
5 Harbours and trading places

We have already seen how the trading stations in the North Atlantic functioned
as markets and places for social gatherings and had a special legal status.1 The
following chapters will analyse these trading sites from a physical perspective,
and provide a topographical study as well as an analysis of how they were used
and how this influenced trading conditions on the North Atlantic islands.

For a long time little was known about the harbours in use in the North
Atlantic. For example, Baasch lists the Icelandic place names he found in the
archival sources from Hamburg, but is not able to identify most of them, indi-
cating that a topographical study was beyond the scope of his research.2 This
difficulty was mainly caused by the fact that the contemporary Low German or
Danish sources render the Icelandic and Shetlandic names in such a way that
they are sometimes hard to pair with modern place names. A better understand-
ing of the harbours in the North Atlantic islands has only been achieved more
recently, with important contributions being Jón Aðils’ analysis of Icelandic
trading stations during the Danish trade monopoly,3 the work of researchers
from the North Atlantic islands,4 and archaeological studies of trading sta-
tions.5 In addition, unpublished records from the Danish State Archives in
Copenhagen provide a wealth of information, especially regarding Iceland; the
present study has made extensive use of these.

The locations and infrastructure of the harbours in the North Atlantic are
defined by the local natural conditions, socioeconomic realities, and settlement
patterns. Unlike on the European continent, urbanisation in the North Atlantic
is a modern phenomenon, and the population lived spread out along the coast
in farms, with only a few denser settlements.6 Moreover, the seasonal character
of the trade provided little incentive for islanders to settle at the trading places.7

1 See Section 4.1.4.
2 Baasch, Islandfahrt, 105–108.
3 Aðils, Monopolhandel, 277–319.
4 E.g. Skúlason, “Hafnarfjörður”, 192–93; Ásgeirsson and Ásgeirsson, Saga Stykkishólms,
67–109; Smith, Shetland Life and Trade, 10–20.
5 E.g. Mehler and Gardiner, “On the Verge of Colonialism”, 1–14; Gardiner and Mehler,
“Trading and Fishing Sites”, 385–427; Arge and Mehler, “Adventures Far from Home”,
175–186; Grassel, “Schifffahrt im Nordatlantik”, 93–95, 103–104, 114–16, 139–169.
6 Þorláksson, “Urbaniseringstendenser”, 181–182; Donaldson, Shetland Life, 73–74.
7 Björn Teitsson, “Islandske kjøpsteder 1600–1800”, in Urbaniseringsprosessen i Norden, ed.
Grethe Authén Blom, vol. 1: Middelaldersteder (Oslo, Bergen and Tromsø, 1977), 91; Gardiner,
“Commercial Fishing”, 87.
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The “harbours” should thus be understood in most cases as being natural har-
bours with only the most rudimentary port infrastructure (e.g. mooring rings on
rocks and skerries)8 where a merchant ship could be anchored relatively safely,
and where there were temporary storehouses or other structures.9 It might
therefore be better to speak about trading places instead of harbours, as Helgi
Þorláksson suggests with regards to the Icelandic situation.10 This characterisa-
tion is also appropriate for Shetland and the Faroes.11

5.1 Harbours in Iceland

In Iceland, around twenty trading sites were used annually by German merchants
during the late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. The accounts of sheriff Eggert
Hannesson from 1552 give us an impression of the German activity in Iceland in

Figure 5.1: Mooring rings along the Norwegian coast near Bergen, from Olaus Magnus,
Historia de gentibus septentrionalibus (1555). Similar constructions were in use on the North
Atlantic islands.

8 Magnus, Historia 4:13 (vol. I, 108) also notes the use of mooring rings in the fjords and sker-
ries around Bergen, which were constructed for foreign commercial ships (Figure 5.1).
9 Arge and Mehler, “Adventures Far from Home”, 6.
10 Þorláksson, “Urbaniseringstendenser”, 172.
11 See Arge, “Aspects of Hanse Archaeology”; Arge and Mehler, “Adventures Far from Home”;
Smith, Shetland Life and Trade, 10–20.
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summer: it lists nineteen German ships in seventeen Icelandic harbours, of which
four were from Bremen, two from Lübeck and the rest from Hamburg (Table 5.1).
However, there are more harbours known to have been in use, at least part of the

Table 5.1: Icelandic harbours in use by German merchants in 1552.

Name Home
town

Harbour

Herman Vedemand (Herman Wedeman) Bremen Ostfyor (Berufjörður)

Kortt Lineberrigh (Cordt Lunenberg) Hamburg Torlackershaffuen (Þorlákshöfn/
Eyrarbakki)

Lyder Kock Bremen Grindewigh (Grindavík)

Hans Smitt Hamburg Bosande (Básendar)

Menertt Ffresse (Meinert Frese) Hamburg Kebelluigh (Keflavík)

Kortt Haruigh (Cordt Harwede) Hamburg Hauneffyor (Hafnarfjörður)

Hans Sidenborrigh (Hans Sydenborch) Hamburg Haneffyor (Hafnarfjörður)

Henrick Kron Lübeck Holmme (Hólmur/Reykjavík)

Diderick Gropper (Dirick Groper) Hamburg Ackernes (Akranes)

Henrick Holste Bremen Buderhaffuen (Búðir)

Claus Monickhussen Bremen Komerwoge (Kumbaravogur)

Herman Struckmeer (Herman
Struckmeyer)

Hamburg Reff (Ríf)

Iorijn Willers (Joachim Willers) Hamburg Stape (Arnarstapi)

Iorgen Meer (Hinrick? Meyer) Hamburg Gryndeffyor (Grundarfjörður)

Welken Kortts (Wilcken Cordes) Hamburg Skottellffyor (Skutulsfjörður/
Ísafjarðarsýsla)

Henrick Vitte Hamburg Hoffsose (Hofsós/Skagafjörður)

Otte Baade Hamburg Husseuigh (Húsavík)

Claus Rode Lübeck Oeyeffyor (Eyjafjörður/Akureyri)

Hans Bymeke (Hans Buneke) Hamburg Oeyeffyor

Source: accounts of Eggert Hannesson (DI 12:323). Names and place names as written in the
Icelandic source; between brackets the German names as they appear in the Hamburg
donation register, when substantially different from the Icelandic, and modern place names
(see Section 6).
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time. The most thorough overviews to date are the maps that Adolf Hofmeister and
Helgi Þorláksson have created, which show the many harbours that were used in
Iceland with the German cities from which the merchants at each harbour came.12

As the authors did not attempt to provide a thorough topographical study, how-
ever, the maps are incomplete in two respects: first, they do not indicate all of the
harbours that were used by German merchants, and second, they do not show the
temporal dynamics of how the harbours were used. Many sources show that the
use of a certain harbour cannot be so clearly associated with the merchants of
a particular city: although harbours were often used by a certain group of mer-
chants for a longer period, it was not unusual that the harbours changed hands.
Moreover, there are many cases in which licences were contested by merchants
from different cities, in which merchants from different cities interfered with each
other, cooperated, or where a licence holder chartered ships from other cities.

A good starting point for research on the harbours used by German mer-
chants in Iceland is the time of the Danish trade monopoly after 1602, which
has been more thoroughly researched.13 Moreover, the monopoly is a period in
which the trade was much more structured, and for which there are more sour-
ces available. The number of harbours was fixed to 20 in 1602, and by 1660 had
been increased to 24 or 25, after complaints from Icelanders. They were categor-
ised as either “fish harbours” or “slaughter harbours”, according to whether
they mainly supplied products from the sea or land.14

There was ample continuity in the use of trading places throughout the
centuries. The Danish merchants after 1601 used many of the same harbours
that had been used by German traders before and probably in much the same
way. The Germans for their part traded at harbours that had been used by
Norwegian traders in the fourteenth century or by the English more recently.
Helgi Þorláksson has shown that the concentration of power in Iceland in the
hands of a few important men after 1200, in connection to the growing role of
foreign merchants in Iceland, had led to the establishment of around ten cen-
tralised trading places associated with the leading agricultural areas. The rise
of the export of fish as the dominant factor in Icelandic economy after 1300
shifted the focus of trade to the main fishing areas in the western part of the
island, where thus the highest density of trading places could be found.15 It
was these harbours which were mainly used by the Norwegian, English,
German, and subsequently Danish traders.

