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Fire and half-timbering about 1580 in Ribe

Many Danish towns were sat on fire during the Danish civil war, ”The Count’s Feud”. Count Rantzau’s army went
up through Jutland to crush the rebellious farmers. It happens in 1535-36, the same time of the introduction of the
reformation. Ribe did not put up a resistance when Rantzau’s army reached the town gates and Ribe, therefore,
avoided being sat on fire.
However, unfortunately, Ribe did burn down a few years later. The fire started, by an accident, in a grocer’s
shop and had catastrophic consequences for a lot of people.
The fire started during the night!
On Saturday 3rd September 1580 at 11 pm the
tocsin of Ribe Cathedral rang the alarm. The bell
rang so everyone could hear it. It meant fire and
any person, being able to, tried to extinguish the
fire. Yet, 213 houses burnt down that night in Ribe.
Two tailors and a Peder the Builder discovered
the fire at the rich merchant Kristen Borg’s grocery. His shop was situated at the town square, opposite of the cathedral. In haste they called forth
the merchant and his wife, Karen Borg, but it was
too late. One house after another caught on fire,
and a major part of the town was in a blaze.
Due to the fire the merchant’s loss were so great that he had to sell off half of his property. There were many
rumours saying that Karen Borg hesitated to fight the fire, but later the magistrate, at the court, ruled this to be
untrue. The fire had started by an accident.
Lots of people became homeless that night. Rich and poor alike were affected by the fire, which had raged
through the narrow streets and the main street of Ribe. The houses were densely situated and the fire spread
from house to house – from one thatched roof to another.
It was a sad situation. A few days after the fire, the daughter of the mayor was to get married to a man from
Odense. The mayor was the well-known Peder Hegelund. His daughter, Mette, had a dreary wedding in an almost burned down town.
After the fire
The fire had consequences for the whole town. Immediately thatched roofs were prohibited. The new houses were
to build with a solid roof – tiled roof. It became a rule that all thatched houses, which were still standing after the
fire, had to be tiled within seven years. And so it was to be. By the year 1600 there were no thatched houses left in
Ribe!
Another rule introduced said that all taxpayers should get themselves ladders, fire hooks and buckets. Not everyone earned a lot of money. Therefore, it was decided that when paying tax of 10 Mark, a person should procure
these items to extinguish a fire:
•
•
•
•

2 long ladders
4 hook ladders
4 fire hooks
10 buckets
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If there was paid tax of less than 10 Mark several households joined in to reach the 10 Mark. Hence, the poor got
together to obtain ladders, hook ladders and buckets.
In that year there was paid 320 Mark in tax. That amounted to:
• 64 long ladders
• 128 hook ladders
• 128 fire hooks
• 320 buckets
• The town also bought 100 extra buckets
All the items were placed, so they were easily reachable in case of fire should break out again. Luckily it did not
happen. On Køholt Slippe by Sortebrødregade you can still see a fire hook hung up on the wall.

The Courtyard of Ebbe Mogensen, on Sortebrødregade, was
rebuilt three years after the fire

Imagine Ribe once looked like
this:
Half-timbered houses have been
situated close to Overdammen.
The sketch is a reproduction ca.
1650. Drawing by Hans Henrik Engquist.

Else Agergaard

Crosses on corbels 3
Gable front houses on the main street
In many Danish towns you can still see half-timbered houses. Ribe has many half-timbered houses, and on the drawing on previous page, you can see how the town may have looked in about. 1650. The Cathedral can be seen at the
end of the distinguished main street, Overdammen. The front left shows Ebbe Mogensen’s courtyard. Today it is called Quedens Gaard (Queden’s yard). On the right towards the cathedral a low building can be detected. That is Weis
Stue, which is still a pub open to visitors.
The houses on the drawing are gable front houses. Here lived the town’s merchants and alderman – those, who
were members of the town council.
The gables were facing the main street and the houses or the grocery’s yard went ”inside” as viewed from the street. Some of these houses can still be found in Ribe. Some of them also had a gate leading directly out to the main
street from the backyard.
A gable front house projecting
Below, shows the gable from a gable front house in Sønderportsgade. Once it was a fine grocery shop.
Notice how the gable projecting more and more the higher up you look. The projection is supported by beams and

corbels supporting the whole gable. It is called double timber frame.

At the top of the gable is a cross-pattern of trusses, which means the timber trusses are crossing each other to
form a spectacular pattern.
The slanting timber trusses on the timber frame are called trusses.
The house has three storeys. We call it floors.
Unfortunately, in Ribe not many gable front houses with

timbered storey projections remain.

