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Floods of the Rhine River —the example of :
Cologne (1374) —

= One of the biggest floods of the Rhine River and its
catchment area in the Late Middle Ages

- Obviously a series of three or even more floods (3-6 January,
21 January, 11-14 February)

- Large areas remain flooded from early January to early April
= Afflicted areas:

- Upper Rhine valley (Basel), Alsace, Hesse (Main and Lahn
Rivers), German Rhineland (Mainz to Cologne)

- Burgundy and the Netherlands (river floods and storm surge)

= Numerous reports in contemporary and later chronicles

= Detailed report in the so-called “World Chronicle of Cologne”
- Written by an eye-witness

- The whole chronicle was finished two years after the event
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Floods of the Rhine River — the example of :
Cologne (1374) (1) veraa

= The World Chronicle of Cologne
“In this time, in the year of the Lord 1374, in the months of
January and February, there was a very big and
tremendous flood (diluvium aquarum maximum et
stupendum) in various regions. The Rhine River rose so
heavily that, according to the reliable judgement of the
people watching the water of this river, it rose 34 feet higher
and even more than the level normally was, and beyond
that the river flooded everything. However, the waters of the
Rhine River passing by occupied the city of Cologne, which
is situated along the riverside. So, the people inside the city
went along by boat in many areas (homines infra civitatem
in multis eiusdem locis navigio ferebantur). ...”
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Floods of the Rhine River —the example of

Cologne (1374) (2) veraa

= “... But the waters did not only flow with a powerful stream
through the part of the town, where the Rhine River runs
through, but also through the part, which is situated near
the countryside. Its waters impetuously occupied and filled
all moats of the city up to the top, but they also streamed
inside the city through joints and gaps, through the paths
and the embankments, on which the groundwork of the city
walls is erected. Finally, the people from the town came
together from everywhere and brought material in order to
build dikes; they ploughed the fields and could divide the
stream of the water on the plain fields. So, the waters were
detained and turned away from the town. What a wonderful
change of God’s hand! ...”
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u
Floods of the Rhine River —the example of I
Cologne (1374) (3) s
= “... During the time of the flood, however, the carnival feast

was forthcoming, during which the people traditionally used
to dine and dance together, and they came together for
public spectacles. But in these days the people were
frightened by such a big flood, and they changed the
profane character of the feast into a better one: The
clergymen announced public litanies and processions in
honour of God and the saints, and a large crowd flocked
together with devotion and repentance to the churches and
the relics of the saints like in a contest. Therefore, on the
last day of the processions, the 11th of February, when the
divine services and the holy masses had been finished, the
flood began to decrease and the waters to go down; God in
his mercy had arranged it like that.”

27 November, 2012




Christian Rohr: River floods and their impact on urban economies (c. 1350-1600) b

u
Floods of the Rhine River —the example of :
Cologne (1374) e
= Remarkable features of the report
- Detailed description how the waters entered the city centre
- People use boats to move through the streets

- Experienced behaviour: the citizens detour the water away
from the city by constructing dykes in the neighbouring fields

= Religious dimension

- The flood experience helps the (church) authorities to
discipline the citizens in the time of carnival

- People rather repent their sins instead of celebrating
= Economic dimension

- No mention of disastrous damages or losses (grain and other
goods seem to have been stored at secure places)

- People obviously able to cope with the stoppage of mills
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Floods of the Rhine River — the example of :
COIOgne (1374) ::«::usnu

Ship mills on the Rhine River near
Cologne, around 1411 (Cologne,
Wallraf-Richartz-Museum)
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The Danube River and its catchment area in

Austria p—
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“Ordinary” floods — the example of Wels u
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The city of Wels and the Traun River u
(Copperplate print by Matthdus Merian, 1649)
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Medieval floods in Wels according to charters
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The bridge master’s accounts of Wels

27 November, 2012

Christian Rohr: River floods and their impact on urban economies (c. 1350-1600)

The bridge master‘s accounts of Wels (1443)
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Classification of written data
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Hydrological results
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Floods of the Traun River, 1497-1510 u
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Floods of the Traun River
January-March (1441-1599) bunvensimas

s _
z.a]’- = = — -
g 2 = e :
§1£i - ‘

[
FEFLLSLELLLEFFEEEE LTS PP PSSP PP FLL LS P E S

Jahre

27 November, 2012 23
Christian Rohr: River floods and their impact on urban economies (c. 1350-1600) ub
Floods of the Traun River
June-AUgUSt (1441'1599) :.l:l‘l:lnnn
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Expenses for timber — Wels (1471-1520) u
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Oak/larch stems

@ Short timber reqUired

B Long timber 1499/1501/1503

B Qak/larch stems No oak/larch
stems available
after 1501/1503

Prices rise signifi-
cantly after 1508
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Theice flood in Krems 1573 (1) u
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The ice flood in Krems 1573 (2) u
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Theice flood in Krems 1573 (3) u
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Conclusions: Economic and social adaptation
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