 15th century. In this way, a shipowner could own shares 

for different ships at the same time, or be the same merchant, or own 

a shipbuilding or cargo shipping company, investing in the shares 

of his ship. 

 

The system of shares in the Hanseatic economy had a typical 

medieval form for business shipping, which created the class of 

shipowners. The largest influence of these was exercised by the 

shipowners who were also captains, because they themselves took 

over the crew and were responsible for the safety of the ship, while 

after the 15th century they also introduced diary entries for the 

planned route. Their economic situation gave them a similar 

political prestige, through which they exercised municipal 

functions by serving the interests, to a greater or lesser degree, of 

the ruling class to which they belonged.  

 

Initially, the shipowners' cooperative organization was started b y 

the crew. According to the Van Schipprechte, ÛÏÌɯ'ÈÔÉÜÙÎɀÚɯ"ÏÈÙÛÌÙɯ

of 1497, in severe weather and sea conditions, the shipowner had to 

take seriously the views of the majority of sailors (avereyn to tragende 

myt dem moisten deele). In this way, the sailo r, who was guiding his 

companions, gradually made his way to a new type of master, 

promoted by a strict disciplinary authority. The used phrase 'the 

children of the ship' (schipkindere) expressed a euphemism for the 

abolition of the previous autocratical relationship, since the crew 

had now essentially acquired the right to co -decide on critical 

matters. 

 

After the 15th century, sailors from the Hanseatic League began to 

form unions. These were similar to those of the guilds and the 
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fraternities of the craf tsmen, who pursued municipal, ecclesiastical 

and social goals. The first naval union was founded in 1401 in 

Lübeck, and similar associations took place in Rostock, Stralsund, 

Hamburg, and other coastal cities in the Hanseatic state. With 

regard to the establishment of such associations, all those involved 

in the maritime transport of goods were accepted, i.e. not only 

sailors, but also merchant ship owners, masters and owners of cargo 

winches. Finally, the workers in the merchant shipping industry, as 

well as the artisans, from the end of the 15th century, began to form 

their own organizations in order to defend their economic and 

social interests. The most important, but also the strongest example 

of such a union organization was the Fraternity of St. Anne in 

Lübeck. 

 

Although merchant ships were vital to shipping to and from the 

ports of the Hanseatic cities, we still know very little about the 

shipyards and craftsmen who built these boats. In some cases we 

can only draw some conclusions from later informat ion, or from the 

findings of our time. For example, the Stralsund Treasury recorded  

a huge growth in the shipbuilding sector of the Hanseatic city, and 

it states that the ownership of the land on which the merchant ships 

were built increased from 9 in 1400 to 11 in 1411, and in 13 a few 

years later. 

 

Obviously, in each port there was the necessary winch for loading 

and unloading (lastadie), which was usually placed on a coastal and 

well -fenced dock. The dock had a suitable slope for the launch of 

new boats, and contained all the necessary means, such as cranes, 

shipbuilding materials, and a channel with a suitable width for each 

ship. Most of the equipment in the cargo unloading area was a 

cooperative property, which included all the basic technical means, 

such as cranes and winches. 

 

 ÊÊÖÙËÐÕÎɯ ÛÖɯ ÈÕɯ ÖÓËɯ ƕƘƕƕɯ ÙÌ×ÖÙÛɯ Éàɯ 6ÐÚÔÈÙɀÚɯ %ÙÈÛÌÙÕÐÛàɯ ÖÍɯ

shipbuilders, the work at the ports of the Hanseatic League was in 

line with the progress of merchant shipping and the available in the 
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North and Baltic Sea routes. Originally, the cog, with the shallow 

depth and curved keel containing the storerooms, had increased its 

content to the extent that the coastal waters of the ports allowed. 

The same thing happened with the later construction of the hulk. 

Both types of these merchant ships could sail along each coastline, 

and cross the open seas at closest distances from land. 

 

 
 

The Lüneburg crane  from 1346. 
 

The captains based the cogs and the hulks navigation on memorized 

specific landmarks and topographic points. Initially, these data 

were transmitted by word of mouth, until they were recorded and 

printed as floating rules, which set the guidelines for each outgoing 

route. The ȿ-ÐÌËÌÙËÌÜÛÚÊÏÌÚɯ2ÌÎÌÓÉÜÊÏɀ, a 15th-century South German 

naval diary, contains a collection of navigation instructions that 

describe in detail ports, distances, depths, routes, landmarks and 

other similar aids. The information covering the route between 

England and Tallinn (former Reval) was originally recorded in 

Bruges about a century earlier, but was later spread throughout the 
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territory of the Hanseatic League, translated into the Low German 

dialect.  

