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Early Records Of Buoyage And 
Beacons

It is easy to see that the Humber estuary is a very 
large expanse of water. What is harder to see, 

except perhaps at very low tides, is that it is strewn 
with mud banks and other hazards that have made 
its safe navigation very difficult. Our study of the 
medieval period is inevitably short on historical 
detail for reasons that are obvious, much of it lost 
in the mists of time or the upheavals of conflict. 

What can happen, however, is for meaningful 
extrapolations to be made by consideration of what 
is known about activities elsewhere, given that, 

even in these distant times, news spread quickly 
far and wide with the result that practices that 
were obviously useful in one area were adopted in 
another - sooner or later! But there is no doubt that 
the commonality of objectives amongst the various 
guilds, brotherhoods and fraternities were shared 
by intercourse amongst them. 

The Trinity House of London suffered significant 
losses of records during catastrophic episodes in its 
history. The same was not true at Hull and there have 
been a number of useful publications from which 
we can draw important conclusions, not necessarily 
about the more obvious lighthouses, but of the less 
reported (though still important) implementations 
of buoys, beacons and other seamarks. This will be 
discussed further when we report on the history of 
the Wash (see p297).

The building of lighthouses was an expensive 
undertaking and in the early days of the Trinity 
Houses, even though they had been given the 
powers to do so, there was a protracted delay 
while the Brothers, being careful with the cash that 
was earmarked for charity, observed the progress 
made by motivated individuals. One such man was 
Richard Reedbarowe, a hermit living at Spurn Point 
(or Ravenspurne as it was then known). Here is 
one of the best examples of the situation already 
discussed (see p288) in which a man with Christian 
principles recognized the need to help mariners.

In 1427, he petitioned Parliament for permission 
to levy dues on ships entering the Humber from 
the sea. This request was in recognition of his 
construction of a tower that served as a beacon by 
day and a light by night, intended to guide vessels 
safely through the estuary’s channels.

“ ... havying compassion and pitee of the Cristen 
poeple that ofte tymes are there perisched...
hath begunne in weye of charite, in Salvacion 
of Cristen poeple, Godes and Marchaundises 
comying into Humbre, to make a Toure to be 
uppon day light a redy Bekyn, wheryn shall be 
light gevyng by nyght, to alle the Vesselx that 
comyn into the seid Ryver of Humbre”.52

Finding that his venture could not be “brought 
to an ende withouten grete cost” he petitioned the 
King for help. Reedbarrowe was granted permission 
by Letters Patent of King Henry VI on 28 November 
1427 for a period of ten years. This early initiative by 
Reedbarrowe predates the more formal lighthouse 
systems that were established in the region during 

The first Royal Charter was followed by similar 
confirmatory charters given by Edward VI (1547), 
Mary (1554), Elizabeth I (1567, 1581), James I 
(1607), Charles I (1631), Charles II (1661), William 
IV (1831, 1836).47

The fraternity48 pledged themselves to be present 
in the church of Holy Trinity in Hull on the day of Holy 
Trinity and to carry the guild’s candles. The penalty 
for absence without reasonable cause was one 
pound of wax. With a membership subscription of 
two shillings per year, they also bound themselves 
to help each other in poverty and sickness. 

Until 1456, the guild had comprised men 
and women from various walks of life, including 
tradesmen, chaplains, and vicars, as well as 
mariners, but in 1456 it was agreed that the guild 
would no longer accept members who were not 
mariners.49 By then the membership had expanded 
to include mariners and it was now that twenty-
four ship masters agreed with the vicar of the Holy 
Trinity Church in Hull to maintain a chantry there 
and to build an almshouse. It was therefore by 
means of a gradual process that the guild activities 
became increasingly directed towards the welfare 
of seafarers such that by 1581 the membership 
was taken entirely from the seafaring community 
and the focus towards the welfare of mariners 
was essentially complete. The guild’s powers now 
included responsibility for all pilotage in the River 
Humber.

