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Dear Fellow Collector,  

Dear reader of the PLUMB BOB NEWS, 

 

Please, as always I am in search of new photos, catalogs, articles or personal stories about any aspect 

of PLUMB BOBS from you. Any help is appreciated. 

If you have any information or pictures for these themes, please let me know. 

Thank you, looking forward to hearing from you 

 

Wolf 
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1. ).42/$5#4)/. 
 

Dear Fellow Collector, 

in my collection are indeed devices for depth 

measurement, such as plumb bobs from the 

marine (sounding weights) or measuring 

instruments for wells. This includes the current 

tool, the so-called WELL WHISTLE. It is only 

known in Germany where it was developed. 
 
 

2. 7(!4 )3 ! 7%,, 7()34,%ȩ 
 

A well whistle (bathometer, well depth finder, 

well depth sounder) is an aid to determine the 

depth of the ground water level below a certain 

point on the earth's surface; such as the rim of the 

well or the top of a measuring tube for ground-

water monitoring. 

-The well whistle is an 

instrument with which the 

water level in a well (or 

level measuring tube) is 

measured -. 

The well whistle is a metal 

cylinder open at the bottom 

with a small whistle hole 

in the otherwise closed top. 

The outside of the cylinder is divided by 

circumferential grooves in distance 

of 1cm. The graduation starts at 

ZERO near the whistle. The well 

whistle is lowered hanging on a 

measuring cord (or measuring tape) 

down the well. When the water from 

below enters into the cylinder it 

presses the air through the whistle 

hole and makes a sound. Once the 

sound is heard, the instrument must 

not be lowered any further. The 

depth to the water level resulting 

from the sum of the required length 

of the measuring line and the 

number of NONE water-wetted 

centimeter rings of the well whistle. 

The method is suitable for depths up 

to 30 m (100 feet). The 

measurement accuracy is 1 cm, 

which corresponds to the distance of 

the outer rings. This tool is now - for 

professional use - completely 

replaced by an instrument using 

electricity and light instead of air 

and sound. 
Figure left: Hole at the bottom and whistle 

Fig. right:  Well whistle from my collection   

http://dict.leo.org/English-German/bathometer.html
http://dict.leo.org/English-German/well+depth+finder.html
http://dict.leo.org/English-German/well+depth+sounder.html
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The well whistle in its present shape is based on a 

utility model registration / design patent (DRGM) 

of an employee of the company in Frankfurt, 

Germany, Spohr, Mr. Ludwig  Rang, the 

Rang'sche Brunnenmesser (Rangôs wells whistle) 

of 1902. Unfortunately, the documents of the 

application from 1902 are no longer available. L 

With this design patent, a unit of Prof. Max 

Pettenkofer in 1856 - the cup apparatus ï was 

improved. See below for details. 1938 there was 

another design patent (DRGM) of the company 

Wehlte &  Co, Halle, Germany with three 

modifications. 

 

Some time ago I had the opportunity to 

correspond with the current owner of Spohr in 

Frankfurt, Peter Spohr. He was able to contribute 

some information about the history of the well 

whistle, and sent me the publication of 1984 for 

the 100th anniversary. 

 

From their web site: 

Company's History  
1
 

The SPOHR company was 
founded in 1884 by Heinrich 

Christian Spohr (1853 ï 1923) 
and was engaged in the 
production of measuring and 
recording equipment for the 
monitoring of ground and 
surface water since its very 
beginning.  
As early as in 1902 the primary "Well Whistle" ï 
the idea of an employee ï was protected as a 
utility model (see adjacent picture).  
 
Carl Spohr (1877 ï 1957) was the head of the 
company since 1908. In difficult times with 

World War I, i nflation and global economic crisis 
he and his employees succeeded in keeping the 
company alive, in the beginning mainly with the 
production and installation of master and slave 
clock systems, then with the repair of 
switchgears and later again increasingl y with 
the manufacture of measuring equipment for 

the water management. While his son and 
successor Heinz Spohr was at war and in 
captivity, Carl Spohr, now almost at the age of 
70, assumed control of the company again.  

                                                
1 http://www.spohr-messtechnik.de 

Heinz Spohr (1912 ï 2002) 

joined t he firm in 1931 
and became co -partner in 
1939. He mainly 
concentrated in water 
level measuring 
technology, and already in 
1933 he had his plummet 

with light signal ("Lichtlot" 
ï see adjacent picture) 
protected as a utility 
model. Improvements of 
this instr ument in the 
1950ies resulted in the 
invention of a water level 
meter with light signal at 
the cable reel 
("Kabellichtlot") which 
should become the 
standard portable water 
level detecting instrument 
in wells and bore holes 

from that time on. 
Further more m any 
different models of float 
recorders matching the 
respective application pur -
poses were de veloped and 
pro duced.   
In 1979 business 
operations were taken 
over by the re -
established SPOHR -
Messtechnik GmbH. After 
graduating as an engineer 
in Electrical E ngineering 

and Business Sciences 
and after some years with 
the family business, 
fourth generation Peter 
Spohr (*1949) became 
the managing director of 

the new company.  
In subsequent years existing instruments were 
improved, for example with new electronic 
circuitry, and new and enhanced graduations for 
the hot stamped measuring tapes were 
introduced. Once more the proportion of world -
wide exports could be increased. In 1996 a 
Quality Management System as per DIN EN ISO 
9001 was established and updated in 200 2 and 
2008.  
For decades the production of the SPOHR 
company is organized as a crafts enterprise. All 
employees are highly qualified and are working 
at their own responsibility. Hereby a consistent 

high quality and reliability of the instruments is 
ensured as well as a flexible after sales service 
for many years. Cost -efficient internal handling 
and minimal administrative expenses provide 
for best value for money for all instruments, 
spare parts and services.   

http://www.spohr-messtechnik.de/
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Original ads from a catalogue of the factory 

Heinrich Christian SPOHR, at Frankfurt, Germany 

from the 1930s.  
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The reference point (ZERO) 

of the measuring section is 

marked near the whistle. 