 

 
 
Representation of a cargo up- and unloading dock at Hanseatic port.  
 

During  the 15th century, the navigational instructions began to be 

supplemented with some descriptions of parts of coastlines or 

adjacent islands and islets. The illustrations showed the shape of the 

shores with exceptional accuracy and were the natural and artificial 

aids to navigation. There were also suggestions for observing the 

colours of the sea water, the birds of the nearby areas and all the 

species of fish encountered along the way. 

 

The compass has been unknown, or very rare, in Hanseatic 

navigation for a long time. However, we know that it was first used 

in the English Channel at the end of the 12th century, and in 

Scandinavia around 1300. This means that many years passed until 

the merchant ships of the Hanseatic League were able to locate their 

position accurately, and for this reason the handwritten  instructions 

were, without a doubt, the most important aids until the use of the 

compass. 
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-ÈÝÈÓɯÔÈ×ɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ'ÈÕÚÌÈÛÐÊɯÌÙÈɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÊÐÛàɯÖÍɯ3ÏÖÙÜÕÐÜÔɯȹ3ÖÙÜĘȺȮɯÉÜÐÓÛɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÉÈÕÒɯÖÍɯ

the river Vistula.  

 

The written navigational instructions also included seabed 

measurements and observations of marine basins to consistently 

determine the geological characteristics of the sea bottoms. Their 

ÜÚÌɯÈÚɯȿ2ÌÌÉÜÊÏɀ, that is, as a textbook for learning the natural and 

artificial signs that ensured a safe travel, proves that shipping had 

evolved greatly for the needs of the Hanseatic League's maritime 

trade. Their content can even today reconstruct the real journeys 

that took place then in the Baltic Sea and in the passage of Denmark 

through the straits of Kattegat and Skagerrak, or the sea route to 

1ÖÚÛÖÊÒȮɯ&ËÈĘÚÒɯÖÙɯ+ÐÝÖÕÐÈȮɯÉÜÛɯÌÝÌÕɯÍÙÖÔɯ3ÈÓÓÐÕÕɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÐÚÓÈÕËÚɯÖf 

Gotland and Bornholm. These sea guides also mention the main and 

secondary routes, as well as the fact that in certain cases the 

assistance of local captains had to be sought, who could help in 

difficult crossings or at the entrance to difficult ports.  

 

The organized and guided navigation of the Hanseatic League 

concerned not only sea routes, but also special river transports in 

the cities of the hinterland. In Seebuch, for example, are recorded  

navigations on the Rhine River, where goods were transported by 

rowing boats from Strasbourg to Cologne, to be uploaded later in 

cogs that would be sent to the North Sea. Recorded instructions 
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have also been found concerning the crossing of the river Elbe to 

Prague, via Magdeburg, and then to Moldova. The same was the 

case with the transportations towards Hamburg along the Spree, 

'ÈÝÌÓɯÈÕËɯ$ÓÉÌȮɯÖÙɯÍÙÖÔɯ2áÊáÌÊÐÕɯȹ2ÛÌÛÛÐÕȺȮɯÝÐÈɯ%ÙÈÕÒÍÜÙÛɯÕÈËɯ.ËÙëɯ

ȹÈÔɯ.ËÌÙȺȮɯÛÖɯ6ÙÖÊÓÈÞȭɯ(Õɯ×ÈÙÛÐÊÜÓÈÙȮɯÛÙÈËÌÙÚɯÍÙÖÔɯ3ÖÙÜĘɯÒÕÌÞɯÛÏÈÛɯ

only by strictly following the instructions of the riv er crossing could 

they transport their goods to the lower valleys of the Vistula, 

reaching the Hanseatic markets of Warsaw and Krakow. 
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Representation in miniature of the economic life in a port of the Hanseatic League. 
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Material production in the Hanseatic League  

 

The commercial activity between the cities of the Hanseatic League 

is recorded in a variety of economic documents of the time, which 

still provide useful information for any kind of research interest. 

