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16 Water as an Economic Resource and as an
Environmental Challenge Within the Urbanisation
Process of the Rhine Valley in the 13th Century
Abstract: The medieval urbanisation of Europe, not least in its manifestation in the region presented here, embraced the whole natural landscape as well as the social landscape. Water – as
an indispensable prerequisite for human settlement – was a recurring topic for urban magistrates – even in the relatively humid regions north of the Alps. In this contribution, exemplary
aquatic aspects of the urbanisation of the Upper and Middle Rhine Valley in the 13th century
will be examined. The analysis shows once more how many facets and forms of water had to
be made use of, regulated and negotiated in political conflicts – between town lords and townspeople and within the communes. But also the environmental challenges which particularly
floods (in themselves often a fallout of deforestation for urbanisation) posed for towns are taken
into account. In doing so, the methodological problems with the scarcity of given sources in
this relatively early urban era of the Middle Ages (in this region) are weighed throughout.
Water was – and still is – an indispensable prerequisite for human culture and settlement,1
even more so of denser settlement in towns. To provide for the dietary, commercial, and the
transport-related demand for access to water was a major task for medieval urban magistrates –
even in the relatively humid regions north of the Alps. But water was not only a source of energy
of different kinds to be used, it was also a natural force to be reckoned with and to be confined.
And, thirdly but not least, water, or rather the rights to make use of it, was also a battlefield for
powers on different levels of society.2 Thus, water is – or rather should be more of – a core
aspect of pre-modern urban history.3 The medieval urbanisation of Europe, not least its manifestation in the region presented here, which is – more concisely – the Upper and the Middle Rhine
Valley (i. e. between Basel and Bonn), included in many ways the whole natural landscape as
well as the social landscape.4 This is not only a postulation by modern research; even the medieval contemporaries could see that connection: around 1300, an anonymous chronicler within
the ranks of the then still relatively young Dominican convent in Colmar wrote a fascinating
report in Latin on the ‘conditions in Alsace at the beginning of the 13th century’.5 In this quite
remarkable description, which intends, not least, to point out the positive effects of the Dominicans’ arrival in that historic landscape on the left bank of the Upper Rhine, the Anonymous
covers a whole range of topics from Intellectual and Ecclesiastical to Cultural and even Environmental History. Among many other things, he points out that Strasbourg and Basel – the old
Roman and Episcopal cities, respectively, on the River Rhine – were still ‘poor in their walls
and buildings’ around 100 years previously, ‘still poorer in terms of private homes’. There were
few fortified houses and hardly any windows there which would carry the light into them. He
goes on to state that Colmar, Schlettstadt (Séléstat), Rufach (Rouffach), Mülhausen (Mulhouse)
and other smaller settlements ‘were not even cities then’ – around 1200 – implying (and for
everyone to be seen) that they were now, around 1300. This passage captures in a nutshell the
rapid and relatively dense urbanisation of his region, Alsace, where, in the course of the

1 Huber-Rebenich et al. 2017.
2 Schubert 2002, 65–107.
3 Cf. e. g. the older publication Maschke – Sydow 1978.
4 Cf. e. g. Schreg 2013 for the supra-local, even rural consequences of urbanisation.
5 ‘De rebus Alsaticis ineuntis saeculi XIII’, in: Pertz 1861, 232–237. The following quotes in English are the author’s
translation of the Latin edition.
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13th century, some 60–70 towns emerged, in addition to the relatively few already in existence
before (particularly Strasbourg). But the monk did not leave it at that. Although not directly
adjoint in the text, he also describes the enormous deforestation of the landscape and its effects.
For now, around 1300, rivers and floods were supposedly much stronger than before, when the
roots of the trees ‘would still retain the humidity of snow and rain within the mountains for a
longer period’. While, as mentioned, the Dominican chronicler does not draw a direct line between urbanisation, deforestation and floodings, we do know about it – and I suppose some
contemporaries would have done so, too.
On the basis of an intensive study on the early urbanisation of Alsace between the 12th and
th
14 centuries,6 in the following I will firstly (and mainly) point out the relevance of water as a
material resource in the building and maintenance of early towns, and secondly, take a shorter
look at the environmental challenges of water for and in towns of that era. Due to the scarce
source material for that time span and region, I cannot provide plenty of insight into the nutritional aspect of water need, as the problem of clean water is mentioned only implicitly in the
written sources of that time and place. That issue is discussed and tackled more amply in the
later 14th and particularly in the 15th century.7 Yet, another aspect of fluvial nutrition ought to
be added: the Dominican chronicler from Colmar claims that, around 1200, there had supposedly been 1500 fishermen doing their business on the river Ill, a conflux of the Rhine, which also
streams through Colmar. The relevance of urban fishermen is also portrayed by the fact that
just about every city in the region had its fishermen’s guild.8

