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Símun V. Arge & Natascha Mehler

Adventures far from home: Hanseatic 
Trade with the Faroe Islands

The Hanseatic League was the major economic force in Northern Europe in the late Middle 
Ages. However, during the second half of the 15th century its power progressively declined, 
and at the beginning of the 16th century the League found itself in a weaker position than it 
had ever known. One of the reasons for this was that some individual cities of the League 
had started to put self-interest before their common Hanse interests and they started to 
trade with foreign nations on their own. It was now the North Atlantic islands that came 
into their focus (Dollinger 1998, 364 ff.), and Iceland and Shetland experienced considerable 
trade with German merchants. However, little is known about the role of the Faroe Islands, 
located roughly between Iceland and Shetland, within the Hanse network. 
	T rade with the North Atlantic islands had previously been prohibited: from 1284 on-
wards merchants were banned from trading with other sites north of Bergen, their main 
staple port for the North and home of one of their four Kontors (major Hanseatic enclaves in 
non-Hanseatic cities, controlling Hanseatic trade within their region), and this ban includ-
ed Iceland, Shetland and also the Faroe Islands. But at the end of the Middle Ages, German 
traders went north and the Faroe Islands took up a special role due to their location. 
	T ravelling to Iceland, Shetland and the Faroe Islands were mainly ships from cities of 
the so-called Wendish Quarter (eg. Lübeck, Hamburg, Rostock) and the Saxon Quarter 
(Bremen) (Friedland 1973; Dollinger 1998, 318; Mehler 2009, 90, 95). The abundance of 
stockfish, dried cod ready for export, attracted merchants and vessels from those cities in 
great numbers and it was the fish that assured high profits. The vessels sailing to the North 
Atlantic islands were of smaller size than those used for traffic closer to mainland Europe. 
Most of them probably belonged to the Holk or Karacke type or similar vessels, and usually 
transported a cargo of 60 to 100 last (1 last = approx. 2 tons). The ships left the German 
ports in March or April for their journey north. The voyage to Iceland, now a major destina-
tion, took about four weeks (Gardiner & Mehler 2007, 403; Krause 2010, 150). The Faroe 
Islands are situated more or less in the middle of that distance and provided a fine stop-over. 
The islands were an additional market for their trade business and in case of storms offered 
a safe and most welcome shelter. 

