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The ideological lines between the conservation movement and the Nazi regime have re-
ceived much attention. This article explores a new perspective by focusing on the level of 
practical politics. After several setbacks and disappointments since 1933, the passage of 
the national conservation law in 1935 became the crucial turning point. The law instilled a 
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of almost unlimited enthusiasm for the Nazi regime in conservation circles. At the same 
time, conservationists were crossing sensitive thresholds in their desire to use the law to 
the greatest extent possible.
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Few fields have undergone such a dramatic transition in recent years as the his-
tory of the conservation movement in Nazi Germany. Monographs by Thomas 
Zeller, Thomas Lekan, Willi Oberkrome, and Friedemann Schmoll, as well as 
two edited collections, have provided a whole host of new perspectives and 
information on the relationship between the conservation community and the 
Nazi regime, transforming a field that had been somewhat underdeveloped into 
a key topic of German environmental history.1 Yet it has remained surprisingly 
difficult to make generalizations on the environmental history of the Nazi era: 
none of the four monographs is a synthesis of the entire topic, and the edited 
collections, for all their merits, have likewise failed to present a coherent narrative. 
Quite the contrary, they have produced a very complex, and in some respects 
contradictory, picture. It is therefore time to refocus on the large questions facing 
the field: what was the relationship between the Nazis and the contemporary 
conservation movement in general terms? To what extent did the two camps 
cooperate, and what was this cooperation based upon? In short, why does the 
story deserve particular attention—or is it a special story at all?2

 For a time, it was popular to stress the ideological proximity between 
conservationists and the Nazi regime. The argument was that the German 
conservation movement had embraced racist, antisemitic, and antidemocratic 
ideas long before 1933 and conservationists recognized the Nazis as like-minded 
spirits, opening the doors for a cordial relationship. Research of recent years 
has raised significant doubts about such a narrative and essentially disproved 
its validity. Earlier readings were based on a highly selective reading of the 
sources. In reality the conservation movement never stood out as an especially 
racist or antisemitic group. There were not just affinities but also significant 
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divergences between conservation sentiments and Nazi ideology, both in their 
conceptions of nature and in their political styles. The conservation movement 
had traditionally shown a strong distaste of the hustle and bustle of party 
politics, and had in fact never sided with any one political party before 1933. 
At the same time, any discussion of the topic needs to take account of the 
fact that Nazi Germany was by no means the only totalitarian society with a 
conservation movement. Over the course of the twentieth century, conserva-
tion has demonstrated that it can coexist not only with fascist, but also with 
socialist and third-world dictatorships of all kinds. We must clearly look more 
closely at the rationale for further research on the Nazi era lest it become a 
mere exercise in political correctness—based on a hopelessly naïve assumption 
that environmental activists are necessarily good people.

Two Camps at a Distance: Nazi Ideology and the Ethos of Conservation
Since 1900 the German conservation community had evolved as a network of 
activists clustered around state agencies at the national, regional, and district 
level. It included civic associations like the Bund für Vogelschutz, the national Bund 
Heimatschutz and its regional branch organizations, as well as other associations 
focusing on the protection of nature’s treasures.3 There has never been a uni-
form or even dominant ethos of German conservation. A highly heterogeneous 
group of activists dominated the German conservation movement during the 
first decades of the twentieth century. It was a haven for individualists, where 
ideas and organizations intermingled in a highly complex way. To some extent 
this mirrored German geographical diversity, where nature protection could 
mean something very different depending on one’s location between the North 
German lowlands and the Alps. Characteristically, the German conservation 
movement was always a strong defender of regionalism. There was never a 
single dominant association that could speak for all German conservationists, 
or even most of them. The strongest organizations were frequently regional 
associations, like the Bund Naturschutz in Bayern, which claimed to be “the 
largest conservation organization of Europe” in 1939.4
 Some researchers have avoided dealing with this diversity of opinion by 
focusing only on those voices that displayed racist, antisemitic, or otherwise 
unwholesome sentiments.5 At first glance, the result of their search sounded 
impressive; but their argument collapsed when other researchers examined the 
contemporary literature more systematically. The myth of a close ideological 
proximity of the conservation movement to the Nazis was based, as Friedemann 
Schmoll has noted, on “a diligent collection of xenophobic keywords.” Given 
the huge diversity of voices, Schmoll argued that one could find evidence for 
almost any kind of argument if only one took the “right” quotations.6 Before 
1914, racist and antisemitic statements were notably rare in the conservation 
literature; and even after the First World War, which generally was a catalyst 
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for extreme voices in German politics, the dominant sentiment was clearly 
far from the hate-filled rhetoric of extremists on the left and the right. The 
movement was, as Celia Applegate has written, on “a search for security in a 
society ridden by crisis.”7

