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Rikke Agnete Olsen

«Schnaps auf der Burg» - A Danish Example

This article should really have been written in 

German - or better still - in "Schwyzerdütsch" (Swiss 

German), the language of Werner Meyer, but that alas is be- 

yond the capability of the author. So but for the title 

English will have to do.

On the fringes of the small Vandmose forest - 

Waterbog forest - in Gosmer parish, Hads district, on the 

Kattegat coast south of Aarhus in Jutland lies the medieval 

castle site ofBjornkzr-Bearsfen. In appearance the place is 

very much like many other Danish castle sites from the 

hundred years between the second half of the 13 th century 

and the middle of the 14th century, when times were inse- 

cure in Denmark, and many bigger and smaller castles were 

built all over the kingdom, some of them official, others 

private. Neither the size nor the shape of a castle show if it 

was private or perhaps administered by a royal bailiffor 

maybe by an official representing a bishop, and the written 

sources are normally too few and poor in content to tell 

about it. Also only few of the castles have been submitted 

to archaeological investigation, and accordingly the finds 

from the sites are too few in number and far from represen- 

tative enough to give even an indication about ownership 

in general and when it comes to the single castles, indeed in 

particular.1

However, most of the smaller castle sites were really 

fortified farms or manors, and in the wet Danish lowlands 

the castle builders made the most ofthe natural conditions 

by placing their fortifications on small peninsulas or head- 

lands or in the middle of swamp and moor. These fortifica­

tions are often built on a couple or more of mostly artifici­

al mounds surrounded by ditches and moats where the 

farmbuildings can be found on the lower and less fortified 

mound or mounds while the stronger defenses, often con- 

centrated around a tower, stood on a smaller but higher 

mound, which could be surrounded by extra moat and 

earthwork. Some of these castle sites bear a more than 

strong resemblance to the classic motte and bailey con- 

structions, but since the Danish castle sites date from anot- 

her time and belong in a different political context, they are 

called tower mounds and farm mounds or castle mounds if
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Fig. 1 Plan of Bjornkar 1 : 2000.

both the defences, the living quarters and perhaps the sta­

bles are placed together on one mound.2

Bjornkaer is a fine example of a minor site that was 

more a fortified farm or manor than a real castle. It would 

not have been of much use against areal army, but it could 

certainly have resisted stray gangs of raiders or a hostile 

neighbour. The site consists of two mounds surrounded by 

ditches and moats. On the minor and eastern mound, the 

tower mound, the ruins of a smaller brick building with ba- 

sement are still visible. The bigger, western farm mound is 

all overgrown with tall beeches. It is also the home of an ac- 

tive family of foxes and all dug through by passages to the 

fox's earth. The visitor to the place in early summer may 

have the good luck to see curious fox cubs look out from 

behind the trees and play happily without much fear of hu­

man beings.

Like in so many other cases it is not known who ow- 

ned and fortified the place or when it happened. However, 

tradition says that Bjornkaer belonged to the famous some- 

time marshall Stig Andersen, who in 1287 with other men 

of great importance was outlawed for the murder of King 

Erik Glipping the year before at Finderup near Viborg in
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Jutland. As far as we know this was the last murder of aking 

in the history of Denmark, but no doubt the sentence was 

miscarriage of justice, and it has never been found out who 

really committed the crime.

Stig Andersen and the other outlaws found shelter 

and support in Norway and in the service of the Norwegian 

king they now built strong castles on Hjelm in Kattegat and 

at Hunehals in Halland, and from these bases they raided 

in Denmark for years. All this has inspired ballads and le- 

gends to various explanations of the royal murder and the 

life and death of the outlaws. E.g. several Danish churches 

boast that Stig Andersen is secretly buried under their roof, 

but in fact it is not known if he was buried in Denmark at 

all. Neither can it be pointed out where his undoubtedly 

enormous amount oflanded property was placed, and the- 

re is defmitely no basis to support the idea that he owned 

Bjornkaer.3

It is much more likely that Bjornkaer originally be- 

longed to one of the many local magnates who are known 

from the area, or to a magnate who lived elsewhere but ow­

ned land in the parish of Gosmer. Church - particularly 

the bishop and diocese of Aarhus - and crown also had 

much property in the rich and fertile Hads district around

Gosmer parish. During the Danish Middle Ages royal and 

particularly private property often changed owners in con- 

nection with inheritance and donations to the church. 

Ecclesiastical property was more stable, "the dead hand" 

did not willingly give up what it had got hold of, and du- 

ring the 14th and 15th century much private land in Hads 

district became the property ofthe diocese of Aarhus.4

So did Bjornkaer, which in 1427 was given to bishop 

Ulrik by the widow Abel Pudersdatter together with other 

landed property and ten farms at different places in the di­

strict and two farms outside it in Voer district. This was in- 

deed a considerable endowment, but lady Abel of the 

Puder family was the widow of a Niels Kalf, and thus she re- 

presented two important local families of landed gentry. 

