Observations made on Scandinavian medieval life

according to the Vasamuseet in Stockholm

Rig = sails, masts as well as devices for hoisting & manoeuvring

Vasa’s rig = 3 masts & 10 sails

Capstan = upright winch

Capstan on Vasa’s top deck = for sails = required 20 men 

Capstan on Vasa’s battery deck = for anchors = required 8 men 

Vice admiral presides over a squadron of ships (#?)

Helmsman steers the ship using a whipstaff (7-yard long tiller) from inside the wheelhouse (protected from inclement weather and enemy fire).

Crew lived on battery decks among the cannons. Sleeping & eating on bare wooden decks.

Large ships had bilge pumps to remove water from the base of their cargo holds (the Vasa had 4!).

24-pounder cannons fire a shot of 24lb, approx 11kg

The rate of fire of a 24-pounder was approximately 10 shots per hour or one every 6 minutes.

Bowsprits supported 1-2 sprit sails.

They also often contained the latrines (Vasa had only 2 for 400 men!).

Bitt = large wooden beam to which the anchor was attached.

Orlop deck = used for storage, e.g. sail bin, carpenter’s store, barber’s room & oars for longboat.

Storage deck = dry provisions, rope, timber & blocks.

Galley = consisted of a stone slab surrounded by a brick wall. Over an open fire hung a huge (180 litres) cauldron that cooked for the whole ship.

Hold = contained the ballast, the victuals (barrels of salted meat & fish) and (in the stern) gunpowder barrels as well as (in the fore) the anchor cables.

Vasa’s cross-section:
Orlop / top deck = 24 guns

----
Battery deck = 84 guns

----

Storage deck = ?

----

Hold = 120t of ballast

In strong winds the Vasa could manage 8 knots

In medium winds the Vasa could manage 5 knots

In light winds the Vasa could manage 3 knots

Topgallants can weaken, even damage masts in high winds.

Topgallants can be dangerous in crosswinds due to the increased risk of capsizing.

Shipmaster Henrik Hybertson worked 400 men in his shipyard.

1000 oaks were felled for a large ship.

Ship’s reckoning = table of principal measurements + important design details

Underwater salvage was possible and to a depth of 30m (!) through use of a simple diving bell

Vasa’s crew = 150 sailors + 300 soldiers

350 sailors:

1 admiral

1 captain

2 lieutenants

1 barber

1 priest

1 trumpeter (signalman?)

4 steersman

2 shipmasters

1 leading seamen

6 deck officers

4 quartermasters

90 seamen

20 gunners

1 flog master

1 cook

1 cook’s assistant

4 cabin boys

Barber’s responsibilities:

· Blood letter = let blood or “run out” an illness

· Culperer = prepare medicines

· Surgeon = extract teeth & amputate limbs

Diseases (bone ailments, skin complaints, shivers, scurvy) were responsible for 90% of deaths.
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Shipmaster helps the captain

Lieutenants & leading seamen = look after gunnery & artillery

Deck officers = lowest officers in the navy

Watches = 4-hour shifts, either port or starboard

Off-duty = seamen played games of chance (dice, cards) and board games.

Wages

Captain = 475 dalers / year

Seamen = 57 dalers / year

Cabin boy = 38 dalers / year

Since Old World contains 8 days/week, 4 weeks/month & 12 months/year, a year = 384 days.

So perhaps a reasonable comparison could be:

Captain = 250 GCs / year or 13 shillings / day

Seamen = 30 GCs / year or 1’ & 6- / day

Cabin boy = 20 GCs / year or 1 shilling / day

It may not sound like very much given the harsh conditions but bear in that in addition to their coin, all crewmembers benefited from regular meals & fixed lodging.

A final form of payment was cloth (homespun wool).

This permitted every man to makes is own garments.

Usually a long canvas undershirt + homespun wool undergarments.

Food was monotonous = beer, bread, dried/salted meat.

With seven men per wooden bowl.

Other than garments, spoons were just about the only personal possession.

Only officers enjoyed glass, pewter & ceramic utensils.

Provisions consisted of 2-3 months of beer, water, salted meat & fish.

Miscreants could be keelhauled not just 1 but twice, even thrice!

Manoeuvring

Big ships are generally unwieldy but good at tacking

Most rudders (hinged to the stern with pintlets & gudgeons) allowed only limited movement 7°!

To “go about” required using the sails & the wind (i.e. impossible if becalmed unless under oar).

Vasa’s main mast was 52m (150ft) high!

Navigation

Tools of steersman = compass, hourglass, lead, astrolabe (measures height of sun above horizon so as to determine a position on the north-south axis) & charts.

Tactics

Keep your broadside bear

Maintain the windward side (ensures the guns are more elevated)

Keep their broadside rare

Ideally, fire at sails & rigging then board.

If boarding is impossible, sail close and direct fire at enemy’s vessel’s waterline.

If overpowered, the last resort is to set off the powder magazine.