12 Hofmeister, “Hansische Kaufleute”, 40; Þorláksson, Frá kirkjuvaldi til ríkisvalds, 147.
13 See Aðils, Monopolhandel; Gunnarsson, Monopoly Trade.
14 Aðils, Monopolhandel, 277–279.
15 Þorláksson, “Urbaniseringstendenser”, 162, 165–166.
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For the German period, most of the sources concerning the different har-
bours date from the sixteenth century and are connected to the licence sys-
tem, which was introduced in the early 1560s.16 Most of the time, however,
these sources only mention a place name, which is sometimes hard to identify
due to orthographical peculiarities. Nor is it always clear whether the person
who received the licence was sailing himself or chartered others to sail for
him.17 Moreover, the activities of the merchants using these trading places ex-
tended well beyond the area of the harbour itself, and there is much evidence
that suggests that merchants used other trading sites in addition to the “offi-
cial” harbours in their district. Therefore, names of trading places probably
often referred not to a settlement, but to a certain fjord or bay, even if a mod-
ern town with the same name exists.

These areas were first fixed in 1684, when the Danes introduced the district
trade. From this moment onwards, harbours were tied to the district in which
they were located, and the Icelanders were obliged to trade with the merchants
in the harbour that belonged to their district.18 Before that time, however, the
districts were not regulated and in most cases largely undefined. This was prob-
ably at least partly caused by the limited information the Danish authorities
had about the situation in the north.19 Only in very rare cases do we find brief
mentions of the extent of a district, for example “Kumbaravogur reaches from
Ríf and Ólafsvík to Flatey”.20 It is likely that the districts became better defined
with the introduction of licences, as it became important to know where a li-
cence was valid and where not, although most licences only mention a place
name and do not describe the extent of the trading district.

The most illustrative example is here the “harbour” that was traditionally
used as “Ostforde” (‘East fjord’) by Bremen merchants. In Icelandic, there is no
specific fjord called “East fjord”. Instead, Austfirðir or Austlendingafiordung re-
ferred to the entire eastern part of the island, one of the quarters into which the
country was traditionally divided. After a dispute erupted first with merchants in
Vopnafjörður (“Wapenforde”), one of the eastern fjords, and afterwards with the
Hamburg merchants who acquired a licence for “Bernforde” (Berufjörður) in 1590,
the Bremen licence became more specifically defined as “Ostforde” or “Pappie”

16 See Section 3.5.4.
17 See also Section 7.2.4.
18 Aðils, Monopolhandel, 279.
19 See Section 3.5.4.
20 SAB 2-R.11.ff.: Instruction for Tyleman Zerneman, 26 September 1567: “von das Reff und
Wyck bis Flattoy” (15670926BRE00). See Section 6.3.5.
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(Papey, a small island near Berufjörður) with the entire “Ostfordsyssel” (probably
the district Suður-Múlasýsla) and the main trading station “Fuluwick” (Fýluvogur,
nowadays part of Djúpivogur). Archaeological excavations, however, show that on
the other side of Berufjörður, a trading site named Gautavík was in use by German
merchants until the early seventeenth century.21

Another way to determine the extent of the districts surrounding harbours
is analysing the customer networks of German merchants. The account books
of Bremen merchant Clawes Monnickhusen from 1558 and of the Oldenburg
merchants from 1585 in Kumbaravogur show that their customers lived within a
radius of about 60 km around the harbour, an area large enough that it must
have overlapped with the areas associated with many other harbours in use by
German merchants on the Snæfellsnes peninsula (Figure 4.4).22 In the same
way, we can see that the persons from whom testimonies were collected by
Bremen merchants in the dispute about Berufjörður were living along neigh-
bouring fjords as well, even as far away as Hjaltastaðir í Utmannasveit, about
90 km from Djúpivogur (Figure 5.2).23

Given the large extents of these districts, it is the question whether the cus-
tomers visited the foreign merchants in their harbours or the merchants visited
their customers at home. There is evidence for both options, and it probably
depended on the circumstances which one was chosen. Generally speaking, we
might assume that in areas with a larger density of trading stations, customers
would often visit the trading sites themselves, whereas merchants using har-
bours associated with large areas, such as in the eastern fjords, are likely to
have visited their customers at home, as the latter would have had to travel for
days to get to the trading site. In the testimonies collected by Bremen mer-
chants in and around Berufjörður, for example, we find many references that
they had visited adjacent fjords by ship.24 In 1567, the merchants from Bremen
mentioned that they had left a ship in the harbour, which they used to travel
around for their business.25

21 Mehler et al., “Gautavík”, 237–40. See Section 6.6.3.
22 See Section 4.2.2.
23 RAK D11, Pakke 26 (Suppl. II, 16): testimony of Snorri Hallsson and Arni Olafsson,
11 August 1591 (15910811BER00).
24 See Section 4.3.1, footnote 139.
25 “daß sie zu undterhaltung der jetzgedachter havenn, . . . ein schiff, damit sie landtwertß ab
und an, ihrer notturfft nach siegelenn muchtenn, gebauwet”. RAK D11, Pakke 25 (Suppl. II, 15):
Bremen complaints against Heinrich Mumme in Berufjörður, 28 February 1567 (15670228BRE00).
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On the Reykjanes peninsula, on the contrary, examples of the other possi-
bility abound. To name but a few, in 1586, the donation register of the confra-
ternity of St Anne recorded that an Icelander came to the merchants in
Hafnarfjörður to pay the debt of his father, but did not know to which merchant

Figure 5.2: Locations of clients in the Icelandic eastern fjords providing written testimonies in
support of Bremen merchants, 1590/1.
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he was indebted.26 The crew of a ship from Helsingør that sought refuge in
Básendar in 1602, being unable to reach their original destination in northern
Iceland because of abundant sea ice, claimed that the locals welcomed them
because they could not transport their fish to the nearest manned trading sta-
tion in Keflavík, three miles away, as most of their horses had died during the
winter. Skipper Johan Adriansen was keen to point out that since the Icelanders
had come out to meet them by boat, they could have gone to Keflavík by
water.27 Similarly, Hamburg merchants were issued a licence for Hvalfjörður
in October 1600, on the grounds that while the inhabitants there had always
been served by merchants from Hafnarfjörður, the distance was unreason-
ably great (ten miles), indicating that the customers had to travel there
themselves.28

Finally, it is possible to get some idea of the commercial importance of
the various harbours in Iceland from a list of harbours offered to Hamburg in
return for a loan of 100,000 daler to the Danish king in 1565 (Table 5.2). This
source indicates the required amount of flour to be imported to cover the
needs of the trading district for each harbour, indicating their commercial
value. We can see that Hafnarfjörður was by far the most important harbour
on the islands, requiring twice as much flour as the second-largest harbours,
Básendar and Álftafjörður. Moreover, it is clear that most of the harbours
were located in the areas with the richest fishing grounds in the west, around
the Reykjanes peninsula and in the Westfjords. Only one harbour in the east
is mentioned and none in the north (although the latter probably had to do
with the ban on the sulphur trade, as this was mostly exported from the
north). It should be noted, however, that this source provides only estimated
values and that it lists only a part of the harbours in Iceland, with a notable
absence of harbours on the Snæfellsnes peninsula, which we know from
other sources to have been much frequented by German merchants. Luckily,
there is a great amount of material available which sheds more light on spe-
cific Icelandic harbours and the different conditions around the country.
These will be discussed in detail in chapter 6.

