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Introduction
Mist rises from the Baltic Sea at dawn, veiling pine forests and sand dunes in a gentle,
salt-laced hush. Here, along Lithuania’s slender coastline—just ninety kilometers
long—history lingers between forest and foam, and each new tide brings secrets old as
the amber stones glittering in the wet sand. My own journey with this coast began as a
child, watching fishing boats slip out before sunrise from Klaipėda’s cold harbor and
listening to family stories told over plates of still-warm smoked fish. Those memories,
and the endless pull of the Baltic, have brought me back time and again.

Beneath the Baltic Waves is more than a travelogue or a history—it is an invitation.
Lithuania’s coastal region is a place where legends mingle with everyday life, where
ancient pagan rites echo during midsummer bonfires, and where the crunch of dark
rye bread and the tang of herring conjure centuries of shared meals. The shoreline,
ever-changing and resilient, has shaped and been shaped by those who’ve called it
home: Curonian and Prussian tribes, Teutonic knights, merchants, poets, scientists,
refugees, and artists. All have left marks both visible and unseen—on the land, on its
language, and on its living traditions.

This book sets out to follow the contours of that world. We’ll wander through mist-
shrouded harbor cities and sunlit villages—Klaipėda, with its Hanseatic facades and
bustling markets; Nida and Juodkrantė, where fishermen’s houses nestle against wild
dunes; Palanga, alive with music, gardens, and laughter. Along the journey, we’ll
discover stories hidden in the dunes and woods, recipes handed down through
generations, and festivals where the line between myth and memory blurs. Icelandic
spar, amber, wind-worn wood, and the taste of smoked eels are all vital threads in the
tapestry of coastal Lithuania.

At the heart of this journey is the coast’s dynamic spirit: the enduring music of its
language, the collective resilience of its people, and a landscape both beautiful and
fragile. The maritime world here is always in negotiation with the elements—storms
remaking sandbanks, forests encroaching on old villages, lagoons nurturing flocks of
migrating birds. The Curonian Spit, a ribbon of sand and pine, captures these
paradoxes: it is at once ancient and fleeting, harsh yet sustaining, local in custom but
always open to far horizons.

Throughout these pages, you’ll meet the people who keep Lithuania’s coastal culture
alive: master bakers in smoky kitchens, weathervane carvers, environmentalists
guarding delicate dunes, nature guides whose footsteps scatter fox tracks, and elders
who recall forbidden songs from Soviet times. Their voices animate the story, just as
the scent of dill or pine transforms the flavor of a simple soup.
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This book is written for the curious: for travelers, food and culture lovers, those tracing
Baltic roots, and anyone drawn to the edges of the map. It weaves history, personal
encounters, folklore, and practical insight into a living portrait of Lithuania’s maritime
soul. May these stories and tastes inspire you to wander beneath the Baltic waves
too—whether with your feet in wet sand or through the pages of this journey.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Echoes of the Curonian Shores:
Ancient Tribes and First Mariners
The story of Lithuania’s Baltic coast, before the grand dukes and castles, is written in
sand, wind, and the tireless rhythm of the waves. It’s a narrative shaped by ancient
tribes, their lives inextricably linked to the sea and the mysterious golden nuggets it
sometimes yielded. Long before maps depicted modern nations, the eastern shores of
the Baltic Sea were home to various communities, primarily the ancestors of what we
now call the Baltic peoples. These groups, among the oldest European nations to
remain in their current location, developed a distinct culture steeped in a reverence
for nature and a deep understanding of their coastal environment.

Evidence of human habitation along the Lithuanian Baltic Sea coast stretches back to
the Paleolithic and Mesolithic periods. While many of these earliest settlements are
now submerged due to fluctuating sea levels over millennia, archaeological
explorations, including underwater surveys, continue to uncover traces of these
ancient communities. Sites like those found near Šventoji and Palanga offer glimpses
into the lives of hunter-gatherers and early fishermen who thrived in this dynamic
coastal landscape.

Around 5300 to 1750 BC, the Narva culture flourished in what is now Estonia, Latvia,
Lithuania, and parts of Poland, Belarus, and Russia. These were hunter-gatherer
societies, skilled in using local materials like bone, horn, and schist for their tools, due
to limited access to flint. The abundance of bone tools is a hallmark of the Narva
culture, demonstrating their ingenuity and adaptation to the coastal environment.
They also engaged in trade, with pink flint from the Valdai Hills found in their
territories, and hundreds of amber items discovered in Juodkrantė, indicating the early
importance of this precious resource.