Shipbuilding professions

Caulkers

Sailmakers

Ship’s carpenters

Sawyers

Joiners

Turners & blockmakers

Woodcarvers

Blacksmiths

Nailsmiths (up to 2 yards long and 8,000 used)

Anchorsmiths

Locksmiths

Ropemakers

Master ship builder

Captain of the shipyard

Mast & maintop makers

Gun carriage makers

Borers

-------

Masons

Painters

Porters

Hauliers

Tailors

Ship made watertight using a mixture of pitch & yak hair driven into all slits and joints using wedge & sledgehammer.

Shipnames

Black Dog

Unicorn

Mermaid

Orb

Mercury (Quicksilver?)

Life as sailor

Onboard life was awful:

· Stench (bilge water was stagnant as well as rotting provisions and/or cargo)

· Disease

· Legs shrivelling

· Teeth falling out

· Neck swelling such that the victim could not speak

· Tedium

Irrespective of rank and seniority, everyone aboard wore headgear.

Rations for 1 sailor for 1 month:

· ½ barrel (63 litres) of ship’s ale

· ½ barrel of bread

· 19lb meat & dried fish

· lb salt of month

· ½ firlot (16.2 litres)

In spite of the threat of capital punishment, desertion was quite common (30-45%), especially as it was perfectly legal to serve another man’s conscription.

Captured fortresses could be ransomed (in 1613 Sweden paid Danemark 1 million daler for Aulborg fortress)

Fifteen fishermen were stranded on an ice flow while hunting seals. Luckily the ice flow drifted towards the mainland and they were rescued. To give thanks for their salvation the fisherman commissioned a painting of their misadventure and deliverance.

Medieval punishments

Most common crime involved misuse of fire

Humiliation = public flogging, pillory, public repentance

Hard labour = hew stones, dye yarn, weave coarse wool cloth, work bellows in foundries

Serious crimes (repeated thefts & murder) = execution

Courts

Rural district courts sat in autumn, winter & spring to discuss issues of common interest:

· Fire protection

· Construction of roads

· Inheritance

· Neighbourly disputes

Twelve “honest” men or women testifying under oath could attest of victim’s innocence.

Example: Mans and his brother were tried and found guilty of setting a trap for poaching in a forest (royal woodland). They were both fined 40 marks.

Superstitions

Comets and other heavenly bodies represented omens of famine, plagues, war & death.

Witnesses quickly assembled in churches to pray for forgiveness.

Wild forests & waters sheltered nymphs & strange beasts. Darks spirits were everywhere!

Finance

Farmers who produced weapons could benefit from reduced taxes.

Foundries helped manufacture muskets.

Tar was produced from tree sap.

In order to increase weapons production, states generated privileges to foreign merchants.

Saltpetre or nitre is necessary for gunpowder. Produced from soil saturated with urine (man, cattle or sheep).

Every male over 15 could be conscripted.

Ratio of men to women was almost 1:3

Winter season

The main hunting season:

· Small animals (squirrel, fowl & fox) caught in traps

· Larger animals (elk, deer & roe) were royal animals could only be hunted by royal hunters

· Animals then slaughtered and prepared (baked, salted, dried or smoked)

Firewood felled and transported from forests

Fine occasion to produce tools

Visit markets

Spring season

Fields & gardens were sown

Ploughs, harrows, reins & harnesses checked

Livestock sent out to pasture

Summer season

Leaves gathered for the winter

Flax & hemp fields were thinned out

Grass cut, staked & dried (to make hay)

Fruits & berries picked & dried for preservation

Autumn season

Fields harvested

Honey gathered

Sheep sheared

Livestock brought back in from pasture

Cabbages & turnips harvested

Firewood cut & stacked for winter

Farming

Barely, rye & oats were the main cereal crops

Gardens yielded cabbages, onions, turnips & peas.

For most of the year, people lived on stored supplies.

Typical daily fare:

· Soaked & then mashed beans

· Fish in brine

· Porridge

· Hard bread

Fresh food was only really available at harvest & during slaughter

Taxes

Yearly property tax

Food & clothing tax for soldiers

Cattle tax

Grain tax

Head tax

Mill tax (every sack of grain milled)

Temporary surcharges

Public works tax

Nitre tax (earth, hay, ash & manure delivered)

Duty to maintain roads & bridges

Conscription

Measures

Fathom = width between a man’s outstretched finger tips

Dry goods = barrels, firkins, bushels, gallons

Wet goods = gallons, quarts, half-pints

Weight = pounds

Currency

8 öre (copper) = 1 mark

4 marks (silver) = 1 daler (silver?)

Workhorse or ox = 10 dalers

Warhorse = 1,500 dalers

Watches

	Time
	Watch
	Duty

	Midnight - 4am
	Middle
	Port

	4am – 8am
	Morning
	Starboard

	8am – noon
	Forenoon
	Port

	Noon – 4pm
	Afternoon
	Starboard

	4pm – 8pm
	Dog
	Port

	8pm - midnight
	Night
	Starboard