 John Alexander Williams has recently revived the debate on the ideological 
relationship between conservation and the Nazi regime when he argued that 
the proximity lay not so much in explicitly racist or antisemitic statements but 
in trends towards an idealized “clean nature.”8 However, such a reading again 
presents the German conservation movement as far more homogeneous than 
it actually was. To mention just one example, Walther Schoenichen, the influ-
ential head of the Staatliche Stelle für Naturdenkmalpflege in Preußen, continued 
to nourish wilderness sentiments during the 1930s with publications such as 
Zauber der Wildnis in deutscher Heimat and Urwaldwildnis in deutschen Landen.9 
In fact, Williams underestimates the degree of internal differentiation in the 
1920s when he assumes a general shift of conservation ideas within a few years 
towards the end of the Weimar Republic. By that time the German conservation 
community had evolved into a complex network of groups and organizations, 
with state and civic actors intermingling in a complex way.10 It seems highly 
unlikely that a large, disparate, and structurally conservative group like the 
conservationists could uniformly change their perception of nature within a 
few years. The publications Williams cites could scarcely have produced such 
a dramatic shift, and it seems doubtful that any kind of treatise could have led 
to such a fundamental change of mind. For most conservationists, reverence 
for nature was not something based on certain pamphlets or programmatic 
declarations but rooted deeply in sentiment and experience.
 Any interpretation that assumes an ideological proximity of conservation and 
Nazism will be hard pressed to explain why contacts between the two camps 
were almost nonexistent before 1933. There was no equivalent in the NSDAP’s 
empire to the Social Democrats’ Naturfreunde; nor was there anything in Adolf 
Hitler’s Mein Kampf that conservationists could read as an encouragement to 
their cause. Membership in both the conservation and the Nazi movement 
was rare before 1933. The only conservationist of some prominence in both 
circles was Paul Schultze-Naumburg, a cofounder of the influential Bund Hei-
matschutz, but characteristically, he had mostly abandoned conservation work 
by the late 1920s, focusing instead on cultural politics.11 More than 10 years 
ago, Raymond Dominick published the results of a highly revealing check of 
membership in the Nazi Party among prominent conservationists: of 18 people 
only one, presumably Schultze-Naumburg, had joined the NSDAP before 
1933.12 Nine more conservationists joined the party during the first five years of 
Nazi rule, and membership was refused in a tenth case, but these “latecomers” 
to the Nazi cause were a butt of frequent mockery from the Party’s old guard, 
who saw them (in many cases correctly) as mere opportunists. Reports that 
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Walther Schoenichen had joined the party in 1932 are mistaken. According to 
the NSDAP’s membership records, he joined the party on March 1, 1933, but 
later falsely declared in a questionnaire for another Nazi organization that he 
entered in December 1932 in order to camouflage his opportunistic motives, 
and this version has unfortunately gone unchecked into narratives.13 Usually 
radicals quickly isolated themselves, as in the case of Manfred Fuhrmann, a 
conservationist from the miniature state of Lippe: his Lippische Naturschutz-
vereinigung, set up outside the traditional Lippischer Bund für Heimatschutz und 
Heimatpflege, remained essentially a one-man crusade. Fuhrmann turned to 
politics and became district party leader in 1930.14

 Even after 1933, the distance between conservation and Nazi ideology 
remained significant. To be sure, conservationists were eager to present them-
selves in a Nazi cast, and the proximity was probably authentic to some extent: 
there is good evidence to suggest that key conservationists like Schoenichen 
and Hans Schwenkel did harbor racist and antisemitic sentiments. But the 
rapprochement clearly included a good dose of opportunism. Claims about 
the common ground of Nazism and conservation were often contradictory, 
even when they came from the same person.15 Many pledges of allegiance to 
Nazism served a double purpose because they also implied a call for continu-
ity in conservation work. The Sauerländischer Gebirgsverein provided an almost 
exemplary demonstration of this kind of “doublespeak” when, in 1933, it passed 
a resolution “that there is no need for a change of mind”—on the surface an 
emphatic political statement, but a call for an environmental “business as usual” 
in its practical consequences.16 It is no coincidence that articles in a Nazi spirit 
were never more frequent in the conservation literature than in 1933 and 1934. 
Yet most publications from the Nazi era could be republished today without 
arousing suspicions. Ideological statements continued but they were far from 
permeating all facets of conservation work.
 The lack of a clear ideological profile was by no means coincidental. There 
were, after all, a number of obstacles to a seamless intellectual merger that the 
conservationists of the Nazi era were never able to remove. One of them was 
Darwinism, an issue that is giving advocates of nature protection headaches 
to this day.17 Since Social Darwinism was a major pillar of Nazi ideology, this 
divergence was by no means insignificant. For example, it meant that conser-
vationists generally ignored the invocations of “Nature” that Adolf Hitler made 
in Mein Kampf because those statements ran directly counter to their concerns: 
“Nature knows no political boundaries. First, she puts living creatures on this 
globe and watches the free play of forces. She then confers the master’s right 
on her favorite child, the strongest in courage and industry.”18 Obviously, inter-
vening in this Darwinian struggle with protected areas, as the conservationists 
argued, was anathema to Hitler’s thinking. A second stumbling block was the 
issue of Heimat, the love of the regional homeland that conservationists tra-
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ditionally held in high esteem.19 With the Nazis abolishing the German state 
governments and generally pursuing a centralist policy, the tension with the 
conservationists’ regionalist preferences was obvious. Heimat was not a popular 
term in Nazi propaganda, a remarkable fact for a regime with demonstrated 
skills in rhetorical appropriation, and if it was used, the precise content was 
notably vague: as Celia Applegate has written, “Heimat ceased to mean much 
of anything” during the Nazi era.20

