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EVER READY 
The Branddirektor Westphal waits for 
its next callout at the new tugboat 
jetty in Hamburg-Neumühlen – the new 
fi reboat is manned around the clock
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FIRING ON 
ALL CYLINDERS

The three fire monitors can pump the water over distances of up to 180 meters 
and heights of up to 110 meters. This is no showboating, but Hamburg’s answer to the ever 

bigger ships in its port, where one of Europe’s most modern fireboats is stationed. 

TEXT OLAF KROHN   PHOTOS PATRICK OHLIGSCHLÄGER 

It is kind of like my baby,” says Thomas Detje, driving with 
one hand on the semicircular rotary control that is used to steer 
the vessel. The wiry 54-year-old is not only a passionate firefight-
er, but also shipyard supervisor of the Branddirektor Westphal 
since the keel laying in spring 2017. Detje kept his eagle eye on 
the construction of the vessel in Berne on the River Weser. Now 
he is overseeing the commissioning of Germany’s biggest fire-
boat and training the crews – in his role as driving instructor, 
among other things.

After all, a ship like this can only use its horsepower on 
the road – or rather the Elbe – if the crew is also firing on all 
cylinders. “People didn’t really used to like working on our 
fireboats; some of them disparagingly referred to them as the 
‘Black Sea Fleet’,” says his colleague Olaf Reichheit. That is 
all set to change with the new boat. Anyone who wants to work 
aboard the Branddirektor Westphal must undertake quite a lot 
of training. Thomas Detje provides an idea of what is involved 
by listing his own qualifications: “Firstly, a professional trade, 
then a fireman, followed by a paramedic, and finally a ship’s 
master. Not forgetting the fact that every crew member must 
also be able to perform deck duties and work as an engineer. 
Just four men drive this ship while in service – and this crew 
holds the fort on board around the clock; there are eight bunks 
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in total. Hamburg Fire Department’s new flagship is locat-
ed on the north bank of the Elbe, on the new tugboat jetty, 
right next to the Oevelgönne Museum Harbor. Measuring 43 
meters in length and painted signal red, it is difficult to miss. 
It is owned by Flotte Hamburg, a subsidiary of the Hamburg 
Port Authority (HPA).

The new fireboat is designed to protect a city whose port is 
its heart. Among the characteristic sounds of this city are the 
banging of the riveting hammers in the docks of Blohm+Voß 
and the rumbling of the container terminal. Just a glance 
at the colossal scene on the opposite bank is enough to pro-
vide an idea of how challenging firefighting can be when a 
container loaded with hazardous goods 40 meters above the 
water level catches fire or even explodes. This is exactly what 
happened in September 2016. The cargo aboard the CCNI 
Arauco exploded in a steel box and the fire quickly spread. It 
took the fire department 90 harrowing hours to extinguish 
the fire aboard the 300-meter freighter. The accident was an 

immediate wake-up call that Germany’s biggest port lacked 
a suitable solution for such incidents. After all, the container 
vessels and cruise ships that sail along the Elbe nowadays are 
not only getting bigger, but also higher, above all else. The fact 
that Hamburg has invested 18.5 million euros in the new boat 
is therefore not a case of showboating or craving for recogni-
tion. “Our three fire monitors can pump the water over dis-
tances of up to 180 meters and heights of up to 110 meters,” 
explains Olaf Reichelt. “The existing fireboats cannot reach 
even half that distance.”

PIPES UP TO 60 CENTIMETERS THICK
The pumps on the newcomer have a colossal output of up to 
120,000 liters per minute. That not only gives the experts an 
idea of what it must have under the hood. The pumps alone use 
three-quarters of the engine’s power, while the ship’s propul-
sion system must make do with the remaining quarter, although 
that is still a formidable 1,000 kW (1,360 hp). Eight Caterpillar 

FIRMLY IN HAND  
Ship’s master Thomas Detje is 
one of the first firefighters in 
Hamburg to know how to operate 
the joysticks on the bridge

COLOSSAL OUTPUT: 120,000 LITERS 
OF WATER – PER MINUTE! 

HERMETICALLY SEALED 
The new fireboat can also operate in  

a toxic atmosphere. On the right is 
the door to the protected citadel; on 

the left are various stationary gas 
detectors to warn of any air pollutants
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generators are installed in the engine room; the exhaust fumes 
are scrubbed via a soot particle filter and a  catalytic  converter. A 
network of pipes and ducts runs through the entire hull, some 
of which are up to 60 centimeters thick. The job  specification 
submitted to the shipyard was as extensive as it was challenging. 
Flotte Hamburg wanted its newcomer to be capable of maritime 
multitasking: Instead of water, the crew can also fight fires with 
foam or a mixture. Hoses are also available to pump the water 
drawn from the Elbe to colleagues on the quay when needed. 
However, the boat does not have its own extinguishing tank. On 
the working deck there is a crane, a small dinghy, and a special 
gangway to connect to a damaged  vessel. “We also undertake 
the role of sea rescuers in the Port of Hamburg, because the 
German Maritime Search and  Rescue Association is not active 
in the port,” says firefighter Thomas Detje. The equipment is 
designed for rescuing humans and animals from the water – 
and for ice-related accidents. 