The Hanse and the Faroe Islands
In defiance of the 1284 ban, we hear of direct Hanseatic trade with the Faroe Islands for 
the first time in 1416 (Friedland 1973, 68). However, written documents strongly indicate a 
Hanseatic interest in the Faroe Islands even earlier (Mortensen 2006, 98-99). This interest is 
evident with the installation of German bishops on the Faroe Islands, one of several possible 
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linkages between the Hanseatic Leauge and religious institutions and churches known from 
other places such as Bergen. Vikbold Verydema, a German, became bishop of the Faroe 
Islands (1391-1408), and he was succeeded by Johannes Theutonicus, who was bishop from 
1408 to1431 (Mortensen 2006, 105; Mortensen 2008, 10, 15). The explanation for the exten-
sive building activities at the Faroese bishop’s see at Kirkjubøur during the early 15th century 
might be found in the great European economic interests in the rich fish-resources of the 
North Atlantic and in the waters around the Faroe Islands in which the Hanse no doubt 
were involved (Mortensen 2008, 17-19).
	 The Faroese bishopric, established early in the 12th century, was centred at the village of 
Kirkjubøur on the island of Streymoy (Fig. 1) and became the cultural centre for the islands 
throughout the Middle Ages until its abolition in 1557. Its historical remains give an impres-
sion of wealth and activity and illustrate the importance of foreign influences. The physical 
remains which can be seen today include the whitewashed parish church, often referred to 
as the Olavs-church, apparently built during the 13th century and the only Medieval church 
building still in use in the islands. Next to it stands the ruin of the impressive cathedral of 
St. Magnus, erected c. 1300. The architectural characteristics of this Gothic cathedral are of 
a high standard, linking to the contemporary west Norwegian church building tradition.
 	 At the cliff-edge further east in the village the remains of a smaller, heavily eroded 
church building are visible, surrounded by a churchyard. This is possibly the church men-
tioned by bishop Johannes Theutonicus in a diploma from 1428, which was under construc-
tion at that time and dedicated to St. Brendan (the Irish saint of seafarers). The adjacent bay 
is called the bay of Brandansvík. According to bishop Theutonicus the building activity at 
the diocesan centre at this period also included a chapel, remains of which have apparently 
been found as an addition at the north side of the parish church. Besides the three churches 
here are also found the remains of a quite extensive bishop’s residence. All the buildings 
are built in stone laid in lime mortar, in contrast to the traditional timber buildings of the 
islands (Arge 2008).
	 In order to understand these building activities and the foreign influence that developed 
on a society of only c. 5000 inhabitants we need a better understanding of the period around 
1400. Regarding the general political situation, no doubt the unstable situation in Scandina-
via at this period had decisive consequences for the Norwegian tributary countries, of which 
the Faroe Islands were a part. A relatively weak royal representation in the North Atlantic 
brought new actors onto the scene, including foreign traders.
	 Other indicators of foreign influence and commercial activities can be found within 
medieval Faroese society. During the later Middle Ages measuring units and calculation 
systems of value changed. Earlier, the value of land property was based on an old system, 
where cloth was related to silver. This changed now to guilder, Gulden/Gylden – a monetary 
value not of Norwegian but of Rhenish origin. During the 14th century some cities of the 
Wendish Quarter (see above) agreed on the general use of the so called Lübeck Gulden, 
which became the most important currency in the Hanse area under discussion. It was 
seemingly also adopted in the Faroe Islands. Furthermore a new unit of linear measurement 
was introduced, the Hamburg ell instead of the traditional Norwegian ell, again a clear sign 
of the strong influence of the Hanseatic League. This new ell was later called the Faroe ell or 
stikka, and was officially in use until 1684 when it was replaced by the Danish ell, though 
in practice it remained in use much longer (Thorsteinsson 2002; Mehler 2009, Fig 1; North 
2006). The alteration from a Norwegian to a Hanseatic value system might indicate that the 
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Fig. 1. Map of Faroese places mentioned in the text (map by Department of Prehistory and Historical 
Archaeology, University of Vienna). 