 The divergence between conservation ideas and Nazi ideology was even 
more pronounced when it came to antisemitism. There is no indication that 
antisemitism was weaker in conservation circles than in the rest of society, but 
to conceive a conservation policy based on antisemitic principles was difficult, 
if not impossible. Since their beginning, conservationists had blamed indus-
trialization and urbanization for the peril to nature, and there was no way to 
shift the blame to a small band of Jews. As a result, antisemitic statements re-
mained notably rare in the conservation literature, and anti-Jewish sentiments 
are almost completely absent in administrative files. The vain attempt of the 
Franconian conservationist Hans Stadler to inaugurate a campaign against 
“Holzjuden”—Jewish timber merchants who had, according to Stadler, already 
bought and processed “the last of the strong oaks and the last of the beauti-
ful walnut trees” in the region and were now seeking to exterminate the pear 
trees—provides a fitting reminder that antisemitic conservation campaigns were 
easily bordering on the lunatic.21 Finally, the conservation movement was on 
a collision course with the Nazis’ concept of Volksgemeinschaft, the community 
of all Germans of Aryan origin. While the Volksgemeinschaft was supposed to 
move beyond class and other divisions by unifying all Germans of Aryan ori-
gin, the conservationists had traditionally favored an exclusive self-definition 
that saw the movement’s core groups among university-trained intellectuals. 
Many statements from conservationists smacked of intellectual arrogance and 
condescension: “in all parts of society, the majority is banal, and will remain 
so,” Ernst Rudorff, the spiritual father of the Bund Heimatschutz, had noted as 
early as 1880.22 Half a century later, Walther Schoenichen published an article 
that lashed out against those naïve citizens who came to conservation with “a 
certain superficial, amateurish, and unprofessional idea of the concept of na-
ture protection.”23 During the Nazi era, exclusive self-definitions of this kind 
remained somewhat muted, but they did not disappear. In a 1949 publication, 
Hans Klose, head of the Reichsstelle für Naturschutz since 1938, declared, “Win-
ning the apathetic and adversarial masses will always remain an elusive wish. 
There will always be but few of them turning to the circles of nature and Heimat 
friends in town and countryside, forming an incorruptible unit for long.”24

 To be sure, none of these points of disagreements led to a major controversy 
during the Nazi era. Conservationists were eager to play down potentially 
controversial issues; after all, it was perfectly clear that they would never win 
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an open dispute with Nazi ideologists. Nonetheless these disagreements dem-
onstrate that the cooperation between conservationists and the Nazis evolved 
not on the basis of ideological affinities, as an earlier generation of researchers 
has assumed, but in spite of significant intellectual divergences. The spiritual 
gap between the two camps was and remained significant: characteristically 
interventions from Nazi leaders for the cause of conservation remained spo-
radic. However, the conservation movement did profit to a surprising extent 
from these sporadic initiatives, most prominently through the passage of the 
national conservation law of 1935, justly called “one of the industrialized world’s 
most wide-ranging conservation laws” by Charles Closmann.25 Apparently, the 
two camps met on a different level, that of practical politics. The merger of 
conservation and National Socialism was not about thinking but about doing. 
The road to this merger was anything but straight.