26 SAH 612-2/5, 2 vol. 1 (15330000HAM00), f. 316r. For the citation, see Section 4.2.2,
footnote 110.
27 RAK D11, Pakke 27 (Suppl. II, 19): witness accounts, 30 August 1602 (16020830HAM00). See
Section 6.2.3.
28 RAK D11, Pakke 24 (Suppl. II, 8): overview of licensed harbours, 1601 (16010000XXX00).
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5.2 Harbours in Shetland

It is known that Bremen and Hamburg merchants in Shetland used many differ-
ent harbours all over the archipelago as well. However, due to the absence of a
systematic licence system as was in place in Iceland,29 there is much less certainty
about the locations of these harbours. The statement given by the foud Olave
Sinclair in the course of a 1563 dispute between Bremen merchants sheds light on
the system of different harbours used in Shetland. Skipper Johan Runge and mer-
chant Johan Cordes requested to use the harbour Baltasound (“Baltosunt”) on the
northernmost island of Unst, a request that Sinclair denied because there were
already three other Bremen ships active in the immediate area: skipper Dirick
Voege in Uyeasound (“Oegesunt”) in Unst, skipper Segebad Detken and merchant

Table 5.2: Harbours offered to Hamburg in 1565.

Name in the source Modern name Region Required amount of flour
(in lasts)

Ost fiorde oder Papper Berufjörður east 

Bodsandt Básendar southwest 

Keblevig Keflavík southwest 

Haffnefordt Hafnarfjörður southwest 

Ackrannes Akranes southwest 

Patersfiordt Patreksfjörður Westfjords 

Tolkefiordt; Billingervoge Tálknafjörður; Bíldudalur Westfjords ; 

Direfiordt Dýrafjörður Westfjords 

Skotzfiordt Skutulsfjörður Westfjords 

Altefiordt Álftafjörður Westfjords 

Source: RAK D11, Pakke 26 (Suppl. II. 16) (15650000XXX00). Tálknafjörður and Bíldudalur are
considered together as one harbour.

29 Friedland, “Shetlandhandel”, 77 mentions a “licence system”, but does not provide a
source. To the best of my knowledge, there exists only one known licence for Shetland, which
was granted in the course of the 1563 dispute between Johan Runge and Segebad Detken (SD
1195–1579, no. 121; 15600720SCA00). Concluding that there was a “system” based on one sin-
gle case is a stretch, to say the least.
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Johan Schulle in Burravoe (“Borwage”) in Yell, and skipper Johan Michel in
Cullivoe (“Koldewage”) in Yell. Detken had in fact complained to Sinclair that
Runge and Cordes, his former trading partners, had chosen a harbour so
nearby.30 In the document Sinclair states that he had offered Runge and Cordes
their choice from among several other harbours, where the inhabitants were in
dire need of commodities: Scalloway (“Schalewage”), Laxfirth (“Lassevorde”),
Bressay Sound (“Brussunt”), Whalsay (“Quallsunt”), Dunrossness (“Drostenes”),
Papa Stour (“Sunte Mangens Eilandt”, ‘St Magnus’s isle’ – its old name), Walls/
Vaila Sound (“Wallosunt”), and Sound of Papa (“Papposunt”), which Sinclair
called “the main harbours of the entire country” (Figure 5.3).31

Runge and Cordes declined this offer, and went to Bergen instead.32 The
reasons for this are unclear: was there not enough merchandise on offer in the
southern part of Shetland? Or did they lack a network among the local popula-
tion, which they must have had in Unst as they had traded there with Segebad
Detken before? Whatever the case may be, the documents pertaining to the
case give us some idea about the harbours on Shetland: apparently, the many
harbours were not in use all the time, as Sinclair seems to suggest that the
“main harbours” were available at the time. Secondly, there seems to have
been a focus of activity around the northern islands Unst, Fetlar, and Yell, al-
though it is the question whether this only presents the situation at the moment
of writing or a more general pattern.33 The vague terms of the document, how-
ever, do not permit the conclusion that there was a “hierarchy of ports” on
Shetland, as Mehler and Gardiner have proposed.34

Rather, Sinclair’s term “main harbours” might refer to a situation that is
rather similar to that on Iceland: the harbour represented only the anchoring
place of a ship, and the range of commercial activity connected to the harbour
covered a much wider area. A Bremen court case from 1558 suggests the same.
In the case, Gerdt Breker, a ship’s carpenter, tried to retract his confession of
guilt, which obliged him to pay compensation to the heirs of Cordt Hemeling, a

30 SAB 2-R.11.kk.: defence of Segebad Detken, 19 November 1562 (15621119BRE00).
31 SD 1195–1579, no. 140: “de principall haven im gantzen lande” (15630818BRA00).
32 SAB 2-R.11.kk. (15621026BRE00). See SD 1195–1579, p. 106.
33 The focus on the northern islands Unst, Yell, and Fetlar is also noticed by Friedland,
“Shetlandhandel”, 74–75; and Smith, Shetland Life and Trade, 14. According to Smith, of all
merchants known to have traded in Shetland in the seventeenth century, about a fifth of those
known to have visited a specific harbour went to Unst and Fetlar. The references to German
merchants in CBS 1602–1604 give this impression as well: the majority of the merchants fo-
cussed on the northern islands, with the harbour Uyeasound in Unst being the prime
destination.
34 Mehler and Gardiner, “On the Verge of Colonialism”, 7.
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Figure 5.3: Map of harbours used in Shetland in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

5.2 Harbours in Shetland 217



skipper with whom he had sailed to Shetland the year before and whom he was
accused of having forcefully attacked, leading to the latter’s death. Breker, in
his defence, stated that Hemeling had misbehaved towards the ship’s crew,
and sketched the incident that led to the violent confrontation between the
two. According to Breker, he had gone with two others in a boat to Laxfirth
(“Laeß forde”) and had returned late at night, which had spurred the rage of
Hemeling, who attacked him, upon which Breker in defending himself had in-
jured Hemeling.35 According to a testimony of Olave Sinclair, Hemeling’s ship
had been anchored in Whalsay (“Qualsunt”) at the time.36 Both harbours are
mentioned by Sinclair as main harbours five years later, and they are about
15 km apart. If both testimonies are correct, it shows that the harbours were not
clearly separated, and merchants used boats to trade in a wider area around
them. In addition, calls by German merchants for clients to pay their debts in
1602 show that the former were trading in regions where other harbours were
located.37

The identification of the places named by Sinclair is not always a straightfor-
ward task. Dunrossness and Walls, for example, are regions on the island of
Mainland, and not specific places. “Quallsunt” or “Quhailsaysound” seems to
refer more to the water (sound) separating the island of Whalsay from Mainland
than to Whalsay itself. The Sound of Papa is the water between the island Papa
Stour and the region Walls, and is therefore an unlikely locale for trading, as it is
located in close proximity of Papa Stour (“Sunte Magens Eilandt”), which is listed
as a separate harbour as well. To this comes the evidence for other harbours,
mainly from seventeenth-century sources, for example Gluss, Gunnister Voe,
Skelda Voe, Hillswick, Bigton, Burra, Lerwick,38 and “Ness up Swineburchovet” (a
headland near Sumburgh Head)39 on Mainland.40 On Willem Blaeu’s map from

35 SAB 2-R.11.kk.: defense of Gerdt Breker, 7 February 1558 (15580207BRE00). See SD
1195–1579, pp. 73–74.
36 SD 1195–1579, no. 118 (15590906BRA00).
37 See Section 4.2.3.
38 Lerwick might also be the harbour mentioned by Sinclair as “Brussund”, which probably
refers to Bressay Sound, the water separating the islands Bressay and Mainland. Lerwick is
located on its western shore. The town Lerwick, however, only came to existence in the course
of the seventeenth century.
39 This was the harbour where Gerdt Hemeling surrendered his ship to the Earl of Bothwell in
1567 (see Section 3.7). It might be the same – unidentified – bay as “Watts Ness”, which ap-
pears in the Sound Toll registers in 1663 as port of origin of a Bremen ship on its way into the
Baltic, and as the “Gruting Voe”mentioned by Friedland, “Shetlandhandel”, 75n50.
40 Grassel, “Schifffahrt im Nordatlantik”, 91; Smith, Shetland Life and Trade, 14.
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Het Licht der Zee-vaert (1608) we find the name “Hamburger haven ofte
Bremerhaven” (‘Hamburg or Bremen harbour’) in a bay in southern Mainland,
which might be the bay near Levenwick in the parish Dunrossness.41

