
On the occasion of a private celebration for the 100th birthday of the Old Baljer Lighthouse in 
2004, the idea came up to do something about the impending collapse of the tower.

On May 7th 2005, seven like-minded-people as named below founded the supportassociation 
Förderverein Baljer Leuchtturm von 1904 e.V.

Waltraud and Gerhard Gebhardt,
Karin and Fritz Grundwald, 
Swantje and Eckhard Klitzing                                                                             
Wilfried Kück

With calls to the owner, which is the district of Stade, and public information events, it has been 
possible for the lighthouse to be renovated in 2010 with EU funding and now can be used in 
compliance with the applicable nature conservation rules.

This maritime cultural monument in Nortkehdingen became a well known nature and lighthouse 
experience station.

Our community with over 70 members has taken care of the tower and the visitors.

Our respect goes to the political leaders of the district of Stade and the municipality as well as to all 
supporters who helped with ideas, money and encouragement.



When the beautiful lighthouse was built in 1903, our society was just at the beginning of a rapid 
technological development. Most of the cargo ships were still sailing ships, but steamers grew 
rapidly. 

Sailing ships anchored in tricky waters at night, but the expensive steamers should also sail at night. 
For this, lighthouses had to be built. It was the time when gas and electricity were just invented, but 
not yet available everywhere.

There was no road over here to bring the material to the construction site, so the construction of the 
lighthouse had to be done by ship from the water side. It must have been quite a challenge until the 
lighthouse went into operation on 1 March 1904.

Pic 1:
The Baljer Lighthouse from an old school atlas

Pic 2:
1906 – one of the first shots from the tower

Pic  3:
This could also have been the case in Balje: topping out ceremony on Fehmarn (Schleswig-
Holstein), Staberhuk 1903

Pic 4:
Cargo sailboat Passat with steam tug on the river Elbe   



The Baljer Lighthouse position is 700 meters above the village Brunsbüttel and in a straight line to 
the locks of the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Canal, opened in 1895, today’s Nord-Ostsee-Kanal. With its 
identical tower, the Lighthouse Belum it served to secure the undertow south of the Ostebank.

The lighthouse Balje served the ships heading towards Hamburg, the lighthouse Belum those 
heading towards the North Sea.

Pic 1:
View from the lighthouse towards Otterndorf and Cuxhaven.

Pic 2:
The view of the lock system of the Nord-Ostsee-Kanal with the road bridge in the background.

Pic 3:
How the Lighthouse worked. There was a white lead sector towards the village of Altenbruch with 
fixed fire. On port side a warning sector with white single flashes and an announcement sector with 
green single flashes.

On starboard a warning sector with white double flashes and a large sector with solid red and white 
continuous light in the direction of Brundbüttel to the Nord-Ostsee-Kanal. The lightning was 
produced mechanically by vertical blinds, the so-called Otterscreens.



       

In 1904 the Baljer and the Belumer Lighthouse were equipped with hanging petroleum-garter lamps 
the Auerlicht. It has been for the first time in history of the Lighthouses on the river Elbe, that they 
used homogeneous light for that time.

Gas and electricity had already been invented, but were not yet available for lighthouses. 
As in every household, lighthouses were operated with classic petrol wick lamps. They had little 
luminosity, rusted strongly and were low in range. In 1885 that Carl Auer developed the 
groundbreaking so-called Auerlicht, the incandescent stocking lamp. This light was much brighter 
and easier to maintain.

The light was focused with a Fresnel Lens. Technical datas as written:

250mm focal length, 138.5 degree spanning angle, range 13 nautical miles (about 24 kilometers)

The flash generation was operated by the already mentioned otter screens.

Pic 1:
Essential modernizations to the technology of the Lighthouse have been 

1927, conversion from petroleum to liquide gas
1962, conversion from liquid gas to electric light, control of the tower operated from Cuxhaven.
1979, the Lighthouse is shut down and taken out of service



   Modern Times coming up 1904

The Fresnel Lens

The Frensel Lens focuses and amplifies the light and directs it into the desired horizontal direction. 
The Fresnel Lens consists of individual polished lens rings. Ship and street lamps often use this 
technique, but they use glass of lower quality.

Depending on whether the light should shine all around or only over a defined sector, the lens is 
circular or consists of only the necessary circle segment like the position lamps of ships. 

The lens was invented and named in 1820 by the Frenchman Augustin Jean Fresnel.

The Auerlicht Lamp

1885 the Austrian Carl Auer developed the groundbreaking Auerlicht, named after him. Burning gas 
is made to glow with a silk stocking prepared with ´rare earths´. Gas was not yet transportable at 
that time, so gasified petroleum was needed instead. Liquid petroleu and air were pumped into an 
evaporator by the lighthouse keeper with a hand pump. The burning mixture then made the glow 
stocking to light up. Tthis light was 4 to 5 times brighter than a conventional petrol wick lamp.