The house has a timber frame. The frame supports the
building and the poles inside the house are connected with
cross-lying beams.
The timber frame of the half-timbered houses is filled
up with bricks. Notice how neatly the bricks are laid in the
“rooms” created in the half-timbering. The rooms are called
“tavl”.
Other places in Denmark are half-timbered houses, where the timber frame is filled up with clay, which was placed
on weaved branches. The half-timbered houses in the countryside used something else than clay – in fact cow pat!
Longhouses and stalls in the by-streets
The longhouses were situated in the side streets. There were many small houses and stalls, which mostly were attached in long rows. Today, we regard a stall as a small place, where you can buy things – example ice cream or sausages, however, during the Renaissance stalls were small dwellings.
Inside the stalls, in the longhouse, lived families who owned little. It could be craftsmen, and they often had their
workshop in the only room of the house. Many
people lived together on only a few m2 and the families had many children.
The person living in a stall had to pay rent to the
owner of the stall. Usually, it was a merchant, who
lived in one of the manors, which were situated
along the main streets.
In Puggårdsgade is a stall with five spaces. The
stall is constructed before the fire, in about 1550.
After the fire many rows of stall were built. On
Peder Dovns Slippe and on Puggårdsgade it is
still visible where the stalls have once been, even
though new facades have been built on the houses.
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Count the spaces on the half-timbering
The half-timbering is the frame of timber on which
the house constructed. Every section in the building
is called a space. The spaces are situated between
the vertical studs. The studs are going from the
ground to the roof or to where the next floor begins.
The studs must be firmly planted to the ground in
stout pieces of timber. They are called sill-beams.
The studs can also be placed directly on boulders.
It is possible to count the numbers of spaces there
are on the house. It can be a space with only bricks
or with windows or doors and gates. Within the
spaces can there be trusses. How many spaces are
there in this house? The gate counts for two spaces.
This house is Kapellanboligen (The Vicars’ Court) in Præstegade 15. The house was not caught in the fire of
1580. The house was the home of the cathedral’s vicar.
Here is a space with lead-glazed windows. On both sides of the window

are there corbels, which supporting the studs. The Windows can be
seen on Ebbe Mogensen’s courtyard in Sortebrødregade.
Crosses on corbels (replace "jetties" in following text with corbels)

On the picture with lead-glazed windows, there are jetties, which are supporting the top floor’s studs and beams. The jetties that were used in the
construction, after the fire in 1580 are called Ribe jetties. They look like this on the
picture.
Before the fire the jetties looked differently. They could be carved in many different ways. There could be fine decorations. At the bottom of the jetty there can
be a carving, which reminds of the bow of
a donkey’s back. It is called a donkey-back
bow. On the donkey-back bow is there
sometimes a little cross. The cross can be
seen on many of the jetties on the half-timbering buildings across the town.
It is visible, for an example, on Kapellangården in Præstegade 15 or on the
house in Fiskegade 1. The cross is the symbol of Christianity. Just like making the
sign of the cross in church and when cutting a cross into the bread before putting
it in the oven, a cross was carved onto the house.

St. Andrew’s Cross
On several houses the St. Andrew’s Cross has been
carved into the corner-studs and other studs. The St. Andrew’s Cross has a shape like a
big X. The legend says that Andrew, the Apostle, was crucified on such a shaped cross.
The X may also mean Christ, because his name starts with the Greek letter X (X=
chi). Around the edges of the X are there created small scratch marks, which looks like
they have been done by nails. Therefore, they are called ”nail-scratches”.
However, no one has scratched the St. Andrew’s Crosses with their nails! The
beautiful wood-work was done by the town’s craftsmen.
Sønderportsgade 17 and Fiskergade 1 have fine examples of St. Andrew’s Crosses

Else Agergaard

Crosses on corbels 4
The craftsmen of the building
Building houses was the job of the craftsmen,
A master had both workmen and apprentices, who learned the skills well. The workmen and apprentices all lived in the master’s house. They were fed by the master and they were not allowed to marry as long they lived in
his house. We know that there were a master carpenter, named Peder Tømmermand, and he had some workmen.
But they had difficulties in getting their own carpenter workshop because their pay was very low.
The town had carpenters, builders, joiners and thatchers (those, who thatched roofs made of straws). There
were also glaziers. Just like the town has today.
The pay was low
It was badly paid to be a craftsman in the building trade. They were paid by the day or by the piece. That meant
the pay was based on appointed job. The craftsmen’s daily pay was very low, in comparison to the earnings of a
merchant.
In 1571 it was decided on how much a carpenter or a builder should earn daily. If someone paid more and demanded more pay, then the whole town ”had to do with them”.
Bricks are needed
Lots of bricks were needed. In Ribe there were two brickyards. One of the belonged to the Gråbrødreklosteret
(The Grey Friars Convent), but the town bought it from them, in 1510. The other brickyard belonged to Riberhus
Castle, but in 1580 the King granted it to the town. Incredibly huge amount of bricks were made. They were used
for building across the town, and when the tower of Sct. Catharina’s church was built in 1617. 132,500 bricks were
delivered.
Riberhus Castle decayed during the end of 1600s. The wars against the Swedes and plagues had turned Ribe
into a town with economic difficulties. The castle was not maintained and collapsed. Many townsmen and farmers took the advantage of this. They used the bricks to build new houses, and today there are many bricks visible across Ribe and the surrounding area that once belonged to Ribehus.

Assignments:
1.

Read the text Kors i Knægte (Crosses in corbels)

2. Create


an A4-sized paper with pictures of half-timbered houses in Ribe and corbels in the old
houses. Draw a Ribe corbel and a St. Andrew's Cross from one of the houses.

3. 	Make a Photo-Story about your trip to Ribe.
4. Show the class’ Photo-Story to the others. That may be at a parents’ meeting or to other classes at the school.
5.	Please send your Photo-Story to The School Service else.agergaard@skolekom.dk and RAMS rams@mail.dk.
6.	Re-read

the text and find all the words you can on buildings and half-timbering ex corbels, studs,
spaces etc.

7.	Create a word list with explanations from the text or search the words on the Internet.

8.	Create a word card with questions and answers about the words. Invent a quiz game with the cards.
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