Sinclair’s “Drostenes” might therefore refer to this bay, or to a bay near
Sumburgh Head, the southernmost tip of Mainland. Descriptions of Scottish
captains from 1633 and 1680 refer to the Pool of Virkie near Sumburgh Head
as “Hambrough Haven” or “Dutch Pool” as well.42 Altogether we therefore
know the names of about twenty possible harbours in Shetland. Combined
with the estimation that about ten to twelve merchants were trading in
Shetland in normal years during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, this
lends further weight to the observation derived from Olave Sinclair’s testi-
mony that not all harbours were in use all the time.43

Evidence from building remains and still-existing buildings, as well as ar-
chaeological surveys, further complicates the picture. In 1626, Simon Harriestede
from Hamburg is mentioned in the donation register of the confraternity of St
Anne on the ship of Jacob Surman, who sailed to “Husselwick in Papoien” in
Shetland. Shetland court records from 1602 show that “Orne Meir” (possibly
Hans Meyer) from Hamburg, a merchant in Gluss, forced Harriestede, who was
trading in the harbour Gunnister Voe at the time, to go to the island of Papa
Stour, because Harriestede was too close to Meir’s harbour.44 “Papoien” probably
refers to Papa Stour, so that “Husselwick” then probably indicates the bay Housa
Voe on the east side of the island. Housa Voe, however, is not very suitable for
anchoring a ship due to its shallow depth and sandy seafloor. Archaeological
surveys hint at two possible German booths on Papa Stour in the northern and

41 Mehler and Gardiner, “On the Verge of Colonialism”, 9; Grassel, “Schifffahrt im Nordatlantik”,
91n630. On a later Dutch map by Jacob Lootsman and Casparus Lootsman, Nieuw’ en groote
Loots-Man Zee-Spiegel . . . (Amsterdam, 1670), the harbour is called “Hamborgerhaven,
Bremerhaven ofte Muyshol”. The latter literally means ‘mouse hole’, which is probably a Dutch
corruption of the Shetlandic mooshol (‘mossy hollow’). It is unknown why the bay is called that,
but a path known as Mooshol Gaet still exists in the area, which connects the beach of Levenwick
with the settlement higher up the hill to the west. It could possibly have referred to a boggy area
or stream near the bay where the merchants could obtain fresh water. The author would like to
thank Brian Smith and Philipp Grassel for this information.
42 Nigel D. Melton, “A Possible 17th-Century Scottish Merchants’ Booth at Eastshore,
Dunrossness, Shetland”, Proceedings of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland 134 (2004):
491–497. Melton notes that the 1680 testimony referred to the Hamburg merchants in the
past tense, which fits with the lack of evidence for German trade near Sumburgh Head in
the second half of the seventeenth century.
43 Smith, Shetland Life and Trade, 14.
44 CBS 1602–1604, 16–17. See also Section 4.4.2.
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southern bays of Culla Voe and Hamna Voe, which is supported by local tradi-
tion. Close to the latter bay is a small lake called Dutch Loch, which lends further
support to the claim that German traders used the area.45 Archaeological evi-
dence of trading activity has only been found on three sites near the southern tip
of Mainland, near Grutness Voe and the Pool of Virkie. The finds date from the
seventeenth century and might therefore be associated with Scottish traders,46

but it is also possible that one of the sites was the “Ness up Swineburchovet”
mentioned by Gerdt Hemeling in 1567.

We might therefore conclude that the “main harbours” mentioned by Olave
Sinclair in 1563 were places where a ship could anchor rather than where trad-
ing was conducted. This conclusion is buttressed by the fact that the names of
many of them refer to bodies of water (-wage, -vorde), and/or were the harbours
available at the time. However, this says nothing about the actual use of trading
places. Licences were probably issued by exception rather than rule, and a mer-
chant covered a wide area around the harbour in a boat, serving places on the
shore where they might have had a booth. As Hance D. Smith proposes, the lo-
cation of the harbours was probably based on the physical suitability for moor-
ing a ship, whereas the location of the booths was more connected to fishing
activity.47 Such a division is also indicated by a contract from 1709, which
speaks of “eightein booths, ports and strands wher the fishing are made”, and
separately “severall ports wher the ships used to lye” during the time mer-
chants from Hamburg and Bremen traded in Shetland.48

Who traded where was probably regulated among the merchants themselves,
and their ranges of commercial activity could overlap, although in cases of
heated conflict the local court or the foud would intervene.49 This also makes it
very difficult to pin down the activity of traders from certain cities or countries to
specific harbours, as Philipp Grassel has noted.50 As we have seen, Blaeu referred
to the bay in southern Mainland as “Hamburger haven ofte Bremerhaven”, indi-
cating that it was used by both Hamburg and Bremen merchants. This also
makes it difficult to compile an extensive overview of Shetland harbours analo-
gous to the overview of Iceland harbours in Section 6, and only some general ob-
servations can be made here. Bremen merchants, for example, seem to have been

45 Jill Campbell et al., “A Report on Preliminary Work on Papa Stour, Shetland”, OITIS Field
Report, No. 1, 2010.
46 Grassel, “Schifffahrt im Nordatlantik”, 92.
47 Smith, Shetland Life and Trade, 15.
48 Shetland Archives, Lerwick, SC12/53/1, p. 339 (17090214SHE00).
49 See Section 4.4.2.
50 Grassel, “Schifffahrt im Nordatlantik”, 93–94.

220 5 Harbours and trading places

https://hansdoc.dsm.museum/Docs/17090214SHE00.html


exceptionally active around the northern islands of Unst, Yell, and Fetlar, whereas
the region around Papa Stour and the Northmavine peninsula seem to have been
frequented by Hamburg merchants (notably Simon Harriestede) around the turn
of the sixteenth century.

5.3 Harbours in the Faroe Islands

As usual, the evidence for the Faroes is very thin, but what we do have seems
to suggest that the use of harbours was strikingly different than in Shetland
and Iceland. There is no contemporary written evidence about any particular
trading place in use during the time that the Germans sailed to the Faroes. In
his description of the Faroes from 1673, the Danish vicar Lucas Debes wrote
that Hamburg merchants were active in the Faroes before merchants from
Bergen, but he does not mention where they were trading.51 It is likely that they
had a storehouse on Tinganes, the headland in the harbour of the current capi-
tal Tórshavn. This site was also the location of the Løgting, the traditional cen-
tre of power on the islands, and is known to have been used as a trading centre
by the Danes in later times.

Another possible location of a trading station is suggested by archaeolog-
ical evidence from the ruins at Krambatangi (meaning the ‘headland with the
shop or booth’) in Trongisvágsfjörður on the remote southern island of Suðuroy
(Figure 5.4). Some small remains, such as bricks and an early seventeenth-
century German Werra ware ceramics fragment, were found in the small build-
ing. Local tradition and the find of a fragment of a crucifix in seventeenth-
century Dutch style on the beach nearby in 1913 suggest that the site was used
by Dutch or German traders in the seventeenth century, and possibly before.52

5.4 Booths and other buildings

Drawings from Danish trading stations on Iceland from the eighteenth century
(Figures 6.4 and 6.8) show buildings constructed on the shore by merchants
that were used to conduct trade and store commodities. The written sources

51 Lucas Jacobson Debes, Faeroernes beskrivelse, ed. Jørgen Rischel, reduced facsimile of the
1673 edition (Kobenhavn, 1963), 227; Cf. Arge and Mehler, “Adventures Far from Home”, 179;
Arge, “Aspects of Hanse Archaeology”, 278.
52 Arge and Mehler, “Adventures Far from Home”, 181–184.
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about the North Atlantic trade regularly indicate that the German merchants
constructed such buildings at their trading stations as well. However, it is
for the most part unclear what they looked like or how exactly they were
used. They are usually only mentioned in passing in the written documents;
the rather vague terms used, ‘tents’ (gezelte), ‘booths’ (buden) or ‘houses’
(heuser), might signify anything from the smallest temporary structures to
larger solid constructions intended for long-term use.