However, these sources are characterized as rather fragmentary, 

when it comes to more detailed descriptions of marketable goods, 

with the exception of the handling of certain products, such as 

textiles, wheat and fish. Although metallic products are mostly 

clearly described in terms of their function (e.g. wires and copper 

pots), other products, such as ceramic or glass products, are 

mentioned almost none. 

 

One of the most important written sources is the records of trade 

stocks and accounts, as well as the wills of Hanseatic merchants, 

with somewhat indeterminate content in terms of their commercial 

activity. There are very few documents showing the country of 

origin of a commercial good, such as the account book of the church 

of Laufàs in Northern Ireland of 1559, which lists some of the 

'German cutting plates' (skerbord þysk). That is why it is still difficult 

to reliably investigate from existing sources who bought goods from 

the Hanseatic traders and who were the recipients of these goods. 

 

For researchers who mostly study the material excerpts from the 

various finds of commercial goods of the time, the written records 

are of little value for the interpretation of these things. Instead, they 

prefer to resort to archaeological methods to detect and display the 

goods traded by the merchants of the Hanseatic League. In any case, 

the systematic processing of data and the classification of material 

goods  in the Hanseatic markets largely depends on the origin of the 

raw materials, their availability, their processing an d the 

consequent lack of specific goods in the cities and the lands of the 

northern seas. 

 

For example, the lack of timber was of great importance to the 

people of Greenland, Iceland, and the Faroe Islands, the Orkney and 
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Shetland Islands. There was also a great need to import iron into 

Greenland, because it had no such resources at all. Respectively in 

Iceland, the production of ceramic objects would be theoretically 

possible, since there was clay, but no progress was made, because 

on the one hand the quality of the clay was poor and on the other 

hand there was no fuel available for fir ing pottery. In addition, 

Iceland did not have enough quartz sand, sodium carbonate or 

potassium carbonate to produce glass, which justified its import 

from the North German cities of the Hanseatic League. 

 

 
 

Wooden cargo barrel of the Hanseatic era 
(Frankfurt am Oder Museum).  

 

In general, each commodity produced was a subject of negotiation 

between the cooperating cities of the Hanseatic League. However, 

it is not easy to estimate that all goods were produced exclusively 

in these cities. In some cases, such as stone building blocks or 

ceramic products, their origin relates to specific in land production 

units, which requires a more thorough scientific investigation. On 

the other hand, it is easier to detect the origin of the goods with the 

help of signs and trademarks, such as the oak barrels that bore their 

owner's mark (Hausmarken) and the Hanseatic city of origin.  

 

It is also very rare to find a certificate of merchandise, which was 

accompanied by commercial documents, such as the seal of a 
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Hanseatic dealer found in the market in Avaldsnes, Norway. This 

presumption fits perfectly with the stamp of the merchant Georg 

Gisze, as depicted in the famous work of art by Hans Holbein the 

8ÖÜÕÎÌÙȭɯ&ÌÖÙÎɯ&ÐÚáÌȮɯÞÏÖɯÊÈÔÌɯÍÙÖÔɯ&ËÈĘÚÒȮɯÞÈÚɯ×ÖÙÛÙÈàÌËɯÐÕɯ

front of his office in Steelyard, the headquarters of the Hanseatic 

League's London-based steel trade. The table shows his seal, which 

consisted of a bone handle and a metal sealing matrix. 

 

 
 
The stamp and ring of Hanseatic merchant Georg Gisze. Excerpt from the painting by 
Hans Holbein the Younger (1532) (State Museum of Prussian Culture in Berlin).  

 

Georg Gisze is the most representative person of Hanseatic trader, 

not only because he has been artistically represented, but also 

because the written sources state that he was mostly engaged in the 

purchase and sale of fishes. He imported fish from Iceland by boat 

to Hamburg, which he resold in London, from where he imported 

fabrics back to Hamburg. The registers also report the commercial 

traffic king of many other products into the North Sea, including 

small portable weapons, copper pots, jugs or trays made of tin, 

hooks and other metal objects. However, it is not easy to determine 

with certainty whether these products were produced in northern 
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Germany or elsewhere, because the reports only testify to their 

distribution in the shops and markets of the Hanseatic League. 

 

However, some of the goods traded in the North Sea and the Baltic 

were made from non-local raw materials. The findings of this 

category constitute a presumption of expanded trade beyond the 

borders of the Hanseatic League. For the most part, all ceramics and 

glassware were imported from southern Europe, but even from 

Asia, because they were unrivaled houseware items during the 

period  1350-1650, a flourishing period of the commercial activity in 

Hanseatic League cities. 