177



178 179Símun V. Arge & Natascha Mehler

Faroe trade with Norway in this period was less important than the commercial ties with 
the North Sea region. Also the introduction of the guilder indicates that the main export 
products changed from agricultural products to those traded in guilders, apparently fish 
(Thorsteinsson 1993; Mortensen 2006). Further, this trade political situation also explains 
the presence of a St. Brendan cult in the Faroe Islands in the 15th century. A new church was 
consecrated to this saint, and a figure of St. Brendan was centrally positioned amongst the 
depiction on the fine church furniture from Kirkjubøur, the so-called ‘Kirkjubøur chairs’, 
which date from this period. It was in the High Medieval Period that St Brendan, who was 
born in Ireland in 483, got a renaissance in the Northern German area (Krogh 1991).
	H owever, the Hanseatic past of the Faroe Islands is hard to grasp because only few facts 
are handed down in written sources. What we know is that in 1509 merchants of Bergen 
complained about merchants from Hamburg pushing them aside from trading with the Far-
oe Islands, Shetland and Orkney (Nolsøe & Jespersen 2004). Twenty years later the Hamburg 
merchant Thomas Koppen was awarded a trade monopoly. A letter issued in Schleswig in 
1529 states that Frederick I of Denmark-Norway (1471-1533) has “ forleentt Thomis Koppenn 
vdi Hamborg met Ffeerøe” (feoffed Thomas Koppen from Hamburg with the Faroe Islands) 
(DN: 12/452). Two years later, in 1531, he shared this monopoly with the Hamburg merchant 
Joachim Wullenwever, brother of the Lübeck mayor Jürgen Wullenwever (Helle 1995, 832).1 
What had happened to Wullenwever afterwards we do not know but it seems that Thomas 
Koppen continued the monopoly alone from 1533 until 1553 (West 1972, 34). It is unclear 
what had happened between 1416 - the first reference - and the first Hamburg monopoly in 
1529; the Faroe Islands have almost no written sources to help us and historians have yet not 
looked into the matter. But we can assume that trade continued over these years. Reincke 
(1925, 31) writes that after 1470 the council of Hamburg brought direct trade with Iceland, 
the Faroe Islands and Shetland into being; this probably refers to a more regular trade than 
before. In 1486 we hear of Danzig merchants sailing to the Faroe Islands (Friedland 1973, 71).
	 During Thomas Koppeń s monopoly the broader Faroese trade monopoly started, last-
ing from 1535 until 1709. In the course of its existence this monopoly was in the hands of 
various nations; it was granted to several individuals or companies, usually for a fixed annual 
payment to the Danish king. The rules by which the monopoly was conducted are recorded 
from 1597: according to this, the monopolist had to keep the islands well supplied and was 
only allowed to buy and sell at the customary prices (West 1972, 34). After Thomas Koppen, 
another Hamburg merchant held the monopoly; Joachim Thim is mentioned as monopolist 
from 1573 to 1579 (Debes 2005, 163). However, he continued to sail to the Faroe Island in 
1584 and 1585 (HF: Islandfahrer 612-2/5, nr. 37-39) and even in the subsequent years two to 
three ships from Hamburg sailed annually to the Faroe Islands until 1593 (HF: Islandfahrer 
612-2/5). 
	 Afterwards, from 1597 to 1619, trade was conducted from Bergen, and in 1620 the 
so-called Icelandic Company, a company of Danish merchants based in Copenhagen and 
founded to run the trade with Iceland and the Faroe Islands, took over the trade until 1662 
(West 1972, 14-15).

1	  West (1972, 34) and Debes (H.J. 1995, 172) do not mention the partnership with Joachim Wullenwever. 
Nolsøe & Jespersen (2004, 233) refer to Wullenwever as sharing the monopoly with Koppen but give no refer-
ence to that. Only Helle (1995, 832) gives references and he, as well as the quoted document, makes clear that 
Thomas Koppen was first rewarded with the monopoly.
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The wider context: Iceland and Shetland
A look at the adjacent islands of Iceland and Shetland can help to understand the opera-
tion of Hanseatic trade in the Faroe Islands. Iceland and Shetland experienced considerable 
exchange with the Germans for about two centuries and both show a dense pattern of 
German trading sites. More than 30 larger and smaller harbours in Iceland were regularly 
frequented by German vessels, and in Shetland the number is only slightly lower. In Iceland, 
some of them developed into small settlements, others were taken over by the Danes during 
the period of the Danish trade monopoly, and some of them were deserted after the Hanse 
stopped sailing to Iceland (Gardiner & Mehler 2007, Figs. 4-6 and 8-9; Mehler 2009, Fig. 9). 
	M any German trading stations in Iceland and Shetland consisted of one or two build-
ings only, solely used for the storage of goods. The crew slept on board their vessels. The 
buildings were simple, usually erected in local building traditions. After leaving their home 
ports the merchants arrived in late April or May, remained on the islands for a couple of 
weeks or months and left in late August at the latest. The next summer the traders returned 
to their station and repaired what was left of their simple buildings. Locals then came to the 
site to exchange their stockfish for goods such as meal, beer or tools. Both in Iceland and 
Shetland the traders were not allowed to stay over the winter and we can assume that this 
was also the case with the Faroe Islands (Gardiner & Mehler 2007, 403). 
	G erman trade with Shetland lasted at least until the late 17th century, and with Iceland 
probably to the middle of the 17th century (Mehler 2009, 97). Trade was conducted by the so-
called Islandfahrer (Iceland-farers) brotherhood, of which the Shetlandfahrer and Färöfahrer 
were a part (e.g. Koch 1995, 5). This indicates that the Faroe trade was strongly connected 
to the trade with Iceland and Shetland. Of great importance is the so-called Lizenzhandel 
(licence trade) that applied to Iceland and in parts also to the Faroe Islands. The Danish 
king sold licences for Icelandic harbours to German merchants, with the result that per-
missions were continually issued to trade at specified Icelandic harbours or landing places. 
This system led to rivalries between merchants from different cities, for example when a 
merchant from Bremen claimed to have the licence for a port also claimed by a merchant 
from Hamburg (Baasch 1889, 43 ff.; Gardiner & Mehler 2007, 403). In 1553 King Christian 
III of Denmark and Norway (1503-1559) introduced the Lizenzhandel for the Faroe Island 
and the monopoly of Thomas Koppen from Hamburg ended. Seemingly, this caused many 
Hanseatic traders to move on to Shetland and do their business there (Friedland 1960). 