We do not know if the gift was her own family’s property or 

ifit had been her husband's, but the endowment charter is 

the first written source to mention Bjornkxr which is cal- 

led "the site". This means that the place was uninhabited 

and the buildings gone, and like most other private castles 

in Denmark Bjornkzr was long since dismantled in 1427 

because it was no longer needed. Of course the crown did 

not like private fortifications and had forbidden their con- 

struction in 1396, but mostly they were given up because it
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Fig. 2 The Bjornkzr find.
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I.was not convenient to live in bog and moor when there 

was no need for it. So people moved back to society and 

normally they took their houses with them. Timber and 

brick were expensive building materials and reused over 

and over again through the history of Denmark. The earth- 

works were left lying, and as late as 1509 a document men- 

tions "Bjornkter and all the earthworks ofBjornkzr".5

Bjornk&r however, was probably given up as a forti- 

fication after having been conquered. This appears from 

excavations in the early 1930ies by The National Museum 

of Denmark and Odder Museum nearby. C.M. Smidt of 

the National Museum was a truly great castellologist, and 

he assisted the local doctor and fiery soul, J. Didriksen, 

who also published the excavation.6

The excavations cleared the two mounds and revea- 

led in detail the system of moats and ditches around them. 

They also laid open the ruins ofthe basement ofahouse or 

tower on the eastern mound. The building measures 

9 by 6 m, the wall is 1m thick, and as there was a door lea- 

ding from the outside directly into the basement, it might 

as well have been a dwelling house as a proper tower. 

Around the edge of the mound had been a slight wall or 

perhaps a palisade, and a few small houses - wooden or 

halftimbered - once stood around the brick-building. It 

was more difficult to define the buildings on the bigger, 

Western farm mound, but traces of stables were found, pro­

bably half-timbered and made with wattle and daub.

Apart from many bones - leftovers from meals - 

finds were rather scarce on the western bank. Some cross- 

bow arrows, a fragment ofa crossbow, a millstone, a knife, 

a crucible, a couple of keys, a piece from a board game, 

fragments of bricks and of course lots ofpotsherds, most of 

them typical 14th century earthenware but also a few of 

stoneware.

On the eastern bank and particularly in the ruin 

there seemed to be traces of fight and destruction. Two 

layers showed that fire had raged on the site and in the ba­

sement, and there the true and unique secret of Bjornk^er 

turned up. In the North-eastern corner of the room was 

the well, 2 m deep, 1 m across at the opening and filled 

to the brim with all kinds of rubbish in the shape of frag­

ments of floor boards and bricks, some nails and an enor- 

mous amount of potsherds. All of it was muffled up in a 

black, greasy and gritty substance which turned out to be 

charred grain.

The grain and the many potsherds were unique 

finds. The grain was ordinary six-rowed barley but mixed 

with various weeds and socalled "naked" barley, a kind of
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Fig. 3 J. Didriksens suggestion drawn by Soren Knudsen in 1936.

I: First the grain is roasted on a pan. Then it is crushed and cooked with 

water in atight dish until it becoms starch paste. - II: The starch paste fer- 

ments with green malt to fermentable sugar. - III: The sugar ferments to 

alcohol.

5

K*.7.1936.=2/ Nat

Fig. 4 Funnels and dishes are put together to distillers and the distilling ta- 

kes place. Drawing: Soren Knudsen, 1936.
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uproar against King Erik Menved around 1313 or later in 

the century when all royal property gradually had become 

mortgaged to the counts of Holstein and their followers. 

King Eriks brother and successor, Christoffer Lackland, 

could not keep his throne and had to resign before he died 

in 1332. After that there was no central power in Denmark 

for eight years.

About that time the nearby castle Karrsgaard on the 

road between Aarhus and Horsens was destroyed as a re-

Fig. 5 The distiller at Odder Museum.

crop which had been considered out ofuse since the age of 

the vikings. The potsherds however, turned out to be the 

real treasure. They could be put together and became so- 

mething never seen before from a Danish excavation. Not 

since either for that matter.7

They were made into altogether 35 vessels, many of 

them complete. Some of the fmds came to the National 

Museum and have been displayed there in the permanent 

exhibition ever since, but the greater part of the material 

remained at Odder Museum. There were dishes, lids, 

pots, kegs, pans, funnels of different shapes and cups and 

bowls. Five big blue-grey unglazed dishes with lids gave 

name to the type "Bjornkarr dishes", but particularly the 

many different funnels of lead-glazed earthenware attrac- 

ted attention and caused many speculations among diffe­

rent experts.

However, already J. Didriksen was on the track 

when he declared that the funnels and dishes would 

function ideally for distillation, and he found it imme- 

diately obvious, that it was alcohol which was distilled 

on Bjornkam The great number of funnels indicated a 

considerable output, and the doctor meant that all the 

grain in the basement showed that the liquor had been 

produced there.

The pottery, also a small "tumbler keg" of "fast 

steinzeug" can be dated to about the first half of the 14th 

century. That is avery early date for production of liquor in 

this part of the world both according to written sources 

and archaeological finds, and thus exciting new perspecti­

ves for the daily life of the magnates of Jutland about that 

time appeared. A spot of liquor would have kept people 

pleasantly warm at times when sea fog from Kattegat rolled 

in over the Vandmose forest and Bjornkarr. It might also 

add to the courage of the defenders of the place when an 

enemy showed up. That could be expected frequently in 

the unsecure 14th century, e.g. in connection with the

X

Fig. 6 The distiller made for the experiment in function.