Storey reports that in 1541, Henry VIII had 
personally witnessed a Scotsman experiencing 
difficulty in bringing the King’s ship into the Haven 
of Hull. He later commanded that all ships should 
be guided into the port by a Brother of the Trinity 
House.50 51
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Above: The old lighthouse at Paull is still to be 
seen on the banks of the Humber. Trinity House of 
Kingston Upon Hull built Paull lighthouse in 1836. 
The lighthouse was taken out of use in 1870 when 
the sandbanks moved and caused the channel to 
shift - when this happened new lighthouses were 
built at Thorngumbald Clough.

Above: In 1878, Adams wrote: “The old Paull 
lighthouse is now disused, but at Thorngumbald 
Clough, half a mile to the south, two lighthouses 
were erected in 1870 - the high lighthouse, red, 
fifty feet high, the low lighthouse, a circular tower, 
yellow, thirty feet high.” 58

the 17th century, such as the pair of lighthouses 
erected by Justinian Angell in the 1670s (see p289).

It is one thing to build a sturdy structure on good 
foundations ashore, but yet another in locations 
where the objective is to mark severe shallows 
and other obstacles in waters where the tides can 
be changing significantly perhaps twice a day. This 
problem is encountered time and again in the study 
of pharology. Thus, in parallel with discussions about 
the robust mighty lighthouse towers, we need also 
to consider from time to time the methods used 
to set lights where they are actually in the water. 
Whether they float or mounted on poles pummeled 
into the river bed generally depends upon the 
depths of water or the currents encountered. 
Whilst I do not consider such marks in general to be 
identified as lighthouses, the area of overlap is such 
as to demand our attention, particularly in parts of 
the world where shallows are common and where 
the installation of leading lights is invoked. This is 
especially true along the coasts of the North Sea.

The presence of sandbanks in the Humber, 
possibly close to Paull, was the reason for the 
erection of a wooden beacon in 1567. This is the 
earliest known record of a navigational aid in the 
remit of the Hull Trinity House. It would appear not 
to have been lit but used as a daymark only, for in 
these contexts, the use of the word beacon almost 

always indicated a daymark - that is, unlit.
Following the Elizabeth I Charter of 1581, from 

1585, a system of buoys, sometimes written as 
boys or known as cannes was brought into use on 
the Rivers Humber and Ouse under the control of 
the (Hull) Trinity House, and vessels were charged 
taxes for making use of them as they sailed to and 
from port. Because there are so few early records of 
such navigational aids, it is worthy of more detailed 
consideration.

One of the best sources of data in earlier times is 
the work of Arthur Storey (1971), an Elder Brother 
of the Hull Trinity House. There is no doubt that 
the great extent of the Humber estuary and the 
complexity of its sandbanks gave rise to a great 
amount of work in keeping the waters marked for 
daytime use, even without considering lights.

The composition of the canne can only be 
surmised from the old items referring to it which are 
spread over a number of years. Mention is made of 
timber, spikes and nails being used; of tar and pitch 
being applied; of iron hoops and of a stone and a 
chain to anchor it. There are frequent entries telling 
of the smith being paid for ironwork about the 
canne, of it being trimmed, and of the mending and 
the setting on it of the gridiron or iron trivet known 
as a brandrith as the top mark. The canne was a 
floating object made of timber and iron, moored 
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in position by a stone and chain. It was of conical 
shape with the mooring stone connected at the 
apex and floating base uppermost. It was handled 
by four, five and six men, and tarred by three men. 
In 1592 the canne was at the Den end, a very small 
island or sandbank near Spurn and was probably 
a predecessor of the existing shoal known as ‘Old 
Den’. It was a very exposed position and the canne 
was occasionally swept away and damaged.

In 1592 a beacon was set up at the Bircom 
(Birthom) sand, a shoal lying off Grimsby. In the 
same year a beacon was erected at the Den end. 
These beacons were protected to a certain degree 
from the ravages of the sea and river by stones 
deposited round the bases.