Tórshavn
At some point, not yet closely dated, at least one, possibly two apparent German trading 
sites emerged on the Faroe Islands. Their main station was situated in the present capital 
of Tórshavn, at Tinganes, the headland protruding into Tórshavn harbour (Figs. 2 and 3). 
The Danish vicar Lucas Debes was the first to report this, in his description of the Faroe 
Islands published in 1673. According to oral tradition, so he says, Hamburg merchants were 
the first to have their warehouse here, and after them came traders from Bergen (Debes, L, 
1673, 277). In 1580 the warehouse was raided by pirates and immediately after that the first 
fortification in the Faroe Islands was built in Tórshavn. It was erected by Magnus Heinason, 
a Faroese merchant, who had the trade monopoly from 1579 onwards (West 1972, 30). Later, 
after the known attack in 1629 by Turkish raiders on the village of Hvalbøur, Suðuroy, a new 
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fortification, Stóri Skansi (the Big Fort), was built at Stangarnes in Tórshavn to defend the 
warehouses on Tinganes. In the following years another fortification was erected across the 
headland of Tinganes as a protection from the landside, as well as a third one, Lítli Skansi 
(the Little Fort) on the tip of the headland itself (Fig. 3) (West 1972, 31; Thorsteinsson 1986; 
Michelsen 2006, 28-31). In 1709 (and therefore after the end of the Hanseatic period) the 
station consisted of five warehouses, a brewery, two dwelling-houses, four boat-houses and a 
lock-up. The buildings were all made of timber (West 1972, 36).
	 We do not know exactly where the Hanseatic warehouse was located at Tinganes. How-
ever, archaeological investigations over the years have produced evidence of the contacts 
locals had with the outside world. Rhenish stoneware fragments such as Siegburg, Raeren 
and Westerwald sherds found at Tinganes can clearly be attributed to Hanseatic activities 
at the site (Arge & Michelsen 2004; Michelsen 2006) (Fig. 4). Unfortunately, no traces of 
a Hanseatic building have been identified at Tinganes so far, since the area is heavily dis-
turbed and has been redeveloped many times. 

 Fig. 2. Tórshavn, as drawn by Rasmus 
Juel in 1710. The warehouse (D) and Thing 
site was located at the headland of Tin-
ganes (from Debes 1995, 10). 