On Olaus Magnus’s Carta Marina (1539), we can see small tents on the
southern coast of Iceland near a harbour called “Ostrabord”, where a Bremen
ship lies at anchor (Figure 1.3), as well as small buildings, which probably sig-
nify a settlement, as is the case in other regions on the map. A similar image is
used in his Historia de gentibus septentrionalibus (1555), where he describes the

Figure 5.4: Map of Faroese places mentioned in the text.
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Icelandic stockfish trade (Figure 5.5).53 It is unknown whether Magnus intended
to display the tents of foreign merchants here, as he does not explain them or
mention buildings of foreign merchants in any other way, but it is significant
that the same structures appear in the picture where he explains the barter trade
in Lapland and around the Bothnian Gulf (Figure 4.3).54 Dithmar Blefken wrote
that the German merchants in Hafnarfjörður had tents that they used as shops.55

Moreover, a complaint from Bremen about Hamburg interference in their busi-
ness in Kumbaravogur mentions that the Hamburg merchants came in 1563 for
three days to the harbour, set up their tents, and conducted trade there.56 It is

Figure 5.5: The harbour “Ostrabord” in Iceland with a trading ship, lighter boat, a pile of
stockfish, and tents on the shore. From Olaus Magnus, Historia de gentibus septentrionalibus
(1555). “Ostrabord” is not known as a harbour from written sources, but as the same harbour is
displayed on the Carta Marina (1539) east of the Vestmannaeyjar (“Vespeno”) and associated
with Bremen merchants, it is likely that the harbour called “Ostforde” is meant here, i.e. the
region around Berufjörður (see Section 6.6.3).

53 Magnus, Historia 21:3, p. 1085.
54 Magnus 4:5, p. 201; 20:2, p. 1032.
55 “Habent Germani, qui in Islandia negotiantur, locum in portu Haffnefordt natura munitum,
ubi sub tentoriis suas merces venum exponunt”. Blefken, Island, 40. Note that Blefken copied
much of his information from Olaus Magnus. See Section 1.1.
56 “So sein doch [. . .] im nehest vorschienen 63ten jare, etzliche Hamburgische kauffleute, [. . .]
drey tage, in solcher have gelegenn, [. . .] one einig gesprech, mit iren schiffe zu inen eingelauf-
fen, ire gezelte daselbst trotzlich auffgeschlagen, und ire kauffmanschafft und hendell, [. . .] aldar
gebraucht und wahrgenhomen.” DI 14:161 (15640226BRE00).
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therefore well imaginable that in new and uncertain situations (the Hamburg
merchants in the example had apparently never been to Kumbaravogur before),
tents or tent-like structures were used to conduct trade.

For longer-term trade, however, pains were taken to erect more-permanent
structures, which could be used for more than one trading season, and in
which goods not sold could be stored during the winter. Multiple sources testify
of this practice. For example, Stefan Loitz complained in 1563 that his servant
had not been able to sell all the goods he had brought to Iceland, and had
therefore left them in the booth.57 In 1567, Bremen merchants claimed that they
had built booths on the beach in the harbour of “Ostforde”, which they used to
store the commodities for their business.58 In a dispute between the two former
trading partners Bernd Losekanne and Christoffer Meyer from Bremen in the
same harbour in 1575, Losekanne stated that according to Icelandic custom,
when the Germans left the island, Meyer had locked the booth and handed the
keys over to the neighbours. The sheriff Eiríkur Árnason later took a barrel of
iron from the booth that he had bought from Losekanne earlier but had not
picked up.59 This custom should certainly be seen in light of the attempts of the
authorities to prevent the winter stay of foreigners in Iceland, which had led to
so much conflict in the 1540s. Through the transfer of the keys to Icelanders,
the authorities made sure that no foreigners stayed in the building or used it for
trading in winter.

Even in summer, the booths were probably not used for spending the
night, but some of the crew must always have stayed on the ship, as the attack
of German traders on the English ship in 1532 indicates.60 Skippers or mer-
chants, however, might have slept in the booths occasionally. To cite a case
from Shetland, Gerdt Breker claimed in his statement regarding his alleged
manslaughter of Cordt Hemeling, that after the fight the skipper had acted like
nothing was amiss and had even helped Breker construct the booths on the
land and the cabin in one booth for the skipper, indicating that the skipper

57 RAK D11, Pakke 30 (Suppl. II, 35): Annaberg, 13 May 1563 (15630513ANN00).
58 “daß sie zu undterhaltung der jetzgedachter havenn, dahselbst am strande ihre heuser, da-
rinnen sie ihre guetter, zu ihrer notturfft zulegen hetten, [. . .] gebauwet”. SAB 2-R.11.ff.: com-
plaint of 28 February 1567 (15670228BRE00); see DI 14:414.
59 “derwegen durch Christoffer Meyers jetzige eigene adharenn und consorten in die boden
geschlagen, und den schlüßel mit dem schuldbuch dem nehesten nachbauer zu bewahren ge-
geben nach Islandischem gebrauch umb nachweisung, so unß in der seh schade ankeme,
etc”. SAB 2-R.11.ff.: defence of Losekanne, 6 February 1576 (15760206BRE00).
60 Baasch, Islandfahrt, 109. See Section 3.3.
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spent the night there.61 Whether this was common practice or not is hard to
determine.62

In Shetland, the premises of the German merchants served not only as stor-
age and accommodation space, but also as production sites for salted fish. In
the seventeenth century, documents mention the use of the beach and the
rocks near the booths for drying fish upon them (the so-called ayres). For exam-
ple, a 1664 contract confirms the acquisition of a piece of land in Haroldswick
in Unst by Bremen merchant Hendrick Detken (“Hendrie Dicken”) to build a
booth upon, “togidder with libertie of the staines, aire and ground for wineing
and dryeing of fisch their upon”.63 Likewise, the sale of a booth formerly be-
longing to a German merchant in 1705 includes the “fish aires”.64

5.4.1 Construction

Booths were usually constructed and owned by the merchants themselves or
their maschup. Many documents regarding disputes mention the great expense
of constructing booths, such that abandoning them after having lost access to a
certain harbour represented a significant financial loss in its own right, on top
of not being able to reclaim debts. This argument was for example put forward
by the Bremen merchants in Berufjörður during their dispute with Hamburg
merchants in 1591;65 by the heirs of Johan Munsterman, who wished to continue
to sail to Kumbaravogur after he died in a shipwreck in 1580;66 by Bremen mer-
chants Herman Detken and Jasper Busing in Shetland in 1653, when they saw
their business threatened by the war between the Dutch Republic and England;67

and by Anna, the widow of Hans Delmenhorst from Lübeck, who had the right to

61 “do myn principal [i.e. Gerdt Breker] de boden up dat landt tymmerde, des gelyken de koien
yn der boden, vor den schypper”. SAB 2-R.11.kk.: complaint of Gerdt Breker, 1 February 1559
(15590201BRE00); see SD 1195–1579, pp. 73–74.
62 Friedland, “Shetlandhandel”, 75.
63 NRS RS44/4, ff. 127–128.
64 NRS RS45/6/2, f. 769r.
65 “lenger dan fur achtzig jaren continue nach einander auff konigliche concession besiegelt,
ihre heuser und buden, die da noch auf stehen, gebawett”. RAK D11, Pakke 26 (Suppl. II, 18a):
summary of petitions about the Berufjörður dispute, 1591 (15910000BRE00).
66 “Dan wir in der have unsere heusere in volligem gebawte sthen”. SAB 2-R.11.ff.: complaint
of Johan Munsterman’s heirs against Joachim Kolling, 12 April 1580 (15800412BRE00).
67 “sie und ihre vorfahren von langen jahren hero in der insell Hittland ihre bohden auffgebau-
wett”. SAB 2-R.11.kk.: Bremen petition to the States General, 28 February 1653 (16530228BRE00).
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use the harbour of Hólmur in Iceland, in 1589.68 In the latter case, we know the
value of the booth, which was sold to Luder Ottersen in 1593 for 20 Reichsthaler,
a sum which Pierre Jeannin characterised as “modest”, so maybe Anna was exag-
gerating about the great expense of building the booth.69 In the case that a
maschup70 was sold or modified, the right to use the booth associated with it was
often sold as well, as in 1557, when Christoffer Meyer from Bremen sold his part
of the company in Shetland to his former companion Hinrick Sprenger.71