(see figure right) 

a) Attach the well whistle 

on the matching tape 

and then push the fuse 

clip on the opening 

point of the snap hook. 

Let down the well 

whistle to the water 

level. 

b) When you hear the 

whistle, stop lowering 

the tape and read the 

depth (i.e. 8.60m) 

c) Pull up the well 

whistle to see how 

many grooves are 

EMPTY (i.e. 5 

grooves) 

d) The correct depth is: 

length of the tape plus 

number of empty 

grooves in cm. (In this example 8.60 m + 5 

cm = 8.65 m) 

 

ATTENTION! 

¶ Before measuring, all grooves have to be 

empty; after the measurement the well whistle 

has to have above empty and below full 

grooves. If all grooves are full or all grooves 

are completely empty, the measurement must 

be repeated. 

¶ After the measuring tape was read (see b), 

donôt further lower the whistle but 

immediately pull it up. 

¶ The tape is shortened (to have ZERO on the 

whistle) for a correct measurement and the 

special framework will facilitate the 

measurement and protects the tape. The 

winding direction is marked on the frame. 

 

 

Figure right from an Austrian web site
2
with a 

complete measuring unit (tape + well whistle) 

shows the use in a well or 

hole: 

In my museum I have 

installed a reproduction of 

a hole with a complete 

well whistle measuring 

equipment to show the 

visitors the use and let 

them hear the sound of the 

whistle. J 

  

                                                

2
Institut für Wasserwirtschaft, Hydrologie und konstruktiven 

Wasserbau (IWHW) http://iwhw.boku.ac.at  oder 

 http://iwhw.boku.ac.at/gewaesserkunde_alt/html/Kapitel8.html  

Brunnenpfeife. (aus 
Richter, 1989, S. 399) 

http://iwhw.boku.ac.at/
http://iwhw.boku.ac.at/gewaesserkunde_alt/html/Kapitel8.html
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For sure, you can measure the level in a well with 

other methods: 

You can tie an object to a string (water resistant 

and stable in length) and let it "clap" in the water. 

Then pull the cord up and measure with a 

measuring rod or tailor yard stick . Quite a time 

consuming affair. 

You also can use tins instead of stones.  

Also used were rods that were pushed to the 

ground. The wet part was measured. 

Sometimes at the lower part of the rods linen 

clothes were attached to better see the dividing 

line between wet and dry. 

All these methods are time consuming and of 

course, quite inaccurate by our standards today. 

 

During my researches I found on 

www.books.Google.com  (searching for 

ñBrunnenpfeifeò= well whistle in German) some 

books where the first big ground level measuring 

activity in Germany was described.  

The reason for the overall measurement was the 

cholera epidemic in Munich, Germany 1853/54. 

Professor Max von Pettenkofer wanted to prove 

that the increase of cholera deaths correlated with 

the increase in groundwater levels. There are a lot 

of published texts in Germany and worldwide. 

(Diseases connected with Moisture and Ground 

Water). His experiments then were continued in 

other big cities like Berlin, Germany, Buda-Pesth, 

Hungary, Calcutta, India etc. The evidence was 

discussed very controversial. (In Germany 

Pettenkoferôs views on the spread of cholera have 

not met with universal acceptance, though there 

are several instances in support.) 

 

A short bio
3
: 

Pettenkofer, Max von, hygienists, born 3rd 

December 1818 in Lichtheim / Neuburg on the 

Danube, Germany. Died on 10 February 1901 by 

suicide, since 1847 Professor in Munich, ....... 

Founded the experimental hygiene. .... made 

studies of cholera and typhoid. ("Studies and 

Observations on the method of dissemination of 

cholera (Munich 1855) ... 

                                                
3 Meyers Kleines Konversationslexikon 1906 

In the year 1883 he was awarded the hereditary a 

title of nobility. 

 

For more details see WIKIPEDIA 
4
 where I got 

the picture below. 

 

1856 

METHOD AND INSTRUMENTS: (Pettenkofer) 

ñThe measurement I make with a number of 5-

foot-long wooden sticks that can be screwed 

together. To see exactly how far the bottom rod 

dipped into the water, there is fixed a device on 

the last rod, that fills with water as high as this is 

in the well. These small bowls or cups are fixed at 

intervals of 1/8 inch on a thick paternoster-like 

wire. From the top bowl filled with water the 

distance is measured from a fixed point of the 

well." 

 

Unfortunately I could not find any pictures or 

drawings of this instrument before 1880, I only 

found descriptions. But finally I found some very 

good illustrations in the later publications.  

MORE DETAILS YOU CAN FIND IN THE 

ORIGINAL TEXTS IN THE GERMAN 

VERSION OF THE ñPLUMB BOB NEWSò.  

Feel free to ask. 

  

                                                
4http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Max_Joseph_von_Pettenkofer  

http://www.books.google.com/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Max_Joseph_von_Pettenkofer

