Otterblenden

Otterblenden are perpendicular jalousien in front of the panes of the lantern, which by opening and 
closing produce the identification (light on / light off) in the predetermined rhythm. The machine 
was driven by a mechanical weight gauge, like an old pendulum clock. The weight was guided in a 
tube that ran through all floors of the lighthouse. Every four and a half hours the lighthouse keeper 
had to raise the weight by hand. Controlled by cam discs and levers, the otter panels were moved in 
the given tempo. 

With the introduction of liquid gas as lamp fuel, the Otterblenden went out of order because now 
the light could be switched on and off directly.



       
 Pioneers of lighting technology

Aimé Argand
At the end of the 18th Century the physicist from Switzerland improved the then usual oil wick 
lamps and in 1787 the still common today petroleum lamp with hollow cord was registered for 
patent. The hollow wick sucks oxygen into the center of the flame, which creates a much brighter 
light.

Carl Auer von Welsbach
In 1885 the chemist from Austria invented the glow-in-the-dark gas light, the so-called Auerlicht. In 
the glow-in-the-dark lamp, burning gas makes a silk stocking prepared with rare earths glow. This 
light is many times brighter than a simple gas flame.

Augustin Jean Fresnel
The physicist from France developed the Fresnel lamp in 1820. This focuses and amplifies the light 
and directs it in the destinated horizontal direction. Previously only hollow mirrors and parabolic 
mirrors were known for this effect. The light output was increased from 20 percent to 80 percent. 



  Development of Lighthouses

Julius Pintsch
The inventor and entrepreneur from Germany started working with gas technology in the mid-19th 
century. His work was pioneering in the development and manufacture of fire automation 
technology in lighthouses and many other areas. He laid important foundations for gas production 
and urban gas supply. Around 1880 he succeeded in liquefying gas and making it transportable.

After the development of the necessary processes and equipment, LPG was used from about 1910 in 
lighthouses that could not be connected to a gas pipeline. Already in 1877, Julius Pinsch built the 
first automatic light tower, which was operated with liquefied gas. The company Julius Pintsch & 
Söhne built whole lighthouses, gas factories, gas meters but also airplanes, armaments and from 
1885 also electric light bulbs, brand Sirius.

The international group was destroyed by the USSR after the end of World War 2 and the factory 
goods were dismantled and transported as war reparation

The wide range of Pintsch flags included:

• fixed and floating marks
• beacons, port lights
• all types of buoys
• Equipment for lighthouses, in particular gas indicators and glow-in-the-dark lamps
• Equipment for fireboats



Storm surge 1962 - lighthouse keeper in distress

Because of the storm, lighthouse keeper Walter Drygala was already on the tower during the day 
and saw how the water already fell over the summer dike in the afternoon at the beginning of the 
tide. At about 10 p.m. the waves smashed the wooden windfang in front of the entrance to the tower 
and tore the gas bottles off the balcony. The beacon and the telephone connection failed.

At midnight it was quite precarious, a ship drifting towards the tower. „When it hits the tower, I will 
jump from the upper balcony onto the deck.“ the threatened lighthouse keeper thought, put on his 
life jacket and waited for things to happen. Fortunately, the ship ran aground before it hit the 
lighthouse.

The next day the tide was still very high, there was no way to leave the tower and make any contact 
with the outside world. The drinking water in the cistern was salted and the food supplies were 
exhausted, after it had been three days before for days without land connection due to a storm surge.

On the second day the water had gone back so far that he could walk through the mud to the 
stranded ship. the crew was also caught on the ship, they could only wait for help. The ship’s crew 
lowered a ladder so that Drygala got on the ship and they gave him food and water with which he 
went back to the lighthouse.

On the third day, Drygala found a plastic boat that had broken loose and was stranded in the storm 
with which he strode through the flooded acres to the village Hörne. As it turned out later the boat 
belonged to the Water and Shipping Office in Cuxhaven, the employer of the lighthouse keeper.



  
  Storm surge 1962 – The Silona is stranded

Because of the storm, the Swedish steamship Silona was to anchor at Brunsbüttel like many other 
ships.

But the first anchor chain broke and the second one could not hold the ship in front of the storm and 
the machine was too weak to be a help.

The Silona drifted unmaneuverable in the storm, it was like a miracle that none of the other ships at 
anchor crashed into her.

From Brunsbüttel she drifted to the other side of the Elbe towards Baljer Lighthouse and ran 
aground not far away on the Hörner Vorland. Crew and pilot were recovered unharmed by 
helicopter days later.

The Silona could never be recovered and was disassembled and scrapped on land.  