In 1613 the Hull Brethren made another beacon 
that was set up at the Den by obtaining a half barrel, 
fitting two iron hoops round it, filling it with stones 
and erecting a mast in it. Soon after this time (1613) 
the word “buoy” comes into the records of the Hull 
Trinity House and an entry of 1618 reads “ ... going 
down to the Den buoy and beacon.” The buoy was 
not yet another name for the canne as later entries 
mention them as separate marks. The Brethren 
were maintaining the canne, beacons and the buoy, 
all home-made. Then in 1621 they bought a buoy 
from Holland for £11-9s-4d (£11.47).

On December 10, 1647 the Brethren agreed 
with a boatman of Paull to set up and maintain a 
beacon at Bircom, with the House undertaking to 
provide the pole or small mast of 30 feet in length. 
This new beacon was to replace the one set up by 
the Brethren which had several times been repaired 
and reset.

There are frequent references to the general 
maintenance of beacons and similar entries 
concerning the canne, but it is not until 1667 that 
another buoy called the Clee Ness buoy is recorded 
on the south side of the river, almost opposite 
Spurn. The word canne does not appear in the 
records after 1640 and it seems that the item was 
thereafter called a buoy.

Maintenance was constantly required. On 
September 7, 1656, two of the Brethren were 
ordered to repair the Birkham (Bircom) Beacon and 
the entry of 27 February, 1662 reads:

“Ordered buoy to be placed where Birkham 
Sand beacon stood and has been drifted away, 
until a new beacon be got.”

Another entry for 7 August, 1667 tells of the 

Brethren taking buoys to Burcom and Clee Ness 
sands.

When a buoy was brought back to the house 
for repairs, generally because it had become 
waterlogged through leakage, the tar and pitch 
was scraped off the outside, and the buoy, which 
was made of wood and bound with iron hoops, 
was drained and dried. Then the damaged part was 
made good and the buoys stuffed with peat turfs53 
and thrums54, that is, rope ends - stuffing to give 
extra buoyancy should water get inside, as turfs and 
thrums have a lower density than water. The crown 
of the buoy was refitted on the end, all seams and 
joints were pitched, and the whole of the outside 
tarred.

When a mooring stone was required the Brethren 
often bought worn out millstones. The hole in the 
centre was plugged in order to secure one end of 
the mooring chain and the other end of the chain 
was fixed to the buoy. With the mooring chain and 
stone fitted, the buoy was taken back to its station 
and set in position.

Taking a buoy from the house to its position was 
no light task. As the Brethren had no boat of their 
own, they hired one and men to handle it. Men 
were paid to take the buoy, chain and stone to the 
water’s edge in the old harbour and load them into 
the boat. The boatmen and the Brethren who were 
to take the buoy down river had a meal before they 
set off and took with them a supply of food which 
generally included some ale, as the length of the 
trip was unpredictable and depended upon wind 
and tides.55 But decisions for new placements were 
always required. It was in 1667 that the Brethren 
placed a buoy on the Middle Sand, as the record of 
20 May reads:

“It is ordered that forthwith a buoy be laid 
and placed upon the southern edge of middle 
ground in the Humber and a stone and other 
necessaires be forthwith gotten to that 
purpose.” 56

A note in the margin of the book says that this 
order was made at the request of Captains of men-
of-war. The Burcom and Clee Ness buoys were 
exposed to the severe weather of the east coast 
and there are records of them being washed away 
and having to be replaced. In 1671 one was found 
at Sheringham (Norfolk) and in 1674 another was 
found washed up at Kilnsea. Whether it was for the 
want of money or whether they wanted to reserve 
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the skill of navigating the river to themselves, the 
Brethren seem to have been very slow in laying new 
buoys, although in 1674 when the New Sand was 
found outside Spurn, it was immediately marked 
with a buoy for the Trinity House of London.

Not all of the buoys were constructed locally, as 
the record of 22 August, 1682 reads:

“Ordered George Dickinson to buy at Hamburg 
a good buoy of length 9 feet 6 inches, or as 
near as can be got. The head to be 4 feet 6 
inches from the outside to the outside.” 57

A note at the side of the entry dated 27 November, 
1682, states that Mr Dickinson had procured the 
buoy and was paid £13-8 shillings (£13.40).