On Shetland, landowners entering the trade in the seventeenth century
began to build booths themselves and rent them to merchants.72 Merchants had
already been paying fees for the use of their own booths and shore facilities, as
well as for harbours.73 In one case from 1602–1604, captain Thomas Knightson,
servant of Earl Robert Stewart, constructed a booth in Aith in Bressay on behalf
of German merchant Tonnies Schneman and made the latter’s debtors pay the
building cost of 100 gulden.74 According to John Brand in 1701, it was highly
profitable for landowners to construct booths for merchants, “for some of them
will get twenty dollars per annum for the use of a house in the summer season
to be a booth; and I think twice or thrice the sum will build them”.75

This does not seem to have occurred in Iceland and the Faroes, although
one remark in a Hamburg complaint pertaining to the dispute between the gov-
ernor of Iceland and the Hamburg merchants about the winter stay in 1550
seems to imply that in Iceland booths could be rented from landowners as well.
The Hamburg representatives stated that governor Lorentz Mule had “also
[punished] the landowners (hausbunde) from whom the housing was rented”.76

However, this could also refer to the servants remaining during winter, who
might have rented living space from Icelanders.

Despite the claims that booths were expensive to build, most of them seem to
have been of only semi-permanent quality, with construction costs kept possibly

68 “etzliche heuser, zwar mit grosser unkostung gebawet”. RAK D11, Pakke 28 (Suppl. II, 22):
complaint of Anna, 28 October 1589 (15891028LUB00).
69 AHL Niederstadtbuch, 24-9-1593; Jeannin, “Luder Ottersen”, 359.
70 See Section 7.2.1.
71 SD 1195–1579, no. 108 (15570514BRE00).
72 Smith, Shetland Life and Trade, 16.
73 Smith, 39.
74 CBS 1602–1604, 153–154. Schneman was unlawfully imprisoned by Knightson when he
was not able to pay the specified cost for the construction of the booth: see Donaldson,
Shetland Life, 66.
75 Brand, Brief Description, 798.
76 “Auch die hausbunde von denen die behausung gemittitt”. DI 11:644 (15500000HAM00).
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low. It is likely that the foreign merchants constructed their buildings in the
local fashion. In Iceland this means that they were largely constructed of
turf, and merchants only had to bring wood for structural elements and the
roof. This is suggested by the fact that in the account books of both Clawes
Monnickhusen and the Oldenburg merchants, the sale of an entire booth
to an Icelander is recorded.77 In both cases, there is no sign that the mer-
chants intended to cease trading in Iceland; it is possible that what actually
changed hands were the (wooden) parts of the building, still in good enough
condition to be reused for other purposes. The turf walls might have been
restored and the roof renewed with timber brought from the continent. This
appears also to have been the case when the timbers from the German
church in Hafnarfjörður were sold as the church was being renovated in 1581
(see Section 5.4.3). Finally, in 1594 Oldenburg merchant Harmen Kloppenborg
complained that he had gone to Nesvogur and found that his booths had
been burned to the ground by Bremen merchant Hans Honne, who claimed
to have a licence for the harbour and had started to construct his own
booths.78 If the booths had really been that costly to construct, one imagines
Honne would have confiscated them instead of destroying them and building
new ones.

In the latter case, however, there is a symbolic function to destroying the
booth of the competitor, if one wanted to make a claim about the right to use a
harbour. The same symbolism informed the directive of King Christian IV of
Denmark to tear down all structures built by Germans in Iceland in 1608.79

After all, the Danish traders might have made good use of the buildings after
the Germans abandoned them – though there may not have been many still
standing at that point. Concerned to keep the losses of the Icelandic trading
ban as small as possible, merchants might have sold their booths or transported
them back to Germany. In 1604, Hamburg merchants requested to sail one
more year to Iceland, with one of the purposes being to pick up their booths.80

Mark Gardiner and Natascha Mehler suggest that the German booths in
Iceland consisted of turf walls with a tent-like structure on top, which was left
breached in winter,81 but this does not seem likely if booths were used for

77 Hofmeister, “Schuldbuch” (2001): 20–50 no. 113, p. 45 (15570000BRE00); SAO 262–1, no. 3,
p. 44 (15850000OLD00).
78 NLO Best. 20, -25, no. 6: anonymous complaint, 26 August 1594 (15940826OLD00).
79 Ketilsson, Kongelige Allernaadigste Forordninger, 244.
80 RAK D11, Pakke 27 (Suppl. II, 19): March 1604 (16040312HAM00, 16040322HAM00).
81 Gardiner and Mehler, “Trading and Fishing Sites”, 403–404. Their statement is based on
Detlev Ellmers, Frühmittelalterliche Handelsschiffahrt in Mittel- und Nordeuropa, Untersuchungen
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storage in winter and locked. Finally, Baasch notes an entry in the account book
of the confraternity of St Anne from 1534, which appears to suggest that a booth
or house (huss) was constructed in Hamburg by a carpenter named Frerick and
then transported to Iceland. Upon closer inspection, however, the note does not
actually make clear whether the house was constructed in Hamburg or in
Iceland.82 The latter may be more likely, as ships usually had a carpenter on
board,83 as well as wood destined for sale in Iceland. Kurt Piper and Friederike
Koch have suggested that this entry refers to the church that was constructed in
Hafnarfjörður,84 which makes more sense, as it was paid for by the confraternity
of St Anne and not by a particular merchant or his maschup.

5.4.2 The archaeological evidence

In recent decades, attempts have been made to locate the ruins of the German
booths, with mixed results. Local tradition on all the North Atlantic islands as-
sociates many ruins with the booths of foreign traders, as well as place names
that refer to the presence of foreign merchants in the past. However, Christian
IV’s order to tear down the German buildings in Iceland, the construction of
modern towns on trading sites, and the often-vague terms in the written sour-
ces make it difficult to connect a site to German merchants.85

In Iceland, a number of archaeological sites of trading stations are known
that date from the fifteenth to seventeenth centuries, of which three have been
partly excavated (Gásir, Gautavík, and Búðasandur in Hvalfjörður), but none of
which can be directly linked with the trading sites known from the written sour-
ces. During geophysical prospecting in 2006, two sites named Kumbaravogur
(which might mean ‘the bay of the trading vessels’) traditionally linked to

aus dem Schleswig-Holsteinischen Landesmuseum für Vor- und Frühgeschichte in Schleswig,
dem Landesamt für Vor- und Frühgeschichte von Schleswig-Holstein in Schleswig und dem
Institut für Ur- und Frühgeschichte an der Universität Kiel 3 (Neumünster, 1972), 215–217, who
writes about Gásir in Eyjafjörður in the Early Middle Ages. Given the written evidence, this situa-
tion is unlikely to having been the case for the Late Middle Ages as well.
82 “Item noch hebbe ick uth gheven Frerick dem tymmerman vor dat huss tho makenn, dat in
ysslant qwam in Haneforde”. SAH 612-2/5, 1, vol. 1.
83 Holterman, “Ship Crews”.
84 Piper, “Die Kirche der Islandfahrer”, 228; Friederike Christiane Koch, “Die Stabkirche in
Hafnarfjörður (Südwest-Island)”, Island. Zeitschrift der Deutsch-Isländischen Gesellschaft e.V.
Köln und der Gesellschaft der Freunde Islands e.V. Hamburg 7.2 (2001): 52–53. See Section
5.4.3.
85 Grassel, “Schifffahrt im Nordatlantik”, 113.
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German traders on either side of Breiðafjörður bay were surveyed; five other
largely unexplored sites might be potential trading sites. At all of these sites are
varying numbers of the rectangular ruins of buildings with turf walls lined with
stones, which might be trading booths or boathouses (nausts).86 Of these sites,
the two that show the clearest connection with Hanseatic trading are Gautavík in
Berufjörður87 and Landey, a tidal islet near Kumbaravogur on Snæfellsnes, where
in 2016 a trench was excavated through ruins believed to be of a German trading
booth, which revealed a fireplace among other features. Analysis of ceramic frag-
ments found on the latter site shows that they predominantly came from Bremen,
which is in line with the picture from the written sources.88 What the upper structure
of these booths was like, however, can only be guessed at.