Gleichschaltung and Other Disappointments:
The First Two Years of Nazi Rule
Historians of the Nazi era routinely distinguish between three periods: the 
revolutionary first months, the stabilization during the peacetime years 1934 
to 1939, and the war period. In contrast, environmental historians have usually 
refrained from detailed periodization. In fact, the relationship between the 
conservation movement and the Nazis changed significantly during the Hitler 
years, with turning points generally equivalent, though not synchronized, with 
the Nazi historiography. The first two years were marked by disappointments 
and conflicts, causing significant distrust on both sides, until the situation 
changed dramatically with the passage of the national conservation law, which 
inaugurated a general boom of administrative conservation work that many 
conservationists liked to remember long after 1945. A third period of wartime 
conservation did not begin as suddenly as one might expect; for conservation 
work continued with a surprising degree of normalcy to the middle of 1943, 
after which it gradually ceased due to war conditions.26 
 Several factors contributed to the disappointments during the first two years 
after Hitler’s rise to power. The most significant were the Nazis’ efforts at Gleich-
schaltung, the general streamlining of organizational activity and the merger of a 
wide array of groups into uniform national organizations. All conservation and 
Heimat associations were forced to join a nationwide Reichsbund Volkstum und 
Heimat, incorporated formally on July 27, 1933. However, this did not happen 
“rapidly and for the most part voluntarily,” as some environmental historians 
have suggested.27 Quite the contrary, it was a process that many conservationists 
deeply resented. Given the highly fragmented German conservation community, 
Gleichschaltung implied the abolition of an organizational autonomy that was held 
in high esteem. Worse, it quickly became clear that the 23-year-old Reichsbund 
leader, Werner Haverbeck, sought a centralist organization with workers and 
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youth as its primary audience, while the Reichsbund’s rank and file comprised 
mostly middle class people, many of them intellectuals, with a penchant for 
regionalism.28 Of course, the conservationists refrained from an open rebellion 
because there was little prospect in a public challenge to Gleichschaltung, but 
the lack of enthusiasm, if not skepticism, is apparent in numerous documents. 
Only weeks after the Reichsbund’s formation, the Bund Naturschutz in Bayern 
approached the Reichsbund’s president, Karl Alexander von Müller, a historian 
at the University of Munich, who happened to be a member of the league, 
and induced him to promise that there would be “no change in the league’s 
organization or its internal life”—a promise that the association’s leadership 
found so important that it sent out a circular to its officials, informing them 
that “any intervention of whatever kind in the league’s internal affairs shall be 
prevented” and asking them to report any such attempts.29 Obviously, there was 
an enormous amount of distrust among the leaders of the Bund Naturschutz, and 
there is little reason to assume that this distrust disappeared until the collapse 
of the Reichsbund in the fall of 1934. The conservation community ended up 
as one of the few parts of Nazi society that was not permanently pressed into 
a single national organization. Only the bird protection group had to accept 
mandatory membership in the Reichsbund für Vogelschutz in 1938.30

 The shock of the Gleichschaltung efforts was amplified in some regions by 
the rise of conservationists who sought to work through the party. In Münster, 
Gaukulturwart Hermann Bartels tried to set up a conservation network within 
the northern Westphalian NSDAP.31 In the Nuremberg area, Karl Hoepfel 
even created a new post of Gauheimatpfleger.32 Yet these party-based conser-
vationists did not pursue an agenda significantly different from the traditional 
one. There was never an attempt to develop a quintessential Nazi theory of 
conservation—yet another argument against the traditional emphasis on ide-
ology. When Hans Stadler, a Franconian conservationist and favorite of the 
local Gauleiter, was asked whether the members of his party-based conserva-
tion network had to join the NSDAP, Stadler vigorously denied any relevance 
of party membership: “there has not been any talk about party membership 
in Franconian conservation, for a tree or a quarry cannot stand right or left 
politically, but will always remain neutral.”33 Yet even though agendas were 
basically identical, conservation work on a party ticket was clearly a threat 
to the traditional conservation community, which had clustered around state 
agencies almost from its inception. Not every region had a party official who 
moved into conservation aggressively, but the development was certainly ir-
ritating, especially considering that the Nazi party did not enjoy a great deal 
of prestige in the general population.
 A third disturbing experience was the expulsion of conservationists who 
were Jewish or deemed Jewish according to the Nazis’ race-based definition. 
In the absence of public protests or discussions, it is difficult to know what it 
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meant for the remaining conservationists that some of their former comrades 
were ostracized; yet one should not underestimate the impact these Nazi in-
terventions had on a movement with a strong esprit de corps. When the local 
party called on the Landrat of Freiburg to discharge the county conservation 
advisor because he had Jewish relatives, the Landrat reacted with a eulogy of 
his accomplishments: “I could only comment on the dismissal of Professor 
Lais with the greatest sense of regret.”34 Such a blunt statement is all the more 
remarkable since there was little chance of keeping Lais in his post, and he was 
indeed replaced with a party-backed candidate despite doubts whether the lat-
ter would pursue his vocation “with the same love and dedication as Professor 
Lais.”35 Yet one should not overestimate the importance of this incident, let 
alone glorify those who were ostracized as representatives of a different, more 
democratic approach to conservation.36 After all, the conservationists lost no 
Thomas Mann as a result of Nazi rule.
 The Nazi labor service projects were probably the greatest cause of con-
cern. A labor service, or Arbeitsdienst, had been created in 1931 to fight mass 
unemployment, but only on a limited scale of some 177,000 people working 
on outdoor projects in January 1933. However, the Nazis raised this number 
to 797,000 in just one year, and the service became mandatory in 1935.37 Many 
projects aimed at the reclamation of previously unused land or channeling rivers 
to increase farm acreage. After the severe World-War-I food shortages, it was a 
prime goal of agricultural policy to achieve autarky, and the Nazis pursued this 
goal with special vigor in view of their own war plans. Conservationists quickly 
realized that many of these projects meant the destruction of scenic areas and 
valuable wastelands. Thus, critical statements were published as early as 1932, 
and the topic became subject of prolonged discussions at the annual confer-
ence of Prussian conservation representatives in December 1932.38 However, 
the conservationists’ concern was matched by a near-total lack of any formal 
authority. Efforts to protect the landscape as a whole, rather than just isolated 
nature reserves or natural monuments, had gained increasing support during 
the late Weimar years, but very little had as yet been put into law. As a result, the 
“Appeal of the German Landscape to the Labor Service,” which Schoenichen 
published shortly after the 1932 conference, was in fact little more than that: 
a petition without any binding force.39