The Brethren continued to exercise their 
responsibility during the 18th century and added 
further navigational aids. By 1732 there were buoys 
on the Bull, Clee Ness, Burcom and Middle Sands. 
There is a record of laying a new buoy in 1734 in 
Whitebooth Roads and another on Foul Holme Sand 
in 1735. It is noticeable that after the laying of each 
of these two buoys the charge for buoyage was 
increased. Presumably the Brethren increased the 
buoyage charge to shipping every time they placed 
a buoy in a new position and so ensured sufficient 
revenue for maintenance and replacement.

The various crises in national affairs in the 18th 
century involved the Brethren in considerable extra 
trouble with the buoys. An incident regarding the 
buoys occurred during the rebellion in 1745 when 

the mayor asked the brother in to take up the buoys 
in case rebel ships tried to reach Hull. A record in 
the order book dated September 12, 1748, referring 
to this occasion, reads:

“A memorandum stating that whereas in the 
late rebellion in 1745 this house at the request 
of the mayor and all the man of this town to 
prevent the ships of the enemy from coming 
up the Humber to annoy this town, took up 
the buoys in the Humber and after the danger 
was over like them down again, the said 
mayor and all the man promising to pay the 
charges of the same. And whereas the house 
relying upon such a promise did necessarily 
expend and pay to the person is employed, 
£58.10 shillings as per account and since 
that time several applications both in public 
and private have been made to them, but 
absolutely refuse to pay the same. Therefore 
to perpetuate the said transaction and to the 
like imposition in the future, this and she is 
made to the intent that it may be in the minds 
of those that hereafter shall be wardens, elder 
brother in and assistance of this house when 
the present ones shall be silent in the grave.”

Again in 1779 when a hostile fleet commanded 
by Paul Jones was off the Humber, The Brethren had 
boats lying at the buoys ready to lift them, but such 
action was not required.

Above Left: Three 19th c leading lights at Killingholme on the Humber estuary (see p149).
Above Right: A close-up image of the lighthouse in the far right of the image Above Left.
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The Trinity House Of Leith

Scotti  sh seamen were just like their colleagues 
the world over - aware of their exposure “ ... 

to hourly hazards and the fear of extreme poverty 
and beggary.” 59 Again, without absolute proof, but 
with strong convicti on, the brothers of the Leith 
Trinity House believe that their earliest formal 
grouping goes back to 1380. For insurance against 
their concerns they determined to tax ships doing 
business in the port with an amount they called 
prime gilt that was intended to relieve the poor, 
aged and infi rm members of seafaring families. All 
monies att ract nefarious practi ces and, as diffi  culti es 
in collecti ng the money increased, this charitable 
objecti ve was strongly supported and enforced by 
Mary Queen of Scots with an order stamped with 
the Privy Seal in 1566.

The signifi cant diff erence between the Trinity 
House of Leith and London was to be that the London 
Corporati on was given full responsibility for the 
building of lighthouses, whilst the Leith House was 
not. In Scotland, the responsibility for lighthouses 
was taken up by the Northern Lighthouse Board 
by Act of Parliament in 1786. Before that the 

lighthouses had been built individually through 
private enterprise, the fi rst of which was on the 
Isle of May in 1566. As the need for other lights 
was identi fi ed the Brethren of Leith Trinity House 
generally acted as advisers, a role that conti nued 
long aft er the formati on of the NLB.

The Firth of Forth was naturally the fi rst sea 
area of concern for mariti me safety since its 
waters led to the harbour of Leith that served the 
nati on’s capital. The harbour belonged to the city 
and its management and maintenance were the 
responsibility of the Council, not the Trinity House. 
The income for the House’s charitable works came 
from the aforesaid collecti on of harbour taxes, not 
through light dues since they had not erected the 
lights. On one occasion when they were invited to 
contribute a substanti al sum to the rebuilding of 
the inadequate medieval lighthouse on the Isle of 
May, the brethren declined to do so on the grounds 
that it posed too great a risk to the fi nances of the 
charity.

Thus, within the scope of this book, the Trinity 
House of Leith made only a minor contributi on 
to the erecti on of new lights in Scotland as they 
focused their eff orts on their charitable functi ons.