Water and the building, maintenance and domination
of medieval towns
Having stated that water is an indispensable prerequisite for human settlement, even more so
for towns, the importance of waterways for the transport of building materials has to be underlined. The increasingly intensive use of the river Rhine, and its tributaries for that matter, precedes the period of our examination by more than a millennium – due to the scarcity of settlement and broader overland routes up to the High Middle Ages.9 Therefore, landing sites or
harbour areas were often pre-urban nuclei and later on developed distinct infrastructures10 –
thus figuring as step stones of and for urbanisation itself. To examine urban construction with
regard to water in the 13th century, I want to take a short look beyond Alsace to Koblenz, some
200 km to the north at the – eponymous – confluence of the Rhine and the Moselle. At the site
of modern Koblenz, there had already been a Roman castrum, then a territorial stronghold, later
a town of the archbishops of Trier, who, as ecclesiastical lords, started to have the walls expanded and fortified from around 1250. From this development, there are several accounting rolls
preserved for the years 1276–1289 which show the expenses, the seasonal operation, and more.
It is significant throughout these rolls that the costs for the quarrymen are equal to that for the
transport. Often, the cost of transport was even higher than the cost of labour – quite different
to today. That does not even include any charge for material, which was obtained perhaps from
Winningen quarry, 5 km up the Moselle river, which may have been in the hands of the archbishops (attested only later).11

6 Zeilinger 2018.
7 Fouquet 1999, 224–250; Schott 2014, 109–123.
8 See note 4 and Zech 2017.
9 Preiser-Kapeller – Werther 2018; Himmelsbach 2017; Maschke – Sydow 1978.
10 Hirschmann 1998; Matheus 1985; for the concept of ‘harbourscapes’ (with regard to Northern Germany), see
Müller, this volume.
11 Sander-Berke 1997.
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The reason for the establishment and traditing of the account roles probably lies in the
quarrels between lord and local commune over the excise tax imposed by the town’s elite for
the purpose of financing the construction work. Upon that act, probably pre-existing tensions
erupted and were later resolved – for the time being – by co-management of the excise tax,
which resulted in shared accounting. Still, the archbishops built a fortress, soon to be intra
muros, and after years of occasionally even violent struggles, they prevailed. Yet, the communal
efforts in constructing and financing the wall were a major building block, so to speak, in the
process of forming the commune as a body politic and municipal institution.12 Granted, these
accounting rolls are rather situative, standing quite alone in tradition, unlike the serial municipal account books of later centuries, but certainly the series of eleven consecutive rolls on the
same matter is remarkable for the 13th century – and they are among the earliest in the Empire –
and they are equally certainly relevant to our interest here.
While, at Koblenz, we observe a rather indirect linkage of water, town and political conflicts
between commune and lordship, we have more explicit material on that triangle for some Alsatian situations in the 13th century. We therefore return to that region and its intense urbanisation
process, increasing in the 13th century, mainly with medium and small sized towns, which is
largely due to wine-growing and the wine trade, and the successful export of this.13 In 1236,
King Heinrich (VII) granted the Teutonic Order the right to build a water mill close to his relatively young civitas of Mülhausen in Upper Alsace. At first sight, there might be nothing extraordinary about this grant by the royal court, but the local townspeople – who had a ministerial
elite adhering to the royal party – became quite enraged over it. For they had just experienced
the King and the Bishop of Strasbourg (the former manorial lord there) quarelling over the
dominion of that stretch for two decades – and they certainly did not want a third feudal factor
‘on site’. So, they called a town assembly in the church and – upon communi omnium consilio –
built their own mill right at the place designated for the Teutonic Knights. What a power grab
by the urban commune! To understand that action, one has to take into account that mills were
not only places of food processing then, but also inevitable places of power, and not least for
levying fees, namely the mill tax.14 Furthermore, in this case the supposed site was probably
part of the common land, to which the commune had rights of use, if not of appropriation –
and which was a, if not the important factor in the development of the commune as a political
actor, not only in Mülhausen, but in several developing towns of the region. Water expanses
were, indeed, often an essential part of the commons and often managed by the commune. It
is quite significant that the documents relating to this quarrel represent the very earliest ones
of the Mülhausen city archive. In the end, the commune had to give in to the will of their lord,
the king, but at least they had the Teutonic Knights pay for the right to the mill in cash. Another
example for water or waterways, respectively,15 being contested between lordship and commune
stems from the small territorial town of Rappoltsweiler, where, in a partition treaty agreed to
among the noble family of Rappoltstein, it is mentioned that the commune had to maintain the
roads through town, but it is further claimed, too, that the lordship alone had the right to use
the water that runs through town, for their seigneurial mills only. In this second case, the town
lords were just too powerful – and too close in space – to grant the commune this right.
Now on to Colmar, which later would become the leading Imperial city in Upper Alsace and
which, in some ways, is a sister town to Mülhausen in terms of its early development.16 Here,
the space between three adjacent manors of different ecclesiastic landlords was, in the 11th and