 The conservationists’ early worries turned out to be justified, for the envi-
ronmental impact of the labor service projects was indeed profound. According 
to its own report from 1941, the labor service had drained some 1,811,000 acres 
of arable land and protected 657,000 acres from flooding.40 Nobody monitored 
systematically what these changes in the land meant from an environmental 
standpoint, but it is not unreasonable to assume that many of them led to losses 
in biodiversity and aesthetic quality. Conservationists were unable to intervene 
effectively in these projects, which must have been frustrating for many of them. 
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To be sure, they did not remain inactive. Schoenichen asked the conservation 
representatives to prepare so-called “noli-tangere maps” on an ad-hoc basis, 
which showed the areas of special environmental value, but the results were 
not impressive. Standing against the momentum of a labor service born out 
of the perils of the depression, the conservationists’ information was easily 
brushed aside. A reclamation official in the north German town of Neumünster 
bluntly declared that heeding all the conservationists’ recommendations would 
mean “sabotaging the work program created by the Führer.”41 In theory, the 
national conservation law of 1935 provided some ground for more effective 
intervention, but the conservation administration does not ever seem to have 
used these means aggressively.
 It is difficult to generalize on what these experiences during the first two 
years of Nazi rule meant for the conservation community. Of course, there 
was no public discussion about these concerns, and conservationists were 
strongly disinclined to recount these experiences after 1945, leaving us with 
little documentation. It is clear that conservationists had not abandoned all 
hopes on the Nazis, as persistent rumors on a wide array of allegedly pending 
laws demonstrate—from a decree for bird protection to one against outdoor 
advertising. Moreover, the conservation community was anything but unfamiliar 
with frustrating experiences after the limited advances during the Weimar years. 
These frustrations had left conservationists indifferent at the demise of the 
Weimar Republic, and it is probable that they would have developed a similar 
stance towards the Nazis if the story had continued in a similar fashion—nei-
ther enthusiasm nor resistance but simply accepting the Nazis as legitimate 
rulers. In all likelihood, it would have been a stance that mirrored what Martin 
Broszat has called Resistenz—a distance from Nazi goals that implied limits to 
the Nazis’ rule without necessarily leading to open resistance. In such a sce-
nario, the conservationists would have tried to continue doing their business 
while accepting that the Nazis did theirs.42 However, speculations of this kind 
remain elusive, for the general climate changed dramatically with the passage 
of the national conservation law in June 1935. From then on, conservationists 
celebrated the Nazi regime as the one German government that had finally 
taken their cause seriously—completely unlike the republic of Weimar.

“... has taken conservation into his strong hand.” The Conservation 
Community after the Passage of the 1935 National Conservation Law
The story of the creation of the national conservation law has been told many 
times. Suffice it here to summarize that Hermann Göring, the semiofficial 
“second man” in the Nazi state, was the crucial figure who pushed aggressively 
for the law and assured its passage at a cabinet meeting on June 26, 1935; on the 
same day, Hitler signed a degree that transferred authority for conservation to 
Göring’s Reichsforstamt.43 The more interesting question is why this law induced 
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such an enthusiastic response from the conservation community. Perhaps no law 
in the legal history of German conservation was celebrated so passionately, and 
used so prolifically within a matter of months, as this act. Several factors came 
together in this reaction. First, the law stood out internationally as one of the 
few important advances of conservation in the 1930s. In fact, it seems that no 
other European country, with the possible exception of Bulgaria, experienced 
a boom of conservation work in the 1930s comparable to that of German con-
servation after 1935.44 Second, the law was an event of historical proportions 
on the background of the meager accomplishments of the Weimar years. To be 
sure, laws had been passed during that time as well: the state of Lippe passed 
a Heimat protection law in 1920, followed by conservation laws in the state 
of Anhalt in 1923 and Hesse in 1931.45 However, none of these laws received 
major attention because of the small size of these states, and the same held true 
for the Heimat protection laws of Brunswick and Saxony in 1934.46 In fact, the 
passage of these laws made it all the more painful that Prussia, as Germany’s 
largest state, failed to pass a similar law during the Weimar years.47 Thus, it 
was altogether fitting from a conservation standpoint that the environmental 
history of the Weimar Republic ended with a decree of the Prussian minister 
of science and education in March 1932 that curtailed the conservationists’ 
options in the designation of nature reserves.48