  Duties of the lighthouse keeper
        
Initially, the Baljer lighthouse needed 24/7 support. Its fire had to be maintained at night and during 
the day maintenance work and fuel supply had to be carried out. For this purpose, the lighthouse 
was equipped with an apartment for the lighthouse keeper, which included a kitchen, living room 
and bedroom. The basement was converted into a cistern for rainwater. 

These were the main tasks of the lighthouse keepers:

• Lighting the beacon a quarter of an hour before the sun sets
• Constantly check and adjust the beacon
• Keeping the pressure of the oil evaporator constant by pumping petroleum and air in time
• Raise the weight for the folding mechanism of the otter panels every four hours
• Extinguishing the light after sunrise
• Cleaning and polishing of the panes and lenses
• Fill the oil cans from barrels at the bottom of the tower and carry them into the lamp room
• Observations of the situation on the river Elbe, were the other lighthouses in operation, 

could you see their lights?
• Keeping a report book (typical German)
• Immediate reporting to the supervisor if irregularities were detected

For all these things there was a detailed instruction which was kept in the lighthouse. 



Lighthousekeeper in Balje

From 1904 to 1927 when the tower was operated with petroleum, a 24/7 support was necessary and 
a lighthouse keeper had to be always on duty. Unfortunately, it is not known whether they lived 
permanently in the tower or if they changed by their working rhythm as it has been common at that 
time. Only after the introduction of liquid gas in 1927 the tasks in the tower became smaller. Only at 
night and in the danger of storm surge a guard  had to beon the tower. In periods of storms and at 
floodings he was often trapped here for several days. For this the apartment was still necessary and 
also supplies had to be provided.

In the village of Hörne a house was built for the highest ranking lighthouse keeper where he could 
live with his family.
The tower could only be reached by foot via winter dyke and summer dyke crossing meadows and 
ditches. 5 kilometres had to be travelled daily, and in dry weather the bike or later a motorcycle 
could be used. This remained the case until complete automation in 1962.

The following lighthouse keepers in Balje are known:
from 1913 Poel and Horn
from 1920 Buck
from 1939 Heinricht Peemöller and Johann Witte
from 1952 to 1962 Walter Drygala and Dietrich Schildt

Picture 1
from 1927 the beacon was operated with liquid gas, you see a picture with the liquid gas tank

Picture 2
the lighthouse keeper’s house in Balje-Hörne shown at the left

Picture 3
the long way to the lighthouse  



 Walter Drygala, the last lighthouse keeper of Balje
The story of lighthouse keeper Drygala is also part of the history of an extinct profession. As one of 
the last of its kind, not only he has been the last on the lighthouse Balje until 1962, but also the last 
one on Soesmenhusen, the lighthouse directly opposite on the other side of the River Elbe.
At December 1st 1952, Walter Drygala started his duties at the Baljer Lighthouse; his first rank was 
as a "beacon guard for trial". On June 1st 1953 he was promoted to Chief Lighthouseceeper. Until 
the automation of the tower at the end of 1962, he lived with his family in the lighthouse keeper’s 
house in Balje-Hörne. He then took over his new job at the lighthouse Soesmenhusen in 
Brunsbüttel, where he worked until the lighthouse was shut down in 1975.

For Walter Drygala the lighthouse has not been a workplace only, he also spent much of his free 
time over here. He used a small fishing boat in a small tidal channel next to the tower. For the 
weekends family and friends gathered here and often stayed overnight in the cozy furnished 
lighthouse.

Picture 1
Obviously satisfied with his world - lighthouse keeper Walter Drygalla

Picture 2
First catch eels in front of the lighthouse

Picture 3
...then eel eating in the lighthouse

Picture 4
Sunday visit from Balje-Hörne

Picture 5
The lighthouse Soesmenhusen with residential house on the opposite side of the Elbe, Walter 
Drygalas last workplace 



 
Life at Lighthouse Balje
 
The dreamlike location of the tower directly at the edge of the wadden grounds was a special 
experience for initiates. It was the fantastic view of the Elbe and the North Sea, the solitude far from 
civilization in the untouched meadow and reed landscape and the today unimaginable diversity of 
birds.

When the weather was nice, the children of Hörne made their way to the Baljer Lighthouse. 
It has always been good to swim in the Elbe and enjoy the sunshine. So many sunburns were 
caused, because there was no shade on the Elbe and sun protection even with high sun protection 
factor  simply did not exist yet.

The children could take a look over the shoulder of the lighthouse keeper and go fishing with him. 
Sometimes they were allowed to camp here or they came for a picknick.

To the hay harvest the children came by horse-drawn carriage and were allowed to go home on the 
high hay.

Picture 1
Idyll at the lighthouse

Picture 2
Bathing fun in front of the lighthouse in the Elbe

Picture 3
The long way with the hay cart 