12 Fouquet forthcoming. See the study specifically aiming at communal building around and over water by Gruber, this volume.
13 The following apud Zeilinger 2018, 108 f. 173–175.
14 Cf. Petersen – Reitemeier 2017.
15 Cf. Schenk 2018; Himmelsbach 2017.
16 Again after Zeilinger 2018, 72–100.
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12th centuries, filled by mercantile activity and settlement that is archaeologically recorded. The
bailiwick over these manors, most prominently the exercise of high justice, was taken over
by the Hohenstaufen king, later emperor, Friedrich II and his local men around 1212/1214. The
diplomatic tradition shows the presence of ministeriales and other officials of all of those ‘external’ rulers at the place in the decades before and after, many of whom would settle down there
and form the first urban elite. In 1212 and again in 1214, the burgenses (not yet citizens by full
right) of Colmar sold parts of their commons – which probably included stretches of water – in
order to use the revenue to enclose their churchyard. For these acts, the emerging community
of burgenses, obviously headed by followers of the Hohenstaufen, first had to legally, politically
and socially appropriate the commons and then persuade the landlords proper to consent to
the sales – which they did, or rather had to. In the following 3 to 4 decades, Colmar was encircled with the first comprehensive wall, grew substantially both in population and central functions, and maintained its role as a stronghold for the Hohenstaufen kings and their partisans
in the region. It attained the status of a royal city through this, something which it managed to
retain far beyond the end of this dynasty – with increasing municipal autonomy. Unfortunately,
we do not find much mention of water in this early phase – except for the aforementioned hints
in the chronicles, and the catastrophic ones to be treated of later. There is lots of timber dealt
with in the sources, though. But this aquatic deficit in the tradition was mended towards the
end of the 13th century.
The internal growth and the development of several suburbs at Colmar made necessary two
extensions of the city wall, one around 1250 and again around 1287. This led to all sorts of
structural re-arrangements within the (new) walls, too: in a charter of May 14th 1295, the Prior
of the Dominicans in Colmar declared that the city council had granted an extension of the
convent’s grounds and buildings beyond the ‘old’ wall and trench and the construction of buildings for its needs.17 Yet, this was to be done in a way daz wir die flusse sollen lassen fliessen in
aller der friheit, als die burger vnd och die stat bedorfent (that we should let the streams flow in
all freedom, as the citizens and the city need). Also, over those streams the Dominicans were
to build two open chambers with four seats, to which all townspeople would have free access –
to take care of their (in this case ‘special’) necessities.
By the way, for the years 1292 and 1302 the Annales Colmarienses maiores – a tradition
alongside the above-mentioned Dominican – find it noteworthy, that in the first-named year, a
‘technician invented a machine to pipe the water through the streets’ of Strasbourg, and that,
at the latter date, the citizens of Colmar were able to channel water to all city quarters. In the
year 1293, as the Chronicon Colmariense records, the king (or anti-king) Adolf of Nassau was
besieging Colmar in his fight for sole power against Albrecht of Habsburg. One of his troops’
measures was to divert the Mühlbach, the mill creek, which supposedly led to a blatant shortage
of flour in the town and to people having to push the mill wheel – with a meagre outcome.18