In Shetland, only single buildings are known, although written evidence
suggests clusters of booths as well. For example, a 1671 map by John Seller re-
fers to Laxfirth as “Bremerhaven” (‘Bremen harbour’) and shows a cluster of
buildings on the shore with the caption “Bremer boedenn” (‘Bremen booths’)
(Figure 5.6).89 A document from 1614 was written in the “South Dutch booth at
Uyeasound”, which suggests that there were other booths in the same har-
bour.90 According to John Brand in 1701, there were six German booths in Unst,
whereas only two harbours are known there (Figure 5.3), so that there must
have been more than one booth in each harbour.91 A number of buildings still
standing in Shetland are linked in local tradition with varying degrees of cer-
tainty to Hanseatic merchants in the fifteenth or sixteenth century. One is now
a part of Busta House in Busta Voe, an eighteenth-century stone building.92

Another is a small stone building known as the Pier House on the waterfront in
the harbour of Symbister, Whalsay. It has two storeys, a hoist to transport
goods into the house, and a chimney on the first floor, which might have served
as living quarters (Figure 5.7). R. Stuart Bruce, a native of the island, stated that

86 Gardiner and Mehler, “Trading and Fishing Sites”; Grassel, “Schifffahrt im Nordatlantik”,
158–164.
87 See Section 6.6.3.
88 These were analysed in 2017 by Torbjörn Brorsson and Natascha Mehler, who were kind
enough to share their results with the author. See Section 6.3.5.
89 Shetland Archives SA6/398/57, possibly from the English pilot.
90 SD 1612–1637, no. 121.
91 “Several such Dutch booths are to be seen through the isles, as six ordinarily in the isle of
Unst, two in Yell, &c”. Brand, Brief Description, 797.
92 J. W. Tonkin, “Two Hanseatic Houses in the Shetlands”, Hansische Geschichtsblätter 94
(1976): 81–82.
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it was used by Hamburg merchants, and that another building in the vicinity
was the Bremen booth (böd in the Shetland dialect).93 However, these buildings
have seen substantial reconstruction over the intervening centuries, making it
difficult to verify their alleged use as late medieval trading booths.94

A building that is better documented in the written sources is the so-called
Greenwell’s Böd in Uyeasound in Unst. Nowadays a ruin, the stone building on
the waterfront consisted of two storeys, which were separately accessible from

Figure 5.6: Map of Shetland by John Seller, 1671 (detail), with booths of Bremen merchants
(“Bremer boedenn”) in Laxfirth (“Bremerhaven”).

93 R. Stuart Bruce, “Foreign Merchants in Shetland”, The Shetland News, 11 March 1937; See
also E. V. K. Brill, “Whalsay and the Bremen Connection”, Shetland Life, March 1982, 10–17
and the reply of Brian Smith in a letter in the edition of June the same year.
94 Natascha Mehler, “Thing-, Markt- und Kaufmannsbuden im westlichen Nordeuropa.
Wurzeln, Gemeinsamkeiten und Unterschiede eines Gebäudetyps”, in Holzbau in Mittelalter
und Neuzeit, Mitteilungen der Deutschen Gesellschaft für Archäologie des Mittelalters und der
Neuzeit 24 (Paderborn, 2012), 77.
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the outside, not unlike the Pier House in Symbister. It is linked to the Scottish
merchant William Bruce, who acquired a piece of land “commonly callit the
Dutch quoy [i.e. the German enclosure] or quoy of Sound” on the west side of the
bay in 1646.95 The name of the piece of land on which the booth was built was
thus connected to German commercial activity in the harbour. The connection to
German merchants is further confirmed in a sale contract from 1705, in which
Lawrence Bruce sold the booth formerly owned by the deceased William, to-
gether with a booth formerly owned by Dirick Kuning from Bremen.96 Although
the document does not state in which harbour the latter booth was located, the
wording suggests that it was a similar kind of building. However, as with the Pier
House in Symbister, it is impossible to say whether Greenwell’s Böd was actually
the booth used by German merchants or one constructed later on the same site.

Archaeological excavations have not provided more certainty. Remains of
the so-called Hagrie’s Böd in Gunnister were excavated in 2008. The name is pos-
sibly a corruption of the last name of the Hamburg merchant Simon Harriestede,
who was active in the area around 1600.97 Most of the building was eroded and

Figure 5.7: The Pier House in the harbour of Symbister, Whalsay was allegedly built as a booth
for Hamburg merchants. Photograph courtesy of Philipp Grassel.

95 Gardie House Archives, Bressay, bi/161: Uyea, 21 May 1646; transcription kindly provided
by John Ballantyne. According to a note of the antiquarian James Thomas Irvine, based on a
1771 survey of the scattald marches of Unst, Segebad Detken’s booth was located on the west
side of the burn (creek) of Scata Water, which is possibly the same site. National Museums of
Scotland, DA 882 IRV, volume 2, consulted from SA4/2561/5, f. 119. The author wishes to thank
Mark Gardiner for this information.
96 NRS RS45/6/2, f. 769r.
97 See Section 4.4.2.
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only one corner had survived. It was shown that the building had been con-
structed with thick stone walls and once had a wooden flooring. However, the
heavy erosion on the site and eighteenth-century finds below the floor level com-
plicate the evidence for the use of this building by German merchants in the six-
teenth century.98

Despite the lack of hard evidence linking the remains of trading booths in
Shetland to German merchants, the differences with the archaeological remains
in Iceland are striking. This goes especially for the use of stone walls in
Shetland, which must have been expensive, even though the building material
is available on the islands itself and did not have to be imported like timber,
and thus hints at a long-term intended use of the buildings. Natascha Mehler
has attributed this difference in construction technique to the absence of a li-
cence system in Shetland, which gave merchants more long-term security that
they would be able to continue using a certain harbour.99 This seems plausible,
but it should be noted that licences also provided security for merchants in de-
fending their rights in a certain harbour against competitors. Moreover, in prac-
tice there was much continuity in the use of harbours in Iceland under the
licence system, as we will see in further detail in Section 6. Licences changed
hands only in a few cases; in most harbours, licences were issued to the same
merchants or their associates for decades.

Another possible explanation for the stone booths in Shetland might be that
landowners built them to rent out to merchants; a landowner could be reason-
ably sure that merchants would return each year, which made it sensible to in-
vest in a more permanent form of construction. However, the 1664 sale contract
of land in Haroldswick to Bremen merchant Hendrick Detken mentioned above
includes the right “to build and big ane house or buith, ane or ma, [. . .] and to
win staines, clay and mortar for the building thairof”. This suggests that German
merchants quarried local stone to build booths themselves as well.100 The most
plausible explanation might therefore be a general tendency to use stone (which
was readily available on the islands) instead of timber (which was not) as build-
ing material in Shetland. Around 1600 it can be seen that the Scandinavian tradi-
tion of erecting wooden buildings had been abandoned in favour of the Scottish
tradition of constructing buildings from stone.101 As booths were probably
erected in the local building tradition, the choice in Shetland would be stone.

98 Mark Gardiner and Natascha Mehler, “The Hanseatic Trading Site at Gunnister Voe,
Shetland”, Post-Medieval Archaeology 44, no. 2 (2010): 347–349.
99 Mehler, “Thing-, Markt- und Kaufmannsbuden”, 77.
100 NRS RS44/4, ff. 127–128.
101 Donaldson, Shetland Life, 94–95.
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However, as the existing remains of buildings do not date back further than the
seventeenth century, and none of these can be linked conclusively to German
merchants, it is impossible to say whether this was also the case for the sixteenth
century.