 Fig. 3. Tinganes, the headland at  
Tórshavn, as drawn by N. C. Hals in 1709. 
Lítli Skansi, the fort, is located at the tip, 
and a Danish vessel is moored with iron 
rings (from Nolsøe & Jespersen 2004, 274).
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Krambatangi
Another trading site, possibly frequented by Hanseatic merchants, developed quite far 
away from Tórshavn, on the southernmost island of the Faroes, at Suðuroy. Local tradition 
has it that it was the Hansa and/or the Dutch who had a krambod – a retail shop – here 
on this site, hence the placename Krambatangi, meaning the headland with the shop or 
booth (Fig. 1). It is, however, uncertain when this happened. In 1913 an elaborate wooden 
figure of Christ, once part of a crucifix, apparently of 17th century Dutch style, was found 
by chance during the collection of stones for ballast at the beach close to the site (Brev-
Kopibog for Suderø Syssel, Nr. 150-818, 1913). This was taken as an indication of the for-
eign activity in the area seemingly verifying the legends and oral traditions. 
	 The site is located on the south side of Trongisvágsfjörður, the deepest and best protected 
fjord on the island of Suðuroy – a fine little natural harbour, very suitable for larger ves-
sels. Its surroundings are not only referred to in oral tradition, but often occur in written 
records from the late 16th century onwards. Both the authors and vicars Thomas Tarnovius 
(1644-1684) and Lucas Debes (1623-1675) write in the 17th century that the bays by the fjord 
of Trongisvágur are excellent places for boats to be laid up for the winter (Tarnovius 1669; 
Debes 1673; Hamre 1950). 
	H ow long the site had been frequented by German and/or Dutch merchants, and when 
it was founded, escapes our knowledge. Some are of the opinion that in 1656 trade stopped 
at Krambatangi when the Icelandic Company (see above) established a new trading station 
nearby, either in the neighbouring site of Trongisvágur (Nolsøe & Jespersen 2004, 235, 249) or 
in the village of Hvalbøur (Andersen 1895, 4-55, note 2). However, there is no known primary 
evidence for this, though it is obvious that quite an activity took place at this period to secure 
the island of Suðuroy for the supply of goods. Krambatangi was repeatedly attacked by pirates 
which might have been another reason to abandon the site (Andersen 1895, 55, note 2). 

Fig. 4. Fragments of a Sieg- 
burg Schnelle found during 
excavations at Tinganes, 
Tórshavn (Helgi D. Michel-
sen phot.).
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Today the site is clearly visible as a ruin or structure consisting of a grass-grown mound. The 
ruin had been damaged previously, for instance in 1932, when a shipowner and merchant in 
Tvøroyri on the opposite side of the fjord had a storehouse built. On that occasion fragments 
of redware pottery were found. Again, in 1944, when another owner of the site – a local boat-
builder – made a passageway for a new-built boat some 40 yellow bricks were found. Finally, 
in 1952, the boatbuilder had to widen the passageway which was cut right through the ruin. 
Now the National Museum in Tórshavn was informed and Sverri Dahl (1910-1987), then 
State Antiquarian, got the opportunity to act in the case by undertaking a minor excavation 
in September of that year, revealing a ruined building and a few artefacts. The excavation was 
never published and the material never analysed or put into a context. 
	 The building that came to light is c. 10m long and 4m wide and had 1-1.5m broad walls 
built of stone and gravel, preserved to a height of c. 0.5m (Figs. 5 and 6). Through the centre 
of the building runs the truncation of the 1944 boat passageway. The floor of the building 
consisted of wooden planks over a stone base. Clearly there were other structures attached 
to the building, but they were neither excavated nor interpreted. From the archive material 
it is obvious that another excavation season was planned, but this never happened, explain-
ing why the ruin was left open and not backfilled as can be seen today. A trading place 
consisting of one or two buildings only might seem unusual but many German stations in 
Iceland and Shetland were of the same size. The buildings operated only in the summer dur-
ing trading season and were mostly used as warehouses while the crew stayed on the ship 
(Gardiner & Mehler 2007; Gardiner & Mehler 2010). 
	 The excavation generated only a small amount of artefacts (Fig. 7). Amongst them are 
four bars of schist for the preparation of whetstones, two fragments of gunflint, two lead 

Fig. 5. The site at Krambatangi during excavation in 1952. Photograph by Sverri Dahl, Føroya Fornmin-
nissavn. 
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bullets, one of them having being fired, and eight large brick fragments. Three ceramic frag-
ments were found, two of them stemming from redware pots with brownish glaze, and one 
fragment of a fine and small slipware bowl of Werra Ware, showing the date 16. The produc-
tion of Werra Ware in Germany came to an end during the Thirty Years War (1618-1648) 
and it is thus justified to date the fragment to the first half of the 17th century. The most 
interesting find is probably the complete touchstone used for assaying precious metal alloys, 
mostly gold and silver. It has a finely grained surface on which soft metals leave a visible 
trace, as can be seen with the scratch marks on three of its sides. 
	 All of those finds are evidence of trade taking place at the site. None of the artefacts is 
made of an indigenous raw material and all are imported. The schist bars most likely origi-
nate in Norway. During the late medieval and early modern period this kind of raw material 

 Fig. 7. Selection of artefacts found 
during the excavation at Krambat-
angi in 1952: Werra ware fragment, 
touchstone and schist bar; length of  
schist bar ca. 20 cm (Natasha Mehler  
phot.).