 Third, conservationists saw the passage of this law as a pledge of the Nazi 
leadership to the cause of conservation. By 1935, it had become clear to every 
careful observer that making headway for conservation required not only 
certain legal provisions but also the support of prominent Nazi authorities. As 
a result, conservationists often stressed the display of intentions that the law 
implied: “Now Göring has taken conservation into his strong hand; he lent the 
legislative backbone to our concerns,” the Bund Naturschutz in Bayern declared 
in a circular of August 1935.49 Similarly, Westphalia’s provincial conservation 
representative noted in a letter of December 1935: “Last summer, we received 
the gift of the conservation law from the German government, a law to which we 
had been aspiring for long.”50 Some statements even claimed that conservation 
was following “the commands of the Führer,” a view that greatly exaggerated 
Hitler’s role in conservation affairs.51 Claiming support from Hitler and Göring 
was clearly a way to give weight to one’s claims, and it was helpful in negotia-
tions with other parties if one could claim support from the highest levels of 
government. The statements mirrored a hope that the national conservation 
law would only be the first of numerous interventions by Hitler and Göring 
for the cause of conservation, but that prospect turned out to be deceiving. 
Forceful initiatives from Nazi leaders remained rare after 1935.
 Finally, the national conservation law was also an impressive legal docu-
ment in its own right. It provided the conservationists with almost everything 
that they had been hoping for. It allowed for the designation of nature reserves 



277Frank Uekötter

and natural monuments as well as large-scale “landscape protection reserves” 
(Landschaftsschutzgebiete), realizing the broadening of the conservation agenda 
raised in the 1920s. In fact, Article 20 made it mandatory to consult the con-
servation administration on any project that had an impact on the landscape.52 
Moreover, Article 24 ruled out indemnity for measures taken in the law’s 
implementation. The law also provided for the creation of “National Nature 
Reserves” (Reichsnaturschutzgebiete) of special importance, a clause that was used 
to designate four areas with rich game populations where Hermann Göring, 
as Germany’s Reichsjägermeister, liked to go hunting. The Prussian state agency 
was transformed into a national institution, the Reichsstelle für Naturschutz. All 
in all, it was an impressive legislative package that left few of the conservation-
ists’ wishes unfulfilled.53 In the contemporary context, the only omission of 
any significance was the lack of provisions for national parks—the National 
Nature Reserves had taken their place—but even that omission was on the 
way to being corrected when Lutz Heck, the person in charge of conservation 
in Göring’s Reichsforstamt, devised a plan for the creation of national parks a 
few years later.54 World War II prevented the execution of this plan; the first 
German national park had to wait until 1969.55

 The law opened unprecedented opportunities for conservation work, and 
officials and conservation representatives went to work swiftly. Hans Klose 
later spoke of a “high time” for conservation between 1936 and 1939. While 
this interpretation is open to debate concerning the material gains, it clearly 
mirrored the general atmosphere of conservation work in Nazi Germany. It 
was a time of intensive, almost feverish activity, when nature reserves were 
designated by the dozen, conservationists forged cooperative agreements with a 
whole host of partners, and letters and decrees were sent out in unprecedented 
numbers—in short, a time of euphoria and hope. To give only a few figures, 
authorities in Württemberg in southern Germany created no fewer than 46 
nature reserves with a total area of 32,111 acres between 1937 and 1943, and 
the neighboring region of Baden saw even 58 designations with 17,653 acres. 
The extent of the boom becomes clear when one compares these figures with 
those of the postwar years from 1945 to 1959, when only 25 additional nature 
reserves were created in the combined states of Baden and Württemberg, with 
a total of 3,152 acres—only six percent of the acreage placed under protection 
during the Nazi era.56 Never in German history have so many nature reserves 
been designated within such a brief period of time.
 Of course, one may wonder what these accomplishments meant on the 
background of other Nazi actions. There are no national figures on the increase 
of protected areas since 1935, but it is highly unlikely that it was more than 
a small fraction of the acreage transformed by the labor service. If one adds 
other projects to this general balance, like the Autobahn scheme, numerous 
military reservations, the hasty rearmament and its environmental repercus-
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sions, and the destruction during the war, it is evident that the general envi-
ronmental balance sheet of Nazi conservation was bleak. However, that was 
not how conservationists thought during the Nazi era. For them the key issue 
was the designation of natural monuments and nature reserves. Since the early 
twentieth century, the German conservation movement had evolved in close 
proximity to state agencies that provided them with support, encouragement, 
and money, resulting in a gradual adoption of an administrative mindset among 
conservationists.57 Nature reserves and long lists of natural monuments were 
frequently tantamount to an end in itself for them. There had been some inter-
est in the landscape as a whole since the movement’s inception, but any doubts 
about land reclamation or other Nazi projects with a deleterious impact on the 
environment never jeopardized the general confidence that conservationists 
had in the Nazi regime. Focusing narrowly on the legal options of the national 
conservation law, the conservationists accepted the environmental damage of 
Nazi policies of rearmament and warfare without much ado. The conservation-
ists also accepted something else: the blatant violations of civil rights that their 
activities implied.