On the Faroe Islands, only the remains of the trading booth in Krambatangi
on Suðuroy are known. The original building, like those known from Shetlandic
remains, had stone walls and a wooden flooring and measured about ten by four
metres. Here as well, however, the dating is difficult and the oldest finds point at
Dutch traders in the seventeenth century.102 On Tinganes in Tórshavn no remains
have been identified that might point to the presence of German merchants, be-
cause the site has been in constant use over the centuries and has been built on
and redeveloped repeatedly.103 However, Símun Arge has recently suggested that
the buildings known as Leigubúðin and Munkastovan on Tinganes could have
been built as merchant booths by the Hamburg traders. They differ from the rest
of the wooden buildings on Tinganes in that their lower storeys were built of
stone, and show similarities in terms of construction technique with the Shetland
booths.104 However, given their uncertain dating, the lack of documentary evi-
dence, and the questionable attribution of the Shetland booths to German mer-
chants, this must remain a mere suggestion.

Finally, comparison with finds in Norway will provide little insight, as
Hanseatic merchants were allowed to settle in towns there, resulting in exten-
sive trading districts and harbour constructions, for example at the site of the
Hanseatic Kontor in Bergen. The challenges posed to the German merchants
when constructing their buildings in Norway were therefore radically different
from what the merchants faced on the North Atlantic islands.105

5.4.3 The German church in Hafnarfjörður

An exceptional building in the North Atlantic context is the church that was
constructed by the Hamburg Confraternity of St Anne of the Iceland Merchants.
In the account books of the confraternity, the first certain entries for the con-
struction of the church date from 1537,106 although it would not be unlikely that

102 Mehler, “Thing-, Markt- und Kaufmannsbuden”, 76; Arge and Mehler, “Adventures Far
from Home”, 181–184.
103 Arge and Mehler, “Adventures Far from Home”, 179–180.
104 Arge, “Aspects of Hanse Archaeology”, 278–281.
105 Mehler, “Thing-, Markt- und Kaufmannsbuden”, 78–79.
106 Baasch, Islandfahrt, 110.
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the “house” in Hafnarfjörður for which the carpenter Frerick was paid in 1534,
also indicates the church or its predecessor.107 The timing of this building activity
is no coincidence. Since its founding in 1500, the confraternity had had a chapel
in Hamburg, first in St John’s monastery and later in the church of St Peter,
which they had lost in 1535 because of the introduction of the Reformation in the
city.108 Moreover, this was the time when Hamburg was at the peak of its influ-
ence in Denmark and had the least to fear that the Icelandic trade would be
banned again soon. Baasch’s characterisation of the construction of the church
as a “bold enterprise” because of the uncertain position of foreign merchants in
Iceland therefore deserves some nuance.109

The church was probably torn down after Christian IV’s directive in 1608
that all German buildings in Iceland must be demolished, and its remains are
hidden below the modern town of Hafnarfjörður. Therefore, we have only very
limited information about what the church looked like and where it was located.
The account book of the confraternity of St Anne mentions only that it stood on
the southern shore of the bay, possibly on Óseyri (Figure 6.3).110 During recon-
struction of the harbour in the 1940s, human bones were found on the former
tidal islet Háigrandi, which were believed by many to have come from the
German churchyard.111

The entries in the account and donation registers of the confraternity do
give us some idea about the construction of the church. There are many entries
for money spent on wood for the church or given to carpenters, and one in 1543
for money paid to the copper smith for copper and nails for the church.
Apparently the church was made of wood and roofed in copper in 1543.
Donations from later years for tar or of the money received from the sale of
wood from the church indicate frequent repairs, including probable larger ren-
ovations in 1581 and 1589, when donations were also given for the carpenters

107 Piper, “Kirche der Islandfahrer”, 228. Koch, “Stabkirche”, 53n3 observes that another
entry in the donation register mentions the church as “hus edder kercken in der Haneforde”
(‘house or church in Hafnarfjörður’) (SAH 612-2/5, 2, vol. 1, f. 306).
108 Piper, “Annenkapelle”, 167–175; “Beziehungen der Islandfahrer”, 179. See Section
7.1.1.2.
109 Baasch, Islandfahrt, 109.
110 “Item noch hebbe dem predycanten geven ut bevel der older lude to os ynd ßuderende
6s”; vol. 2, f.63v (1580): “Item entffangen van Matteiges pape dat he makth in Yslant 1 elle
bredt up dem karckhave an der suderßit in der Haneforde”. SAH 612-2/5, 1, vol. 1, f. 327 (1553);
cited after Koch, Isländer in Hamburg, 29n123.
111 Ásgeir Guðmundsson, Saga Hafnarfjarðar 1908–1983, vol. 1 (Hafnarfjörður, 1983), 14; Kurt
Piper, “Kirkja Hamborgarmanna í Hafnarfirði”, Árbók Hins íslenzka fornleifafélags 66 (1969):
130. See also Section 6.2.6.
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who worked on the church.112 Donations were made for the inventory and litur-
gical objects as well: there are entries for a baptismal font (1538), a bell (1539),
a parchment book of psalms (1540), a paper book for the mass (1541), a second
parchment book (1544), a liturgical vestment (1549), wax candles (1573–75),
and a pall (sarcklaken) (1574, 1587), although the latter might also have been
used for funerals in Hamburg.113 According to Kurt Piper, the inventory of the
former chapel of the confraternity in the church of St Peter in Hamburg was not

Figure 5.8: Statue of the Virgin Mary with Child and St Anne, from the church in Holt,
Önundarfjörður. Image courtesy of Þjóðminjasafn Íslands, inv. no. 2069/1882-29.

112 “Van dussen Ic und X vischen gegeven den timmerluden van vorbeteringe der karcken”.
SAH 612-2/5, 2 vol. 1 (15330000HAM00), f. 266r (1581); Piper, “Kirche der Islandfahrer”, 228;
Koch, “Stabkirche”.
113 SAH 612-2/5, 2 vol. 1 (15330000HAM00).
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reused, but sold to Icelanders in 1536, who were still Catholic at that time.114 A
wooden statue of St Anne with Mary and the baby Jesus (Annen Selbdritt) in
the National Museum in Reykjavík (Figure 5.8) might be a remnant of this
inventory.115

The church was predominantly used by Hamburg merchants in Hafnarfjörður
for religious services, but also as a community building.116 It is for example signifi-
cant that when governor Lorentz Mule wanted to proclaim the regulations and
royal ordinances about the Icelandic trade in 1548, he did so in the church in
Hafnarfjörður.117 The Hafnarfjörður merchants are the only ones who appear in the
donation register as having spent fish on behalf of the church in Iceland (kercken-
fisch).118 However, the church might also have been used by Hamburg merchants
from harbours on the Reykjanes peninsula nearby, such as Keflavík, Vatnsleysa/
Straumur, or Hvalfjörður, with whom the Hafnarfjörður merchants are known
to have cooperated closely. There is no evidence for the use of the church by
Bremen merchants, other Germans, or Icelanders, although the donations for
a baptismal font might indicate that local children were baptised there. In
other places in Iceland, as well as in Shetland and the Faroe Islands, German
merchants probably used local churches, as various gravestones and liturgical
objects donated by Germans testify.119

114 Piper, “Geschichte der Annenkapelle”, 173. It is unclear on which source Piper bases this
statement.
115 Þjóðminjasafn Íslands, Reykjavík, inv. no. 2069/1882-29. The work is thought to originate
in Hamburg, c. 1513. It came from the church in Holt in Önundarfjörður in the Westfjords, the
same church that housed the baptismal font donated by Roleff Eys (see Section 4.5). Koch,
Isländer in Hamburg, 29.
116 Piper, “Kirche der Islandfahrer”, 230–231.
117 Skúlason, “Hafnarfjörður”, 213; Piper, “Kirche der Islandfahrer”, 231; Koch, “Stabkirche”, 52.
118 See Section 7.1.1.2.
119 See Section 4.5.
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