 Fig. 6. Plan drawing of the house discovered during the excavation at Krambatangi in 1952 (drawing 
Rúni H. Øster after Sverri Dahl ś measurements; copyright Føroya Fornminnissavn).
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was part of the multilateral Hanse trade, the bars being bought by Hanseatic merchants 
and then distributed further (Mehler 2009, 100 ff.). The pottery fragments are difficult to 
interpret. The origin of the redware fragments is not known exactly, but it is most likely that 
they were produced in either Denmark, Northern Germany or The Netherlands. Werra ware 
was exported from the Werra area in present Lower Saxony, Germany, to the Netherlands 
in great quantities and the bowl could thus have been transported to the Faroe Islands by 
either the Germans or the Dutch (Mehler 2009, 95 and fig. 3). The brick fragments could be 
of Dutch or German origin. The occurrence of a touchstone at the site is truly remarkable. 
It is a merchant́ s tool, often carried in a bag or purse at the belt, sometimes fastened in a 
sheath (Broockmann 1994, 107). Its origin and date are unknown but it must have belonged 
to a merchant who used it for assaying the metal value of coins he got in exchange for his 
goods. 
	 With the exception of the Werra ware and redware fragments all other artefacts are hard 
to date. However, they point to a main occupation period of the 16th and 17th century, the 
16th century being the main period of the Hanseatic activities on the Faroe islands, and the 
lead bullets could be witnesses of the many pirate raids that the trading site seemingly was 
exposed to during its existence. We need to bear in mind, however, that the excavation from 
1952 uncovered only the occupation layers from the latest use of the warehouse. Thus, the 
construction date of the building and the first phase of use still needs to be verified and 
investigated by another excavation. 
	 Further remains deriving from the trading activity on the site are still visible in the sur-
roundings. On the site as well as on a small holm just off the coast and on a small skerry 
iron rings of various sizes used for mooring boats and ships still exist today. Similar iron 
rings are preserved on Tinganes in Tórshavn (see Fig. 3).