Conservation Work, the Easy Way: The Other Side of the Conservation Boom
One of the myths surrounding the national conservation law is that it could have 
passed during the Republic of Weimar as well.58 Such an interpretation ignores 
a number of aspects, most prominently Article 24 of the law, which specified 
the general exclusion of indemnity for conservation measures. While the rule 
of law obviously called for some kind of compensation if conservation decrees 
significantly constrained or even prohibited land use, Article 24 abolished any 
corresponding obligation pursuant to the Nazis’ rule of Gemeinnutz vor Eigen-
nutz, or “the common good above the individual good.” Enshrined in point 
24 of the Nazi Party’s platform of 1920, the clause mirrored the supremacy 
of collective interests in Nazi Germany, and the tendency to play down indi-
vidual rights.59 Ultimately, Gemeinnutz vor Eigennutz implied a rejection of the 
individual property rights tradition that went back to Roman law, replacing 
it with a völkisch theory that saw property owners as merely holders of a title 
that the collective Volksgemeinschaft had bestowed upon them. In other words, 
all property belonged not to individuals but to the mystical Aryan Volk. The 
national community could thus require individuals to surrender their posses-
sions whenever it felt necessary.60

 It does not seem that conservationists generally understood this rationale, 
or even recognized it to any significant degree. What they did recognize was 
that this concept, and the ensuing Article 24 of the national conservation law, 
opened unprecedented opportunities in everyday conservation work. After 
all, negotiations with property owners had traditionally been one of the most 
excruciating tasks conservationists confronted in their daily work. Undoubtedly 
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some property owners were sympathetic with their work, but if that was not the 
case, prolonged negotiations over compensation payments were inevitable. On 
that background, the almost revolutionary implications of Article 24 should be 
clear, and it is by no means coincidental that the designation of nature reserves 
proceeded much more quickly after 1935. It is indeed remarkable how admin-
istrative proceedings that had been lagging for years suddenly shifted into high 
gear after the passage of the national conservation law. For example, a nature 
reserve in the Wutach Gorge, a tributary of the Rhine in southwest Germany, 
that had been in the making since the late 1920s, suddenly proceeded much 
more swiftly after the mid-1930s, and papers for the reserve were filed in August 
1938.61 Typically, a memorandum of the forest administration of January 1936 
mentioned Article 24 in a discussion of restrictions on forest use.62

 It is difficult to estimate the precise monetary impact of Article 24 because 
conservation officials, obviously aware that they were crossing a sensitive 
threshold, were careful not to record the exact meaning of Article 24 in writing. 
However, the implications are apparent in some cases, such as the Westrup Heath 
on the northern fringe of the Ruhr region. The heath attracted the interest of 
local waterworks, which sought an area for dumping sand and offered to buy 
some 165 acres of farmland for 60,000 Reichsmark, when the conservation 
administration intervened and designated the Westrup Heath as a nature 
reserve, rendering the agreement between the farmer and the waterworks 
void. To their credit, the conservation administration saw a need for financial 
compensation, though it is unclear whether the reasons were ethical or judicial 
since the designation clearly entailed confiscation of property, and cases of 
this kind could be brought to trial, where the ultimate decision remained with 
the Preußisches Oberverwaltungsgericht, a court that resisted Nazification to a 
remarkable extent.63 The conservation administration offered a much lower 
amount than the waterworks’ bid, 21,000 Reichsmark; the farmer managed to 
get 32,000 Reichsmark after two tough rounds of negotiations.64 The conser-
vation advisor’s annual report did not mention Article 24 in his discussion of 
the case, instead recording “difficult negotiations,” even though there can be 
no doubt the Article had played a key role in the talks.65

 On this background, the boom of conservation work after 1935 appears in a 
new light. It was not simply the result of new legal provisions, or the symbolic 
support by Hermann Göring and Adolf Hitler. The boom would have been 
unthinkable without the particular provisions of Article 24, which “took off 
the brakes” in conservation work. Conservationists had been asking for just 
such a law for more than 20 years. Shortly before World War I, a number of 
prominent conservationists including Ernst Rudorff, Fritz Koch, and Carl 
Fuchs sent out a circular to the German state governments urging them to 
provide for indemnity for conservation measures.66 The petition, designated 
“confidential” by its authors, failed to receive any attention, but the dream of 
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such a clause remained alive. When Walther Schoenichen published an article 
in the Nazi newspaper Völkischer Beobachter in 1933, he invoked the concept 
of Gemeinnutz vor Eigennutz, noting that the issue of property conflicts “will 
need to find its solution sooner or later in a national spirit.”67

 It is telling that Rudorff and his colleagues asked for secrecy on this matter. 
Obviously, they were aware that a provision of this kind was a delicate thing. 
Walther Schoenichen and Werner Weber called for “a considerate treatment of 
the individuals concerned” in their commentary on the national conservation 
law, noting that “the idea of conservation should not triumph on the basis of 
the destroyed or badly damaged lives of National Comrades.”68 However, the 
realities of everyday conservation work gradually weakened such doubts; the 
clause was just too helpful in the routine negotiations with wayward property 
owners. It took a high-profile case, where a government decree closed a large 
quarry and thus rendered an investment of more than one million Reichsmark 
worthless, to instill doubts in Hans Klose, who felt that this decree was going 
too far. In an internal memorandum, he spoke explicitly of “expropriation,” but 
to no avail; the quarry’s owner and operator did not receive any compensation, 
and the only concession was that they were allowed to conclude quarrying 
over the course of a year.69 It is revealing that there was never any discussion 
about Article 24 in the conservation literature. In fact, the clause was used by 
the conservation administration as late as 1948.70 The conservationists never 
bothered to annul the provision, or discuss its pervasive use, after the Nazis were 
gone. It was the West German constitution of 1949 that, through its general 
ban on confiscation of property without proper compensation, incidentally 
ended this chapter of conservation history.