The coastal regions, particularly the Curonian Spit, were crucial to the identity and
survival of these early tribes. The Curonian Spit, a unique and fragile landform, began
to take shape about 5,000 years ago. Even as its sand dunes constantly shifted,
Mesolithic people settled there in the 4th millennium BCE, demonstrating their
remarkable ability to adapt to a challenging environment. Their main food source
came from the sea, and they processed bone and stone sourced from the mainland.

By the 1st millennium CE, West Baltic tribes like the Curonians and Prussians had
established seasonal settlements on the Spit, likely for fishing and possibly for ritual
purposes. These ancient Curonians, a Baltic tribe known for their seafaring skills and
unique customs, were integral to the region’s heritage. Their initial territory was
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extensive, reaching beyond the immediate Baltic seashore to include the Samogitian
Highland and the lower Daugava River.

The sea wasn't just a source of sustenance; it was a pathway to trade and cultural
exchange. Early Baltic communities engaged in commerce, exchanging goods like
animal fur, honey, and wax for Roman glass, brass, gold, and other metals. The
"Amber Road," while more of an archaeological concept than a single defined path,
facilitated this ancient trade. This network of routes carried amber from the Baltic and
North Sea coasts south to the Mediterranean, reaching as far as Egypt, where Baltic
amber beads were found in pharaohs' tombs dating back to 3400-2400 BC. Amber, or
"Gintaras" in Lithuanian, derived from a word meaning "to protect," held immense
cultural and symbolic importance, used for jewelry, tools, medicine, and protection
against evil spirits.

The interaction with the sea also played a significant role in shaping the spiritual
beliefs of these early inhabitants. Before the widespread adoption of Christianity,
Baltic tribes adhered to a polytheistic pagan faith deeply rooted in the natural world.
Their mythology venerated celestial bodies, nature spirits, and deities associated with
daily life, reflecting a profound connection between humans and their environment.
Sacred groves, rivers, and hills often served as places where the divine intersected
with the mortal world.

At the apex of the Baltic pantheon stood Dievas, the sky god, and Perkūnas, the
powerful god of thunder, often associated with oak trees and wielding lightning to
maintain cosmic balance. Žemyna, the earth goddess, symbolized fertility and
nurtured all life, often paired with Perkūnas in a divine marriage reflecting the cycles
of nature. The sun, moon, and stars were considered a heavenly family, participating
in mythological weddings. Even today, the presence of žirgeliai, pairs of wooden
horses' heads adorning house roofs, serves as a relict of an ancient twin cult.

One of the most enduring myths tied to the Baltic Sea is that of Jūratė and Kastytis, a
tragic tale of forbidden love between a sea goddess and a mortal fisherman. Jūratė,
the queen of the sea, lived in a magnificent amber palace beneath the waves. Her love
for Kastytis, a talented fisherman, angered Perkūnas, the thunder god, who destroyed
her amber palace and condemned Jūratė to eternal sorrow. The legend explains the
origin of the abundant Baltic amber, believed to be Jūratė’s tears. This myth, first
recorded in the 19th century, highlights the deep cultural significance of amber and
the powerful forces of nature in Baltic folklore.

The early Lithuanians, as distinct from other Baltic tribes like the Samogitians,
developed their own archaeological cultural areas. Their exposure to the Baltic Sea
and the Curonian Lagoon led to the development of fluvial watercraft, initially likely
oar-powered vessels with a single sail, later replaced by more advanced cogs. By the
early 13th century, Lithuanian ships were venturing into the Baltic Sea, reaching as far
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as Gotland for trade in amber, honey, beeswax, flax, and timber.

The Old Prussians, another prominent Baltic people, inhabited the region between the
Vistula and Curonian Lagoons. Like their Baltic kin, they spoke an Indo-European
language and worshipped pre-Christian deities. While they resisted Christianization for
centuries, their lands were eventually subjugated by the Teutonic Order in the 13th
century, leading to their assimilation and the eventual extinction of their language by
the 18th century. The Curonians themselves experienced a similar fate, with their
southern branches assimilating into the Lithuanian folk by the 16th century.

These ancient maritime connections illustrate that despite being a largely land-based
nation for much of its history, Lithuania's coastal regions fostered a dynamic exchange
of goods, ideas, and cultures from the earliest times. The sea was not a barrier but a
bridge, connecting these early communities to distant lands and shaping their unique
identity. This foundational period, marked by a close relationship with the natural
world and a vibrant pagan spirituality, laid the groundwork for the enduring traditions
and maritime spirit that still define the Lithuanian coast today.
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