The crew can prevent leaking ships from sinking with the aid 
of bilge pumps. The Branddirektor Westphal can also deploy oil 
booms and secure leaks. The mess and the emergency room are 
spacious; up to 32 rescue workers can be transported to the scene 
of the incident. Germany’s biggest fireboat can even operate in 

CAUTION! Pictograms warn the crew members 
and help them to keep an overview of the situation 
aboard the ship during callouts
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a toxic atmosphere. The inner rooms can be sealed off and dur-
ing this stage the Dräger breathing protection system will ensure 
breathable atmosphere inside. The ship can sustain this so-called 
citadel mode independently of the external air for at least 30 min-
utes (see info box, p. 23). Everything still smells new aboard this 
fireboat, which seems to bear a rather unfashionable name in 
Branddirektor Westphal. Yet it represents the continuation of an 
old tradition upheld by Hamburg Fire Department, which reached 
its fine-sounding zenith with the 34-year-old predecessor Ober-
spritzenmeister Repsold. However, it is not just children who get 
emotional when it comes to firefighting vehicles. Detje recalls a 
careless visitor who put the first dent in the new vessel with their 
aluminum case. “Then I really lost my temper,” says the shipyard 
supervisor, who knows pretty much every nut and bolt on his boat. 

And then there is this lever for steering the Branddirektor 
Westphal, which takes some getting used to. The big wooden 
wheel has long since been obsolete, just like the tillerman. As 
the ship’s master, Detje steers the vessel by moving a rotary 

control no bigger than the palm of his hand to the left and 
right. These movements operate the two azimuth thrusters 
suspended beneath the hull like gondolas. Together with the 
two bow thrusters, they make the fireboat very agile.

A NEW AGE DAWNS
“We also have a dynamic positioning system,” explains Detje. 
This makes it possible, for example, to keep the boat in a cer-
tain position with meter precision during a callout, even though 
the pressure exerted by the fire monitors tries to push the vessel 
away from the damaged ship in line with the principle of rock-
et propulsion. A second command panel is located behind the 
ship’s master on the bridge. “For the first time aboard a fire-
boat, we now have a designated place for an incident command-
er to coordinate rescue workers on other boats or on land,” says 
Olaf Reichelt. It is clear that a new era is dawning on the Elbe 
for Hamburg Fire Department with the Branddirektor West-
phal. It has waited a long time for this moment.

GETTING SOME AIR 
Compressed air cylinders 

and respiratory masks 
from Dräger are part of the 

equipment on board

IN CONTROL The ship’s master uses  
the touchscreen on the bridge to monitor and 
control all parameters for the citadel mode

THE SHIP HOLDS ITS POSITION THANKS 
TO A DYNAMIC POSITIONING SYSTEM
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During callouts, the firefighters are  
frequently confronted with conditions 
that make breathing protection vital  
to their survival. The crew members 
generally protect themselves from 
toxic fumes with breathing apparatus. 
Well, strictly speaking.

It is different on Hamburg’s newest fire- 
boat, the Branddirektor Westphal. Here  
almost all important inner rooms can  
be hermetically sealed from the outside  
world. This breathing air supply (which is 
not dependent on external air) on the 
bridge, in recreation rooms, or in the emer-
gency room, works like a fortress in a  
dangerous atmosphere, which is why the 
concept is known as the citadel. The  
technology comes from Dräger. “The con-
cept required a breathing protection 
solution for groups – and that is precisely 
what we have produced,” says Stephan 
Wiegand, solution manager at Dräger. “In 
citadel mode all people on board are 
protected for at least half an hour.” 

During this time, the crew can accom-
modate colleagues after working on the 
incident or crew members from damaged 
ships and leave the danger zone. The pro- 
tected citadel is operated with an internal 

positive pressure of 400 pascals, which 
keeps harmful substances outside. Gas 
locks make it possible to enter and  
leave the citadel during an ongoing opera-
tion. Purge air technology and a shower 
are available here to remove harmful sub-
stances. Four gas cylinder packages  
from Dräger supply the breathing air for 
the bridge, mess, crew compartments,  
and the emergency room. There is also a 
CO2 absorber to filter exhaled carbon  
dioxide from the air. Dräger sensors mea-
sure the air quality on the boat. All of  
this data is fed back to the incident com-
mander on the bridge, who can quickly 
raise the alarm and initiate citadel mode. 
Dräger first installed the concept in 2011 
aboard the Nordic emergency towing  
vessel. “The touchscreen is completely 
new on Hamburg’s fireboat, replacing  
the previous mechanical console,” explains 
Wiegand. Extensive tests have proved  
that the citadel works, as shipyard supervi-
sor Thomas Detje confirms: “55 people 
were able to breathe for one hour in the 
citadel without anybody getting a head-
ache.” And Dräger project manager Roman 
Lass adds: “We spent a good two years 
working with a 12-man team as this new 
fireboat was being built.”

THE CITADEL

WORKING ON THE WINDLASS  
The crew members must not only be  
competent firefighters, but also be capable 
of professionally managing a boat

REFUGE  
In citadel mode all crew  

members are protected from toxic  
gases for at least half an hour