Learning from the Nazi experience
On March 9, 1943, Southwest German conservationists suffered a major defeat. 
On that day, the Reichsforstamt approved a dam in the scenic Wutach nature 
reserve, a concession to a local utility which sought to divert the greater part 
of the Wutach’s water to generate electricity.71 In hindsight, the decision of 
the Reichsforstamt appears anything but surprising: five weeks earlier, the Ger-
man Sixth Army had surrendered at Stalingrad, and Joseph Goebbels had held 
his infamous Sportpalast speech, with its call for “total war,” some three weeks 
earlier. Nonetheless, the conservationists were unwilling to accept what they 
saw as the destruction of the scenic Wutach, and they sought to find a way 
to revert the decision. Unfortunately, there was little prospect in a legal chal-
lenge: the Reichsforstamt was the highest authority on conservation issues in 
Nazi Germany, and starting a lawsuit offered dire prospects at best under war 
conditions. There was, however, an indirect approach. A few years earlier, an 
intervention by Heinrich Himmler had stopped quarrying operations on the 
Hohenstoffeln, a mountain in the Wutach’s vicinity.72 This offered a promising 
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precedent. The local conservation advisor, Hermann Schurhammer, activated 
a backchannel to Heinrich Himmler to gain his attention and support, and 
he did so with the full approval of Hans Klose, the head of the Reichsstelle für 
Naturschutz. “If there is any way to success, it leads through the SS,” Klose 
declared. He even hoped for a personal decision of the Führer in the Wutach 
conflict.73 However, the effort, shrouded in secrecy as to not alert the utility, 
remained ineffective, and Himmler declined to intervene. After all, Himmler 
was, in the discomforting formulation of a SS general, “currently mastering 
extremely important and urgent tasks.”74 In the event, war conditions prevented 
the start of construction, and the utility’s attempt to invoke the license after the 
war was foiled by a broad civic movement that, after a decade of fierce conflict, 
saved the Wutach Gorge from destruction.75 Today, the Wutach is one of the 
best-known nature reserves in Southwest Germany.
 Yet noble goals do not justify all means, and few people will dispute nowa-
days that Klose and Schurhammer acted unethically. Even if they did not know 
about Himmler’s role in the Holocaust, they must have been aware that they 
were dealing with the leader of a network of terror. Since 1936, Heinrich 
Himmler had been the head of the German police, and he was the chief of 
the SS, the embodiment of Nazi racial ideology. But reprehensible as Klose’s 
and Schurhammer’s dealings may appear in hindsight, it is equally clear that 
they provided a fitting closure for the conservationists’ rapprochement to the 
Nazi regime. Klose and Schurhammer were following the same rationale other 
conservationists had used in invoking Article 24 of the national conservation 
law: to make gains in conservation, it was necessary to use every lever for the 
protection of nature that one could find. It was not that Klose or Schurhammer 
liked to contact Himmler (their ideological profile remained much weaker than 
Schoenichen’s or Schwenkel’s) or that other conservationists liked to confiscate 
property without compensation (as the attempts to compensate with nominal 
payments attest), but they did so because it allowed them to make headway in 
the protection of nature. It was a dubious morality at best, but nonetheless a 
popular one.
 It is important to recognize this rationale, for it offers new lessons from 
the Nazi experience. The emphasis on ideological links between Nazis and 
conservationists has led environmental historians to depict conservationists 
of the Nazi era as fundamentally different from the environmentalists of later 
times. Conservationists appeared as people with a totally different mindset 
who, owing to their intellectual disorientation, ended up as accomplices to a 
genocidal regime. On that background, it becomes clear why there is not only a 
historical rationale for looking more closely at the everyday practices of Nazi-era 
conservation, but also a political one: focusing on the practical side will make 
the protagonists appear more similar to environmentalists of later times. The 
conservationists of the Nazi era were not ideological bloodhounds who acted 
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out inhuman ambitions that they had been harboring for decades—quite the 
contrary, they were, in a way, “perfectly ordinary conservationists” who, to their 
own surprise, were handed unprecedented opportunities during the Nazi era, 
and they tried to use these opportunities to the greatest extent possible. But 
there was a price to be paid, a price that conservationists of the Nazi era were 
willing to pay only too readily. It is only now that environmental historians are 
discovering its full extent.
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