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In spring and early summer of ����, an exceptional shipwreck was brought to light during 
the construction of an o�ce building at Lootsi St. � in Tallinn: it measures ��.� metres in 
length and � metres in width. In terms of its dimensions, this discovery ranks among the larg-
est medieval shipwrecks found in Northern Europe. Identi�ed as a cargo ship, it is believed 
to have been in use around the mid-��th century, and its scienti�c value was enriched by the 
numerous arte- and ecofacts recovered from it. Since the beginning of July ����, the Lootsi 
Wreck, as archaeologists named it, has been located at the Estonian Maritime Museum�s 
Seaplane Harbour area where the conservation works are taking place and micro-scale exca-
vation work inside the hull continues as well.

DISCOVERY
The archaeological investigations that culminated with the National Heritage Board�s ��nd of 
the year ����� award took place at Lootsi St. �, where a medieval shipwreck �pressed� in the 
courtyard of an industrial quarter was discovered (Fig. �). From the same area � at the park-
ing lot in front of Lootsi St. � � remains of another ship were previously known (Tammet et�al. 
����, ��). Earlier geological surveys of the site revealed signi�cant variations in the former 
seabed elevations over the considered excavation area (Harjo ����). Since it might have been 
the former river delta area of the Härjapea River (Fig. �), it was assumed that these di�erenc-
es were caused by the movement of the medieval riverbed and associated sand ridges in the 
shallow coastal sea.

Modern bathymetric maps show (Tammet et al. ����, �����) that the coastal area stretch-
ing from the harbour towards Kadriorg was relatively shallow during the medieval and sub-
sequent periods. Therefore, it is not surprising that e�orts were made to intentionally reclaim 
this area from the sea. Sea was transformed into land at the present Lootsi Street only in the 
�rst half of the ��th century. The construction of warehouses around the site in proximity to 
the harbour started towards the end of the century following the establishment of railway 
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connections with St Petersburg. The con-
struction area was bordered in the east and 
south by a limestone wall, preserved until 
the present day, against which lightweight 
shelters were built. Prior to the current con-
struction, there was a cellar-less building in 
the southern part of the area, beneath which 
a bow section of the wreck was later found. 
Considering the above, it could be anticipat-
ed that there was a risk of encountering his-
torical wrecks during the excavation work, 
which geologists estimated could occasional-
ly already emerge as shallow as ��� centime-
tres below the ground (Leinsalu ����). This 
estimation is also indirectly substantiated by 
another ��th-century wreck � nd � the �Peeter 
Wreck� �, found in ���� about ��� metres to 
the NE from Lootsi St. �, at Pikksilma St.��/� 
(Roio et al. ����).

 EXCAVATIONS
The medieval shipwreck discussed below was discovered on �� March during the archaeo-
logical monitoring of construction work at the depth of about two metres on the construc-
tion site. Following the initial discovery, consultations were immediately held with experts 
from the National Heritage Board and the Tallinn City Heritage Department, leading to the 
decision to commence full scale archaeological excavations. The excavation was carried out 
by the team of OÜ Muinasprojekt led by � eld archaeologist Mihkel Tammet and included 
� eld assistant Silver Jäger, osteologist Raija Katarina Heikkilä, archaeology student Lisette 
Reinvars, conservator Maria Romet, and team members Mihkel Ivanov, Jan Talts, and Artem 

Mihkel Tammet, Priit Lätti and Raija Katariina Heikkilä

Fig. �. The Lootsi Wreck was found in the vicinity of the present-day Tallinn harbour, from an area with ��th-century 
store houses.

Jn �. Lootsi vrakk leiti Tallinna sadama naabrusest, ��. sajandi laohoonete keskelt.
Photo / Foto: Estonian Land Board / Maa-amet; Silver�Jäger

Fig. �. The wreck site in the mouth of the Härjapea River 
on the map from ����.

Jn �. Vraki asukoht Härjapea jıe suudmes ����. aasta 
kaardil.

Map / Kaart: Schmidt ����
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Yakubovych. The aspects of shipbuilding were examined and details were documented by 
Priit Lätti from the Maritime Museum. 

Although the above mentioned ground-penetrating radar geological survey did not identi-
fy the contours and constructions of the wreck, subsequent comparisons of the ship remains 
with the radar image at depth readings up to �.� m allowed linking the documented soil ele-
vation � uctuations with the submerged hull. The higher parts of the wreck were situated just 
about �.� metres below the ground surface, beneath the layers of the ��th- and ��th-century 
� ll, while the stern extended to the depth of approximately � metres. During the excavation 
of the ship�s bow section, it became evident that the vessel�s bow was severely damaged. 
This was caused by the ship hull position in the ground with its bow-end elevated. It was 
evident that the bow section had su� ered signi� cant damage due to later soil removement 
during construction works. It was estimat-
ed that approximately � metres of planking 
were missing compared to the stern section. 
In addition, the bow�s stem was missing. 
Based on these observations, the decision 
was made to start excavation work from the 
bow leaving the stern area where more intact 
structures were expected for later on since 
the likelihood of � nding structural elements 
in this area was low. Following this decision, 
an excavation plan was made, which served 
as the basis for describing the � ndings and 
artefacts. The wreck was mostly � lled with 
sand (Fig. �) and it became clear that the best 
way to uncover artefacts and structures was 
just by washing sand o�  with running water. 
The common tools of archaeologists were 
supplemented with a water hose.

 Construction
 In general, the excavated wreck was extremely well preserved. Most of the keel, keelson, 
bottom and hull planks, internal planking, crossbeams and the massive sternpost with rud-
der fastenings were preserved. The keel is � at, measuring ��.�� m in length and ������cm in 
height. In the stern area, a section of the keel of approximately �.� m is missing. The traces 
on the remaining keel seem to indicate that it was torn or broken o� , possibly during sinking. 
The width of the keel varies somewhat along the length of the vessel, reaching from ���cm 
in the bow area to about �� cm in the middle section of the vessel. The keel consists of two 
parts, connected with a scarf joint and fastened with trenails. Unfortunately, the connection 
between the keel and sternpost could not be studied, since the a�  part of the keel is missing. 
Also, the stempost is missing, therefore the details fastening the keel to the stempost could 
not be studied.

 The port side of the ship was generally better preserved than the starboard. On the port 
side of the bow area, �� outer and � inner planks and on the starboard side, � and � planks 
respectively are preserved. The stern is preserved probably to the deck level with �� outer and 
� inner planks on the port side and �� outer and � inner planks on the starboard side.
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Fig. �. The team of archaeologists working at the stern 
area of the wreck.

Jn �. Arheoloogide meeskond vraki ahtriosa välja puhas-
tamas.

Photo / Foto: Mihkel Tammet


























