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A flat-bottomed wooden boat with a hut on top, sides painted in black and

white stripes, and two very long oars at the front and back – that's an "Ulmer

Schachtel" (Ulm box). This vessel, which seems curious today, was once an

important means of transport on the Danube.

"Ulm boxes" can still be seen traveling along the Danube today – but only for pleasure trips.

Things were very different back in the days when there were no railroads and the roads were

dusty and bumpy or muddy tracks. In those days, ships were a comparatively fast, reliable

and cheap way for merchants and producers to transport their goods. Even if it was only in

one direction: downstream. From Ulm to Vienna, the ships would be on the move along the

Danube for ten to fourteen days, depending on the water level and the current. 

Around 1570, the first large cargo boats were built in Ulm. These were 26 meters long and

around 4 meters wide. The free imperial city of Ulm was already an important trading center

in the Middle Ages, located as it was at the intersection of several trade routes. The proximity

to the Danube – it is only from Ulm that the river can be navigated by ships at all – was

another plus point. Initially, Ulm canvas and products produced by the Ulm wool weavers

were transported, as well as dried fruit, beets, Neckar wine, Ulm playing cards and wafers. In

the 19th century, merchants delivered French wines, young trees, leather, cheese, dye, flints,

grass and clover seeds, wooden clocks and other "goods of Western Europe" along the

Danube to , ,  and . 

Zillen, Plätten, Ulmer Schachtel – the wooden ships manufactured in Ulm have various

different names. The names "Zille" and "Plätte" refer to one and the same type of ship. They

are built without a keel, so that they can sail on the Danube even when the water level is low.

When conditions were calm, the ride could be very comfortable, but when the current was

fast, or in places where there are dangerous whirlpools or rocks – these were the times

before the Danube was regulated – the journey could become life-threatening. Only

experienced boatmen were able to safely bring a loaded barge – which was difficult to steer –

to its destination. The name "Ulmer Schachtel" (Ulm box), which is common today, derives

from a comment made by a member of the Württemberg parliament in the 1840s: "You

Ulmers with your boxes!"
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Wackerstein on the Danube. Many emigrants started their long journey down the Danube to

Hungary on "Ulm boxes", which had been built in Ulm for the transport of emigrants.

Donauschwäbisches Zentralmuseum, 
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In the 18th century, it was the Ordinari ships that sailed down the Danube from Ulm. Several

times a week, a freshly built ship would set sail from the banks of the river, bound for Vienna

or on to . At their destination, the ships were sold to the highest bidders, dismantled

and the wood used elsewhere. The shipmen returned to Ulm by land. Now not only goods were

transported, but above all people. The reasons for this boom in Ulm shipping were the Turkish

Wars and the Habsburg settlement policy: first, soldiers from Swabia were transported to

Vienna to support the Habsburgs in their fight against the Ottomans. Later, the "Ulm box"

became a migration vehicle for Hungarian emigrants. 

Over the course of the 18th century, thousands of colonists came to Ulm from the

southwestern parts of the empire in order to travel from here by ship via Vienna to Hungary.

On behalf of the Habsburg emperors, recruiters sought craftsmen and peasant families who

wanted to start a new life in the Kingdom of Hungary. They were lured with privileges and the

prospect of being free peasants and no longer serfs. Most of the settlers came to Hungary via

the Danube, simply because it was the cheapest means of transportation. The stories of these

emigrants and their descendants is told by the Danube Swabian Central Museum.
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To the video: 

Christian Glass, the former director of the Danube Swabian Central Museum Christian Glass

about the 'Ulm box', which can be seen in front of the museum.

English translation: William Connor

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EwJZ8bcEjhQ
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