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Known as “Queen of the North Sea”, the island of 
Norderney is situated on the north-western coast 
of Germany. A household name domestically, the 

second largest of the East Frisian Islands, remains relative-
ly unknown to everyone else. In fact, less than 3% of the 
530,000 visitors in 2015 were foreign nationals. “Mostly 
tourists from neighboring countries like the Netherlands, 
Austria or Switzerland find their way to Norderney. We 
hardly have any visitors from North America,” says Her-
bert Visser, Marketing Manager at Tourism Norderney.

Founded in 1797, Norderney first became a summer 
residence for the Royal House of Hanover and then an 
official retreat for the Kingdom of Prussia. Famous per-
sonalities such as Chancellor Otto von Bismarck and 
composer Robert Schumann visited in the 19th century.  
Today, the island is a popular tourist destination, with 
a thriving cultural scene in the west and unspoiled na-
ture, and beaches as far as the eye can see, in the east. In 
summer, the bars are filled with surfers, young families 
and weekend crowds, in winter the only 6,000 inhabit-
ants find time to catch a breath and enjoy the solitude of 
“their” island. 

“Lüttje Welt” (“Little World”, as the islanders call Nor-
derney for the way fog makes it seem like it’s the only place 
on earth) retains its image of tradition and history with 
well-preserved buildings like the art-deco Kurtheater. Built 
as a private theatre in 1893 by hotel owner Gustav Wi-
edemann, it then, with the advent of film in the 1920s, 
morphed gradually into a cinema, its main use today. The 
theatre underwent extensive refurbishment in 2005 and 
some 100 high calibre events are staged here annually with 

guests like the Royal Opera of Stockholm or the Vienna 
Boys’ Choir. Another gem, which had a “face lift” in 2008, 
is the neoclassical Conversationshaus (1800), which today 
houses the tourist office and public library. 

In all, more than 100 historical buildings, including the 
Imperial Post Office from 1892, are scattered throughout 
and enjoy protected status. Recognizing these buildings 
as the historical treasures that they are, the city has in the 
past decade put a lot of resources and efforts into restor-
ing them to former glory. Examples are the Inselhotel 
König, Strandhotel Pique, Haus der Schiffahrt (House of 
Shipping) and residential buildings in the Heinrichstraße 
and Moltkestraße.

Norderney could be described as an upmarket holiday 
destination with no shortage of grand hotels, award-
winning restaurants, its own airport and eye watering 
real estate prices, rivalling those of Hamburg, Munich or 
Frankfurt. But the reason why so many visitors return to 
Norderney from all over Germany, often annually, despite 
the cost, can be summarized in one word: Thalasso. 

Even though the benefits of the sea had been known for 
centuries, it wasn’t until 1865 that French doctor Bon-
nardiere presented his thesis entitled “Introduction to 
Thalassotherapy” meaning “sea therapy” using the Greek 
words thalassa, the sea, and therapeia, therapy. Thalasso 
is based on the healing powers of water, salt, air, silt and 
algae—all found in abundance on Norderney and the sur-
rounding Wadden Sea. 

Undeniably, the sound of the sea enhances relaxation af-
ter only a few minutes, be it for the unique rhythm or our 
innermost connection with this source of all life. For tin-
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nitus patients, the surf is especially welcome, distracting 
from the noises the inner ear disease causes. Swimming in 
the salty waters has a disinfecting and anti-inflammatory 
effect and results in, due to buoyancy, lower pressure on 
bones and body which is a god’s end to many rheumatism 
sufferers. Every stay on the island, whether for health rea-
sons or not, proves beneficial for respiratory tracts, skin 
diseases and states of exhaustion. 

Besides four white sand beaches and breezy fresh air, 
Norderney also houses one of Europe’s largest Thalasso 
Centers. Completely refurbished in 2005, the badehaus 
offers three different levels, featuring sea water pools with 
varying temperatures, water slides and rain showers on 
over 86,000 square feet. Quiet zones, outside terraces 
and massage rooms round up this exceptional wellness 
experience which was recognized with the “Best Public 
Bath” title in the European Health & Spa Awards 2015.

