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'The fine-grained reflection of shipping; the Wadden Sea - sourcebook of world importance'
The Wadden Sea is appreciated for many reasons. In our present-day perception, however, it is mostly a peripheral or marginal area. Stillness, vastness and solitude are its core qualities. And in many ways we want economic development to comply with those qualities. But what if we look back? Are these factors a constant at all? They do not seem to be. During many periods the roadsteads and continuous gullies and slack-waters can more adequately be described as a highway of economic and cultural exchange, besides being the stepping stone for long-distance trade. This function may have become less prominent when in the West Amsterdam was directly connected to the Sea and in the North the shipping industry of Föhr and Fanø passed their apex, but both in early Modern Times, the High and early Middle Ages it must have been a bustle of activity. No omelette without breaking eggs, however. Frequent shipping means frequent accidents. Moreover, even before natural gaz was extracted, most of the Wadden Sea was an area of subsidence with a relative sea level rise considerably above the average. Sand and fine-grained sediments compensated for this. The positive balance between erosion and sedimentation means that much lies buried. Despite strong traditions of wrecking and recovering, complete ships with lot, stock and barrel are deeply embedded. In their integrity they are a very fine-grained source material, complementing the written and pictorial record of the past in amazing ways, both for periods for which no written record exists and for surprising aspects of society that escaped description in other sources. In their sheer richness, the fine-grained sediments of the Wadden Sea are a fine-grained reflection of shipping and a sourcebook of world importance.
