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Abstract:
According to the rising watertable of the North Sea, from the 11th century population of the clay district had to protect their agricultural land against the storm floods by dikes. For research on early dikes we are facing with archaeological and written sources. Archaeological investigations of medieval dike remainders reveal that those dikes consisted entirely of clay sods and that they had gentle seaward slopes. The first written evidence of dike construction in the German coastal area is found in the legal statutes of the Frisian people, ‘Siebzehn Küren’ (Seventeen Elections) of the late 11th century. During this early period ring-shaped dikes were built, as in the cases of Oldorf, district of Friesland, and Sillens, district of Wesermarsch, both Lower Saxony. This was organized by each wurten village community of its own. The Sietwendungen (low dikes) have been historically established since approx. 1200 and were designed to channel the effluent waters from geest and bog areas. They must have been constructed by the in each case adjacent parishes. Coastal dikes, which ran parallel to the shoreline of the German North Sea, were built from the 13th century. This work must have been planned and accomplished at a larger scale by the Frisian Republics which represented all parishes of the region. For Schleswig-Holstein the Danish annalist Saxo Grammaticus reports on low embankments in the clay district for the time approx. 1200. Archaeological investigations on the peninsula of Eiderstedt revealed ring-shaped overflow-dikes since the 12th century. Since then large areas of Dithmarschen also had been impoldered. In Northern Frisia on the Island of Pellworm the medieval dike “Schardeich” remained, protecting the polder “Großer Koog” since approx. 1200. At the “Wiedingharde” on the mainland some remainders of medieval overflow-dikes protecting polder regions had been documented. There from 1436 the first coastal dike was constructed. 
For piping water through a dike from the landward to its seaward side, mainly wooden sluices had been constructed. The oldest one from Lower Saxony was found in Butjadingen, district of Wesermarsch. It is to be dated earlier than 1362 and was at least 14 m in length. Its seaward part was made of a hollowed oak trunk, which had an internal width of approx. 0.8 m at its mouth. At high tide its lid lowered automatically to prevent the rising water from running inland. The sluice’s landward part consisted of a channel made of oak wood, which had a weir and a slide for regulating the water table in the ditches landward of the dike. In Schleswig-Holstein an even older wooden sluice from Rungholt, Northern Frisia, was documented. It was built not earlier than approx. 1200 and had two pipes, each of a width of 1.30 m, at a length of 20.50 m. 