Water as an environmental hazard for towns
But with that, we move on to cover, if only briefly, the hazardous aspects of water and urbanisation. Having initially portrayed the large-scale environmental effects of urbanisation19 (not least
by deforestation) – which even the contemporaries were able to discern – and having introduced the problems of sanitation and sewage20 with the last-mentioned episodes, the cata-
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20

CAOU 5, 515.
Pertz 1861, 165 f. 219. 226 (the Latin again translated).
For an eco-archaeological perspective, see Schreg, this volume.
See Arndt, this volume.
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strophic incidents related to water have to be mentioned here as well: besides earthquakes,
fires, droughts, storms and so forth, there are also plenty of references to the hazards of water
in the chronicles of the Upper Rhine in the Late Middle Ages.21 Leaving aside the aspect of ice
jams,22 I want to point to the regularly occurring floodings by the rivers Rhine and Ill and the
damage done not least to bridges – with an often huge loss of human life. Another equally
interesting instance is reported in a passage of the Annales Colmarienses maiores relating to the
year 1281, which had supposedly been particularly cold and humid not only in Alsace, but well
beyond. As the Annales tell us, the torrents flowing down the slopes of the outliers of the Vosges
mountain range flooded and ravaged the entire small town of Sulz in Upper Alsace, filling it
with sediment. At the same time, the close-by town of Gebweiler was hit by a huge landslide
caused by the same event.23 So, water not only helped in building new or growing towns, but –
as we know from other regions and traditions, too – might also destroy urban life. The rebuilding of towns after catastrophic incidences, of ‘Städte aus Trümmern’,24 is another interesting aspect, very apt for inter-epochal and inter-disciplinary research. Interestingly, the remarks
on arid years, in which shipping on the Rhine was very limited, is enriched by the chronicler’s
report that there was plenty of wine in Alsace which could not be shipped and exported, and
was thus abundant and cheap at home.25 As so often in medieval accounts, there had to be an
upside to extreme occurrences.

Conclusion
With these remarks, the outline of which ‘aquatic’ aspects an examination of the early medieval
urbanisation of the Rhine Valley may provide should be clear. They should also stress that water
is – or rather should be more of – a core aspect of premodern Urban History, too, and why this
is so. Admittedly, it is mostly ‘snapshots’ that are presented here, which are in any case the
empiric normality for historians of the High Middle Ages, but which are also – ever so small –
windows into that time, that still grant us important hints of the contemporaries’ perception
and handling of water and town. As we could see in the presented documents and episodes,
there was often a link in content between waters and walls, bridges and mills, and so forth. All
considered, water was not only a matter of biological and economic livelihood, but also an
eminently political aspect of urban development and town life within the decades covered here.
Water certainly was a regular matter of concern, often a conflicted matter in the fluid interactions between the social and political actors in towns. Water was thus not only a natural element
and economic transmitter, but also a frequently negotiated, occasionally embattled, matter. In
this way, research on water and town is right at the interface of Environmental History, Economic and Social History, Political History, Archaeology, Art History, and even Limnology.
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