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Historical Maritime Wind Scales until 1947

O. PREFACE

In 2001 the Dutch version of this memorandum was published and from the start it was a
demanded product in English speaking countries. This publication is a translated and
updated version of this previously released KNMI memorandum HISKLIM 3 (Wallbrink
and Koek, 2001). We are much obliged to the University of Michigan (Ann Arbor, MI,
USA) who helped us on the way with the translation of the original Dutch memorandum.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The strongly increasing interest for historical climate data (HISKLIM, CLIWOC, RECLAIM,
ACRES) over the past few years led to several projects with the purpose of taking maritime
wind data, originally from old ship logs, digitize them and make them available through
e.g. a database. In order to be able to interpret the data correctly, additional information
about the carried sails of full rigged ships is essential. The so-called metadata is also of
great importance for the knowledge of the quality of the observations in existing
international climate databases (e.g. ICOADS).

This publication will go in depth into the origins and developments of wind scales that
have been used to make subjective wind force estimates. From the 17th century onward a
chronological overview is given of the terminology that the crew used among each other in
order to exchange information regarding the wind direction and wind force of the ocean.
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2. THE FIRST MARITIME WIND OBSERVATIONS

Ever since ships sailed the seas, the winds have been named in many ways. It was very
important to the crew to be able to know the wind climate for specific times of the year in
certain areas. At the beginning of this era, Plinius (Plinius, AD 77) for example, already
described the best method to sail back and forth between the Gulf of Aden and India. The
initial trip was sailed in 40 days downwind with the help of the ‘Hippalus’ or ‘Hypalus’,
also known as the southwest wind (later the southwest monsoon). The way back was
usually started at the beginning of the Egyptian month Tybis (December). One then sailed
with the help of the ‘Vulturnus’, an east-southeasterly wind.

The wind directions were represented with Latin abbreviations until the 17th century. The
Latin abbreviations sometimes cause confusion with the abbreviations that we use today.
See Table 1 (Lamb and Johnson, 1966).

[Abbreviation ————— Name ——Wind direction

S. Septentrionalis Northerly

Or. Orientalis Easterly

M. or Mer. Meridionalis Southerly
Occ. Occidentalis Westerly
S.Or. Northeasterly
M. Or. or Mer. Or. Southeasterly
M. Occ. or Mer. Occ. Southwesterly
S. Occ. Northwesterly

Table 1: Latin abbrevations used to describe the wind direction,
in use until around 1600

Around 1600 the first information about the wind began to appear in ship logs. Towards
the end of the 17th and in the 18th century the Dutch VOC ships often logged information
regarding the wind direction and the wind force in the ship logs. Instruments used in order
to measure the wind speed did not exist yet which is the reason why wind observations
from that time need careful analysis.
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3. THE 17TH AND 18TH CENTURY

3.1.  Wind estimations during the early 17th century

During the 17thcentury it was common to use different names for the wind force
depending on how the wind was experienced. One would estimate the wind force by use of
the surroundings, for example through the behaviour of a well known, trusted ship in a
rough sea or the whistling of the wind through the rigging or the appearance of the sea
surface. More important however was the amount of sail the ship could carry under
various wind conditions.

One of the first publications in which the wind force was mentioned was an English
publication titled: ‘An Accidence, or the Pathway to Experience Necessary for all Young
Seamen’, from 1626 by Captain John Smith (Smith, 1925). One spoke here of: ‘a calme, a
breze, a fresh gaile, a pleasant gayle, a stiffe force gayle, it ouerblows, a gust, a storme, a
spoute, a loume gaile, an eddy wind, a flake of wind, a Turnado, a mounthsoune, a
Herycano’. Unfortunately no accompanying description is given by Captain John Smith.

In the 17th century the Dutch and also Danish crews (Frydendahl et al., 1992) developed
a special terminology to describe the wind. Table 2 gives some 17th century Dutch
terminologies that are related to wind direction and wind force (source: VOC logbooks).

| Dutch expression | Description

Hapje, Zogje, Zugje

A dying breath. A little bite, huff, or puff of wind

Fariabel lugie

A slant wind. Very weak, variable wind

Labberkoelte, flaauwe
koelte, lichte koelte

A sluggish wind. A listless wind. A limp wind. Wind weak, sails
without wind

Bramzeilskoelte

A topgallant wind. A reasonable wind. Topgallant sails should be
reefed for more than a reasonable wind because the ship became top
heavy

Dichte of Stijve koelte

Fresh or stiff breeze to strong breeze

Bakstage of Bakstags
wind. ‘anders gezeylt’

A quartering wind, 45° abaft the abeam. To quarter i.e. sailing with
wind on vessel’s quarter

Marszeilskoelte

A topsails wind. Strong wind

De wind is wieuw

The wind is angry (good)

(waauw)
Haak of Kaak; Hook or jaw winds. Pulling wind or storm. Up and coming hard,
Haakwinden bending, winds

Huiken en guiten

Cloak and rogue like winds. The wind blows (hard wind)

Onderzeilskoelte

Course sails wind. Sailing under courses only. From strong
withstanding hard wind to storm.

Bijlegger

A strong wind dead ahead. The vessel was hove-to

Lenzen voor top en takel

Sailing under bare poles i.e. with no sail set or only a storm staysail

Zeilen waaien uit de
lijken

Sails blow out of the leeches. Leeches or bolt ropes: ropes sewn
around the edge of a sail

Uitschot

Slip-up. Wind veering in addition to a sudden increase in wind force

Droge buien; zengen

White squalls. Sudden wind gusts often at clear skies

Table 2: 17th Century Dutch expressions in order to describe wind force














