Above: The medieval lighthouse on the Isle of May. The light was made by burning coal in a roof-top 
brazier, but the light was errati c and ineffi  cient and oft en mistaken for other coal fi res ashore, notably 
those in various lime kilns and coalfi elds. Even being given the largest brazier in Britain aft er complaints in 
1786, it conti nued to cause trouble.
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The Cinque Ports

In the previous chapter we concentrated on the 
association of European cities called the Hanseatic 

League. In England, a much smaller but effective 
confederation of coastal towns in Kent and Sussex, 
originally, Hastings, New Romney, Hythe, Dover, and 
Sandwich was called the Cinque Ports. This did not, 
however, come about because a perceived benefit 
to merchants and traders, but rather because of 
their strategic position facing the English Channel. 

The purpose was defensive at root. Before 
England had a permanent navy, the Crown relied on 
these towns to provide ships and crews for defence 
and transport. In return, the ports were granted 
special privileges such as tax exemptions, a measure 
of self-governance, and trading rights. The story of 
this association - which could not be described as 
a guild, brotherhood or fraternity because it was 
initiated by national government rather than private 
citizens - was strongly influenced by significant 
changes to the coastline in the western region that 
may have been more to do with changes to the levels 
of both land and sea than to the usual processes of 
erosion of soft coastline. As the coastline shifted, 
harbours silted up which forced change upon the 
structure and additional towns were drawn in such 
as Rye, Winchelsea, Deal, Folkestone, Lydd and 
Seaford. Rye and Winchelsea, added in the 12th–
13th centuries, became especially important once 
Old Winchelsea had been destroyed by storms in 
1287. The Confederation developed its own system 
of governance under a Lord Warden of the Cinque 
Ports, who represented royal authority and had 
naval, judicial, and administrative powers. At the 
height of their activities in the 13th-14th centuries, 
the Cinque Ports were effectively the naval 
backbone of medieval England. They provided ships 
for royal campaigns, including invasions of France 
and defence against raids. But with the convenience 
of well-founded ports, they also became wealthy 
trading centres, especially in the cross-Channel 
trade with Normandy and Flanders. 

By the 15th-17th centuries, their usefulness 
was waning as the rise of a standing Royal Navy 
reduced their military importance. Harbours at 
New Romney and Sandwich continued to degrade 
by the accumulation of silt which diminished their 
commercial value. Some ports, like Dover, were able 
to adapt and remained important; others dwindled 
to small towns. The Cinque Ports retained their 

ceremonial and constitutional roles long after their 
military function faded.

This rather obscure topic is very important for 
several reasons. Thanks to some excellent research 
by Hague and Christie60 we have confirmation that 
taxes were levied on shipping using the Cinque 
Ports in 1261. The precise reference found by them 
(translated from the original Latin) is now available 
to us all on the internet.61

“Jan. 30. Westminster.

Grant, for two years from the Purification 
next, to the barons of Winchilse that from 
every ship putting into the ports of Winchilse 
laden with merchandise, they shall take 2d 
(two pence) for the maintenance of a light 
(luminaris) which they have in their port for 
the safety of sailors putting in there by night; 
unless the said barons ought to maintain the 
said light at their own expense.”

We have already called the tax, light dues (see 
p136) but in this instance it appears that the tax 
was called firpenyes or fire-pence with the clear 
implication that the money was to pay for the fire.

The second important point is the clarification 
that these ports were indeed lit at night at such an 
early point in history. The use of a light at Winchelsea 
would have been sufficiently beneficial for it to have 
been copied elsewhere, probably at least to the 
other Cinque ports. We have citations of lights at Rye 
and Yarmouth, for example. We should remember 
that in the medieval period a “light” was often a 
fire on a tower, church, or temporary cresset rather 
than a purpose-built masonry lighthouse and we 
have no details about the form or exact location  in 
these instances. We cannot exclude the likelihood 
that the fire was shown by members of religious 
orders, i.e. they were ecclesiastical by our earlier 
definition. Neither does it negate the possibility 
that “civilian” light keepers were actually paid to  
do the work. It would be easy to ask why - if they 
were so useful - all ports and harbours did not have 
lights? Remember that these ports just mentioned 
were susceptible to significant silting and the build-
up of sand, shingle and the consequent formation 
and movement of channels. This could be the 
reason why lights might have been considered to 
be essential at these locations.
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Three of the four lighthouses in Dover harbour are shown here. There are no 
records of lighthouses in the harbour before the nineteenth century, yet there 
must have been fire-lights that guided ships into such a busy Cinque Port. We 
conclude that they were considered too obvious to require formal descriptions. 
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Conclusions
1. The formation of Guilds, Brotherhoods 
and Fraternities can be traced back at least 
to Roman times, but began to emerge again 
in Anglo-Saxon times.