  

In addition to the southern regions, Hanseatic merchants imported 

huge quantities of raw materials from more northern areas of 

Europe. They bought timber from the Bal tic and Norway and 

osmund, a particular type of raw iron, from Sweden to sell in other 

European markets. Imported timber was used for many things, e.g. 

the construction of buildings and scaffolding, and perhaps also for 

the production of smaller objects, although this has not yet been 

proven by archaeological research. The types of imported timber 

cannot be reliably confirmed, as the relevant sources only mention 

raw quantities. However, thanks to the checked tree chronology, we 

are able to know the date of the felling, as well as the origin of the 

imported timber.  

 

However, there are even many other versions of the origin of wood 

products and their contribution to the material culture of the 

Hanseatic League. It is believed to have been produced mainly in 

northern Germany, either by foreign artisans or by locals, with raw 

materials imported from the forests of Scandinavia and Poland. An 

analysis of the productive origin of such wood products took place 

in Stóraborg, Iceland, where it was shown that at the end of the 

medieval period 48% of wooden objects were made of oak, a tree 

that did not exist in Iceland at the time. It is clear that findings, such 

as some barrel-shaped planks, were parts of oak barrels and smaller 

tanks imported into Iceland as packaging and merchandise boxes. 
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Many of them bore the trademark of their owner, which clearly 

testifies to their place of origin from the regions of the Hanseatic 

League. Another finding related to the use of oak wood is found in 

the wreckage of shipwrecks of the time, some of which still exist 

today off the coast of Iceland. These wreckages, which are made of 

oak wood and washed away at the site of the shipwrecks, have been 

collected for archaeological research. 

 

Another sought -after raw material for imports from S candinavia 

was the schist of Eidsborg, Norway, which guaranteed the highest 

possible quality in the production of whetstones. Some kinds of 

whetstone were already being exported via Skien and Telemark 

during the Viking Age. As an established commodity, it continued 

to be exported to the regions of the Hanseatic League throughout its 

economic activity. Evidence for the continuation of this trade during 

the Hanseatic Age is found in the aforementioned areas of schist 

export. There are two shipwrecks there, the cargoes of which give 

us all the knowledge of the later medieval internationalization of 

schist exports by Hanseatic merchants. Through their investigation, 

the mechanisms of trade and the networks of transit through 

Scandinavia's inland naval routes to the North Sea are discovered, 

which was also the case with the respective import of timber to the 

northern regions of Germany.  

 

The hull of the Bøle cog, the ship discovered on the Skien River near 

the town of the same name, which was the central port of the 

Hanseatic trade for the supply of whetstone, leads us directly to 

their place of origin and production. The ship, which structurally 

combines the tradition of the cog with the previous Scandinavian 

ship forms, was made of Polish wood, which was cut down  in about 

1380. Its cargo consisted of large quantities of light grey whetstone, 

originally from Eidsborg. It has been argued that the imported 

whetstone was not only a commodity, but was also used as a ballast 

for navigation . 
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Photo of the shipwreck found in Bøle, Skien, Norway (1959). 

 

Another ship of the same type, the so called 'Cog of Darss', sank in 

the middle of the 14th century off the coast of Darss, in the German 

state of Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania. The ship was built from 

Polish oak, which was cut between 1298 and 1313. Its cargo 

consisted, among other things, of Eidsborg's whetstone, which was 

transported as bars of about 60 centimetres long. The bars were tied 

together in batches of 20 kilograms. This ore, as well as other types 

of cargo, show that the ship was a merchant ship of the Hanseatic 

League transporting products from Norway.  

 

Studying the two shipwrecks, we draw a picture of their prospects 

ÍÖÙɯÏÖÞɯÛÏÌɯ$ÐËÚÉÖÙÎɀÚ whetstones were traded during the early 

period of the Hanseatic League. German merchants realized the 

importance of this commodity as a sought -after source for the 

production of metal cutting or sharp tools, because it could not be 

replaced by any other local raw material. Thus, the Hanseatic trade 

system organized the monopolization of this raw material in all the 

established local networks and factories for the production of metal 

products. Immediately after the whetstones were mined, the rods 

were formed and loaded onto river boats heading to Skien, or other 