Fig. 7 Liquor flows from the funnel aided by a leaf of grass.
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sult of fighting. The event is rather closely dated by coins 

found during the excavation of the site.8

The plan of Kaersgaard is in many ways similar to 

that of Bjornkaer, only the building on the tower mound 

was wooden. The owners of the castles probably belonged 

to the same local circles of magnates, the datable finds 

from Bjornkxr belong to the same period as those known 

from K&rsgaard, and it is not at all unlikely that the de- 

struction of Bjornkaer took place at the same time as that of 

Kzrsgaard, also because neither of the fortifications were 

rebuilt. That is as close a dating as can be given archaeolo- 

gically and historically. A small research excavation in 

1960 did not add much to the evidence known already.9

From the very beginning there was no doubt that 

the funnels and dishes could make excellent distillers. 

Some of the funnels have little holes in them which would 

function for the draw off, and J. Didriksen had a local 

draughtsman produce an instructive drawing with expla- 

nations of the whole process such as he considered it possi- 

ble. No one denied that distilling was possible with the ap- 

paratus, but some claimed that it had rather been used for 

alchymistic purposes.

Be that as it may - it would be sensational too - 

but a few years ago Odder Museum together with mem- 

bers of"Eksperimenterende Danske Baendevinsamatorer" 

(Experimenting Danish Liquor Amateurs) decided to 

make a proper experiment. A close copy of some of the 

funnels and dishes were produced in stoneware as lead- 

glaze is now considered dangerous. Permission to distila li- 

mited amount of liquor was procured from the legal au- 

thorities and one lovely saturday afternoon in early Sep­

tember 1997 the experiment took place among the 

buildings of Odder Museum.

The method suggested byj. Didriksen was followed 

closely and in order to make the process clearly visible to as 

many as possible the distiller was placed in the open on a 

trivet on a small fireplace with glowing embers. The coo- 

ling pipe was certainly originally leaden - a small fragment 

of aleaden pipe was found at Bjornkzr during the excava- 

tions - but during the experiment a copper pipe was used. 

A long, thin grass leafwas bound around the draw offpipe, 

and after a while clear drops began to fall regularly into the 

small pot placed underneath. It soon turned out, that the 

liquid was not only clear, but also free of fusel and quite 

strong, ca. 70 %! Besides it was delicious to taste, and befo- 

re long the qualified tasters had become quite elated. The 

distiller functioned perfectly, and it was impossible to 

make it produce licquor of bad quality, only by the end of

the distilling the product held only 60% alcohol! The taste 

however remained superb.10

The distilling process does not differ much from 

how distilling is still done at many places in the world. In 

Denmark private distilling is strictly forbidden, but in 

some European countries farmers are allowed to distil a 

certain amount of liquor per year for their own use. At 

some places they use plums and other kinds of fruits and 

produce delicious drinks. In Denmark the raw material was 

grain, and later potatoes, also when distilling was no longer 

private.

The experiment proved that the Bjornkaer funnels 

and dishes were indeed made for distilling. But of course it 

can still be argued whether they were meant to produce li­

quor or were intended for alchymistic use. Or whether the 

owner of Bjornkaer was an alchymist or just fond of his li­

quor. It is however, nice to know, that he could enjoy a 

good, strong drink free of fusel if he liked. Most certainly 

other people all over Europe had the same choice already 

then and hopefully in the future more distillers will appear 

in excavations to prove it.

Distilling was however also necessary for the pro- 

duction of gunpowder, but that would be a bit early for 

Bjornkaer in the 14th century. The charred grain in the well 

also speaks more for liquor than for anything else, but even 

ifno gunpowder was involved, distillers are known to have 

exploded or raised fire every now and then if the assem- 

blings were not totally tight. At Odder they were tightened 

in the medieval way with well chewed rye bread which 

made an elastic paste that functioned well and did not dry. 

However, when fire was urged to force distilling the distil­

ler began bumping, and that might in the end have caused 

the bread paste to fall off. So what if excessive want of al­

cohol made the inhabitants of Bjornkaer urge fire under 

their distillers far too much and thus provoked an explo- 

sion in the basement which set fire to the stores and de- 

stroyed the castle? This may be a heretic suggestion but just 

imagine how very much it would have been like the kind of 

wonderful stories from real life Werner Meyer tells so often 

and so well. In German "Schnaps" is sometimes called 

"Geist" - spirit - and one could imagine some old hag wal- 

king past the explosive fire of Bjornk&r at a distance mut- 

tering to herself: "Y glaub, das isch dr hailig Gaischt gsi...".

Bjornkaer is one of the castle sites Werner Meyer has 

visited in jutland. Then it was all overgrown and not near- 

ly as clearly laid out as today. The Bjornkaer Schnaps had 

also not been reconstructed at the time, but hopefully 

"Burgenmeyer" did not miss it too badly.
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