More than 80% of Norderney are protected as part of 
the Lower Saxony National Park which is embedded in 
the much larger UNESCO World Natural Heritage Site 

of the Wadden Sea, the largest unbroken system of inter-
tidal sand and mud flats in the world. Some 2,700 crea-
tures inhabit this unique environment, though many of 
the 85% insects, 8% spiders, and hundreds of vertebrates, 
crustaceans and worms, remain invisible.

Since early 2015, the innovative natural museum 
“WattWelten Nationalpark-Haus” provides information 
on the Wadden Sea and its many inhabitants, however 
the best way to experience this natural habitat is hands, or 
better, feet on.  Barefoot or with gum boots, guided walks 
are offered all year round, but thanks to the protective 
status and the treacherous shifting sands, only certified 
guides like Eduard Fokken are allowed to take individuals 
or groups into the mudflats. After a bit of digging, visitors 
will meet the tube-dwelling, 12 to 16 inches long, mud-
flat worm. “The worms are essential for the fragile eco 
system here,” says Eduard Fokken. “They digest an as-
tonishing 3.9 stones of sand per worm annually, therefore 
continuously recycling the top eight inches of mudflats 
while moving nutrients into the lower levels”. As a sign of 
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the worms activity, so called “sand spaghetti” (essentially 
mudflat worm poo) can be found everywhere.

Other animals that help with the “recycling” in the 
Wadden Sea are mussels which settle on the surface of 
the mudflats. To prevent being washed away, they firmly 
secure themselves to stones, pilings or the shells of fellow 
species using strong silky threads (byssal threads) and in 
doing so, form mussel beds. Each mussel filters over 2.2 
gallons of water per day.

In the skies above, a number of winged creatures can be 
observed; Norderney is called a bird paradise with good 
reason. Birds of water like terns, oystercatchers, redshank 
and Greylag Geese are to be found there, as well as the 
rare Eurasian Spoonbill, or raptors such as kestrels, marsh 
harriers and buzzards. 

Easily the most popular Wadden Sea inhabitants though 
are the seals which can often be seen sunbathing on the 
sandbanks from the ferry between Norddeich and Nor-
derney. During the summer months, it is not unheard of 
to find an unexpected companion bobbing its head up 
and down alongside unsuspecting swimmers, and in the 
breeding season, from May to September, occasionally 
a lost baby seal, the so called Heuler (howler), becomes 
stranded between five star hotels and beach bars, much to 
the delight of camera-savvy tourists.

Water, wind, waves and light have created a unique land-
scape on Norderney best discovered by walking in the 
dunes and along the deserted beaches in the east of the 
island. Despite the thousands of tourists every year, not 
many find their way into this ever changing environment. 
The dunes on Norderney are distinguished between white 
dunes, the ones closest to the sea, and grey and brown 
dunes in the center of the island, where plants such as the 
sea-buckthorns grow.

From the car park Osterheller, a 3.7m long walkway 
leads to the eastern end of Norderney, though walkway 
might sound a bit too fancy for the wooden poles sticking 
out of the ground. It’s a good idea to stick to the path as 
signs warn of the danger of quicksand. Another point of 
orientation is the Postbake on top the Möwendüne (sea 
gull dune) which can be seen from far away. Shaped like 
a pyramid, it was used by the postal horse carriages which 
had to find their way from the mainland to the island as 
early as 1863.

The soil in the center of the island is miry, a paradise 
found for the thousands of rabbits which outnumber 
the two-legged islanders by 5:1. The fluffy animals, also 
a common sight in the gardens and parks of Norderney 
town, were first brought to the island in 1620. The Ger-
man nobility needed prey for hunting and after their orig-
inal release, there was never a shortage of rabbits again. 

After reaching the most eastern point of Norderney, the 
next East Frisian Island, Baltrum, can be seen with its red 
brick houses, less than half a mile away. Buried deep into 
the sand, marked with graffiti, lies the rusty wreck of the 
Capella. The mussel digger stranded here in 1968 when 
trying to help another ship, but it got stuck itself and was 
abandoned after an unsuccessful recovery mission.

Returning via the wide and shell covered beach, it is just 
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over six miles to the “Weisse Düne”, a popular restaurant, 
built from wood and featuring an indoor fireplace—ideal 
to warm up in winter or watch the surfers in summer. The 
solitude of the shipwreck Capella and the buzzing vibe of 
one of the most popular venues on the island seem worlds 
apart and give justice to Norderney’s reputation as a des-
tination with two faces. GL
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