








ABOVE LEFT: The observer’s chair with telescope dominates level 5 and is walled off from the stairs.
ABOVE RIGHT: On level 6 a rare display of daymarks that were used to indicate the state of the tide.
BeLow: Views of level 6 from different angles.
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ABOVE: At the topmost level 8, usually referred to as the lantern room, we find on the left the exit door
to the outer balcony. On the right is the arrangement used in early times whereby the light source was
mounted in front of a reflector to amplify the light and project it in the required direction through the
narrow window, itself fitted with adjustable vertical metal slats. In this case, the light source on display was
an early electrical apparatus (BELOW RIGHT) with a rotational arrangement to bring a second back-up light
into play if the primary bulb failed.

BELOW LEFT is the same space from a different angle.
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Britain and the Hanseatic
League

t was on the east coast of England that most of the
interactions with the Hanseatic League took place.
Locations such as Beverly, Boston, Great Yarmouth,
Hull, Ipswich and Kings Lynn could all be reached
easily from the many ports along the southern and
eastern North Sea. One is of particular interest here.
King’s Lynn, located in Norfolk on the east coast
of England, has a rich maritime history that dates
back to at least the 12th century. Originally known
as Bishop’s Lynn, the town was founded by Bishop
Herbert de Losinga of Norwich around 1101. He
established a church and a market, which helped
the town grow. Its location on the river Great Ouse,
which flows into The Wash, made it an ideal spot for
a port. It provided easy access to the North Sea and
to inland areas via the river. By the 13th century,
Lynn was one of England’s most important ports.
The town was granted a charter by King John in
1204, giving it greater independence and fostering
its growth as a port and trading hub.

It is true that many east coast ports saw trades
with Hanseatic members. For example, Edinburgh
was occasionally a beneficiary of Hanseatic trading,
but there was never sufficient activity to move the
port into a higher level of ‘membership’. This was
not the case in certain English ports such as Lynn.
Although not a full League member, Lynn had such
important connections that it hosted a Hanseatic
trading post (Kontor). These German merchants
from the Baltic and Hamburg secured trading
privileges at Lynn in 1271 that were confirmed in
1310.

The Hanse House, was built around 1475 for
German merchants trading in the town and still
survives as a rare example of this type of site in
England. Exports from Lynn included wool, cloth,
salt fish, and locally produced agricultural goods,
while imports mainly consisted of timber, furs, resin,
wax, and beer from the Baltic ports. This trading
relationship made King’s Lynn one of England’s
most important medieval ports, rivalling much
larger cities in terms of wealth generated through
trade. After the Dissolution of the Monasteries
under Henry VIII, Lynn passed from ecclesiastical to
royal control, and in 1537 it was officially renamed
King’s Lynn.

ABOVE: The Hanse House in Kings Lynn represents
the historic legacy of the town as a Hanseatic
trading centre.

The town adapted to changing patterns of trade.
In the 16th and 17th centuries, it maintained a
healthy trade with the Low Countries, Scandinavia,
and, increasingly, the emerging Atlantic world. A
shipbuilding industry developed alongside the port
activities, and King’s Lynn became an important
centre for coastal shipping and fishing, especially
for cod and herring.

As larger ports that served Atlantic shipping like
London, Bristol, and Liverpool grew in prominence,
King’s Lynn’s relative importance declined, but
it remained a thriving regional port well into the
early modern period. Efforts to improve the river
and harbour, including engineering works in the
18th and 19th centuries, helped maintain Lynn’s
commercial vitality.
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Conclusions

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Notes

1 It could be argued that there were many other
trading systems before this. An obvious example might
be that of the Romans, but it seems to this author, at
least, that the Hanseatic League was especially close to
being a fore-runner of today’s European single market
by having a solid foundation in international law.

2 Sailing directions, or rutters, were written
documents used by navigators to catalogue the details
of routes, ports and harbours that were the tools of
their profession. Not least amongst the content were
descriptions of the many coastal features and other
precious navigational aids. Even today, these items - now
generally called Coastal Pilots - are vital components of
the navigator’s toolbox.

3 On the north bank of the Thames, just west of
London Bridge.

4 Emperor Frederick Barbarossa (c. 1122-1190) was
one of the most powerful and charismatic medieval rulers
of the Holy Roman Empire. His nickname “Barbarossa”
means “Red Beard” in Italian. He was King of Germany
from 1152 and Holy Roman Emperor (crowned by the
Pope in 1155)

5 Another example of the link with seamen.
6 Van de Noort, p89.
7 Van de Noort, p169-174.
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