Trading sites and Thing sites
The two trading sites of Tórshavn and Krambatangi are in several ways closely connected 
to Thing sites. The Tinganes peninsula at Tórshavn was not only the main centre for trade 
but also the meeting place of the Lawting of the Faroe Islands. As part of the Kingdom of 
Denmark-Norway the Faroe Islands applied the Norske Lov, the Norwegian Code (Debes 
1673, 262). The Faroese Lawting, coming together for a couple of days each summer, was 
held 
either outdoors at the tip of the peninsula, or indoors in one of the buildings located there 
(e.g. Thorsteinsson 1986, 4). At the same time traders offered their goods in the warehouse 
at Tinganes, and thus trade and jurisdiction took place only a few metres apart. 
	 The operation of the exchange of goods benefitted from this spatial arrangement. Be-
sides their duties at the Thing, the Lawmen also had to control the goods offered for sale 
at the nearby warehouse. Both quality and correct weight of food such as meal and grain 
was checked, and the provisioning of the people needed to be ensured. Many complaints 
brought before the Lawting were concerned with such regulations. In 1615, for example, 
Lawman Zacharias Thormodssen claimed that a ship from Bergen brought grain and meal 
of bad quality, or, in another case from 1619, the barrels of grain and meal brought from 
Bergen were not filled correctly (Joensen 1953-56, 20 and 113). 
	 The Thing was also responsible for the accurate application of measurements and the 
providing of the necessary measuring units. A source from 1617 reports that during a 
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meeting of the Bailiff and the Lawmen scales, ells and measuring units used in the ware-
house were controlled and deemed in order. The document goes on with: And the Lawman 
promised that he would have made an ell made of iron which shall hang in the council room 
together with a scale and other measuring vessels and that a measuring ton should be made 
in Bergen and should be fitted with iron bands (own translation) (Joensen 1953-56, 39)2. 
Amongst the measuring units controlled, as stated in this document, was also a Rostocker 
Thynde (a Rostock ton) used as Maalethyndenn (measuring ton). This is obviously a refer-
ence to the socalled Rostocker Band, a measuring unit in use in the Hanseatic world from 
the end of the 14th century onwards (Witthöft 2006, 745). Interestingly, this decree accords 
closely with a custom applied to in Lübeck, where “there were hanging four iron barrel rings 
at the guildhall; with those all [wares] have been measured” (own translation)3 (Witthöft 
2006, 745). 
	 The Krambatangi trading site at Suðuroy is located near the Thing site of Uppi millum 
Stovur in the outfield of the village of Øravík, the only Thing site on that island. It is one 
of the six Spring Assembly sites of the Faroe Islands (Debes L J 1757/1995, 49) (see Fig. 1), 
and the trading station is situated at the best natural harbour closest to that assembly site. 
Hence, people coming by boat could also exchange their fish for goods from the warehouse 
while on their way to the assembly. However, in this case, there seems to be no other con-
nection between the trading site and the assembly site than the close spatial arrangement. 
The written evidence indicates that cases related to trade were only brought forward to the 
Lawting at Tórshavn and not to the spring assemblies on the individual islands. 

Discussion
The chronological dimension of the Hanseatic past of the Faroe Islands starts slowly to 
emerge, as well as various aspects of the character and operation of German-Faroese trade. 
However, written documents still need to be systematically analyzed and old excavations 
revisited in the light of this emerging Hanseatic element. In addition, Faroe Islands late 
medieval and early post-medieval finds assemblages need to be re-evaluated to identify the 
elements with underlying Hanseatic value and meaning. 
	 The Faroe Islands exchanged goods with Hanseatic traders from 1416, at the latest, to 
1593 at least. In 1617 Hanseatic measuring units were officially still applied. Trade was 
conducted largely with Hamburg, but also Bremen and Danzig, while Lübeck merchants 
concentrated their business on Bergen. During those years the islands seemingly were home 
to only one, possibly two Hanseatic trading sites, which in regard to Iceland and Shetland 
is comparatively few. It seems as if Hanseatic trade was directed mostly towards Iceland 
and Shetland, and relatively few vessels went to the Faroe Islands. Political reasons are most 
likely responsible for this. In 1469 Shetland, previously a part of Norway, was pawned to 
Scotland and Hanseatic traders could by-pass the licence trade that applied to the islands 
of Iceland and Faroe which still were part of the kingdom of Denmark-Norway. Iceland was  

2	  Original text: „Och laugmanden loffuede att hand schullde lade giöre en Iernn Alln som schullde henges 
Ind paa Raadstoffuenn Sameledz Enn byssmere och andenn Maale Kiörellder Och att lade giöre en maal-
ethynde I bergen, beslagen meth Iernn bond.“ 

3	  Original text:“also hangeden dar 4 iseren bande an dem rathuse; war worden se alle na gemeten”.
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far away from Denmark and it seems that the Faroe Islands were easier to obligate due to 
their smaller population and shorter distance to Copenhagen. In the later part of the 16th 
century German trade with Iceland was at its height. At the same time, the trade monopoly 
of the Faroe Islands was mostly in the hands of Danes and Norwegians, which could give 
the misleading impression that Hanseatic trade played only a minor role during that pe-
riod. However, written evidence makes clear that vessels from Hamburg continued to sail 
to the Faroe Islands even in times when the monopoly was controlled by merchants from 
the crown countries. In the 17th century the influence of the Hanse was still palpable in the 
Faroe Islands, with measuring units introduced during the Hanse period still in use after-
wards. 
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