2. Guilds became the dominant social 
structure, often requiring payment of a 
membership fee and acquiring varying 
degrees of civil power.

3. A number of Trinity Houses came into 
existence in Great Britain in the early 
sixteenth century and received royal 
recognition.

4. Trinity Houses were awarded special 
privileges, including the right to erect and 
install aids to navigation and to charge taxes 
on those who benefited from them.

5. The word ‘lighthouse’ entered the English 
language in the early 17th century, coinciding 
with an increase in the rate of building these 
structures.

6. In 1536, Henry VIII authorized the building 
of two lighthouses at North Shields. They 
were the first English lighthouses with: 

(a) A management plan;
(b) The employment of keepers;
(c) The showing of lights every night;
(d) The charging of light dues to help pay 
for the provision of the lights;
(e) The use of leading lights.

7. Following authorization by Elizabeth I 
in 1566, the first lighthouse built by Trinity 
House (London) was at Dungeness in 1609.

8. The earliest record so far found for tolls to 
be charged to ship masters using lights has 
been established in 1261 and shows that the 
principle of funding lights to assist navigators 
was established at least as early as the mid-
13th century. 

Notes
1 Whittock, p77.

2 Such a management organization at national level is 
now called a General Lighthouse Authority (GLA).

3 There is no consensus in English as to the use of the 
hyphen in the names Newcastle upon Tyne and Kingston 
upon Hull. Both are frequently hyphenated, but in this 
work I shall not use hyphens.

4 There was a maritime organization in Dover. 
Established in 1526 by Sir Edward Guildeford, the Lord 
Warden of the Cinque Ports, this institution was tasked 
with overseeing pilotage and navigation in the region. 
Unlike the Trinity Houses in Deptford Strond (London), 
Hull, and Newcastle, the Dover establishment did not 
operate under a royal charter but functioned under the 
authority of the Lord Warden, leveraging the general 
charter of the Cinque Ports. https://www.dovermuseum.
co.uk/Information-Resources/Articles--Factsheets/
Cinque-Port-Pilots.aspx?utm_source=chatgpt.com. The 
Trinity House of Dover played a crucial role in managing 
the Cinque Ports Pilots, who were responsible for 
guiding vessels safely through the challenging waters of 
the English Channel, particularly between Dungeness 
and London Bridge. Over time, the responsibilities and 
operations of the Dover institution were integrated 
into those of the Trinity House of Deptford Strond. This 
consolidation was formalized by an Act of Parliament in 
1853, leading to the dissolution of the Trinity House of 
Dover.

5 There is historical evidence of a Trinity House in 
Aberdeen, though its nature and function differed 
from those of the Trinity Houses in London and Leith. 
In Aberdeen, the term “Trinity” is primarily associated 
with the Trinity Friars’ Monastery, a religious institution 
founded between 1198 and 1216 by King William I and 
Queen Ermengarde. The monastery was established to 
support poor pilgrims and to help ransom captives in the 
Holy Land during the Third Crusade.

6 Mead, p8-9.

7 Mead, p7.

8 Mead, undated, ca1945.

9 Moir, 1959.

10 Storey, 1967.

11 Mason, 1957.

12 Once again, we include all lighthouses and 
lightstructures, as well as buoys and other navigational 
aids. There may be some element of delegated local 
responsibility to harbour masters, but the GLAs are in 
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overall charge of them. 

13 There remain a few oddities because of the British 
Imperial past. Full discussion is beyond the scope of this 
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