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“More Brown than Green”

Environmental historians are no strangers to contro-
versy. In the last twenty-five years numerous schol-
ars have studied the history of environmental protec-
tion in Nazi Germany, a provocative topic if there ever
was one. Braving criticism for seeming to draw paral-
lels between modern “green” parties and one of the most
brutal regimes in history, historians have explored such
things as the protection of natural areas, forestry, air pol-
lution laws, and the Nazis’ highway construction pro-
gram. The most sophisticated scholarship appears in re-
cent anthologies and monographs, and focuses primarily
upon the conservation movement (also called the nature
protection or Naturschutz movement). Contributors to
these latest works argue that, although there were trou-
bling ideological and personal connections between the
Naturschutz movement and the Third Reich, these rela-
tionships do not suggest that modern environmentalists
have fascist leanings. Moreover, the Nazis often failed
to implement highly touted measures like the Imperial
Nature Protection Law or ecologically sensitive forestry
practices; their commitment to “green” ideas was far less
important than industrialization and war.[1]

In The Green and the Brown: A History of Conser-
vation in Nazi Germany, Frank Uekoetter demonstrates,
nonetheless, why a study of nature protection in the
Third Reich remains vital. Drawing upon a variety of na-
tional, provincial, and city archives, he shows that nature
protectionists were opportunists, attracted mainly to the
Nazi regime because it seemed to offer more systematic
preservation of natural areas. The author also maintains

that such opportunism was a “slippery slope” that dis-
couraged conservationists from reflecting on the moral
implications of their cooperation with the Nazis. Rein-
forced by a logical structure, meticulous research, and
revealing examples, Uekoetter’s argument also serves as
a warning to modern environmentalists, who may be de-
termined to pursue their own agenda without careful re-
flection.

The author is well qualified to explore the environ-
mental history of Nazi Germany. A research fellow at
the Forschungsinstitut des Deutschen Museums, Uekoet-
ter has published extensively on topics ranging from
conservation to air pollution policies, and he co-edited
Naturschutz und Nationalsozialismus, a collection of es-
says from the Fachkongress, “Naturschutz und Nation-
alsozialismus” in 2002. Sponsored by German minis-
ter for the environment ]A%rgen Trittin, this confer-
ence brought together government and academic experts
for the first time, and broadened awareness of this sub-
ject beyond a relatively narrow, specialist readership.
Uekoetter’s well-organized monograph should continue
to expand interest in this topic. Constructing his ar-
gument on a logical foundation, Uekoetter starts with
a useful “Note on Vocabulary,” and then follows with
three short chapters that explore the importance of this
topic, the ideas shared by conservationists and Nazis, and
the institutional connections between the Naturschutz
movement and the regime. Some readers may find that
his analysis of ideological connections between Nazis
and nature protectionists repeats arguments from the
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early and mid-1990s by Michael Wettengel, Karl Ditt, and
others. Yet Uekoetter references more recent work by
Thomas Lekan and Friedemann Schmoll which discred-
its the notion that nationalistic, right-wing ideas within
the conservation movement put them on a direct path
to National Socialism.[2] Instead, as he argues in chap-
ter 3, institutions were the glue binding nature protec-
tionists to the regime. In chapters 4 and 5 he proves this
point, for the most part, by exploring a series of four no-
table Naturschutz campaigns. Chapters 6 and 7 consider
the legacy of Nazi environmentalism on the conservation
movement and on the land itself, while chapter 8 is a con-
clusion. This structure, flowing from basic issues and ar-
guments to a series of notable case studies, makes the
book accessible to academic readers unfamiliar with the
topic and to an English-language audience. A short bib-
liographic essay and a series of well-chosen photographs
and illustrations do the same.

The main strength of this book, however, is the au-
thor’s skillful use of archival sources to illustrate the in-
consistent attitude toward conservation displayed by the
Nazi regime, and the opportunism exhibited by conser-
vationists. Uekoetter has wisely chosen four prominent
but very different cases to illustrate his point. These in-
clude the campaign to limit mining on the Hohenstof-
feln Mountain in Baden, the expansion of Hermann Go-
ering’s Schorfheide Reserve near Berlin, the regulation
of the Ems River in Westphalia, and the protest against
a hydroelectric project in the Wutach Gorge. Uekoetter
draws several lessons from these disparate campaigns.
Above all, Nazi leaders showed no consistent attitude to-
ward the preservation of nature. From the highest level,
Adolf Hitler displayed little or no concern for conserva-
tion, while interest was only marginally higher among
the second tier of Nazi chieftans. Hermann Goering, for
instance, promoted the Imperial Nature Protection Law
of 1935 because it enhanced his prestige, and his intense
interest in the Schorfheide stemmed more from his ob-
session with hunting than any other factor. Heinrich
Himmler demonstrated a similar lack of enthusiasm for
nature protection, intervening to protect the Hohenstof-
feln Mountain only because it was associated with a me-
dieval castle.

Faced with this indifference, rank-and-file conserva-
tionists were highly determined and opportunistic. In the
case of the Hohenstoffeln, the novelist Ludwig Finckh
campaigned obsessively in the 1930s to prevent mining
on the crest of this scenic mountain top. Drawing upon
the personal papers of Ludwig Finckh in the Baden State
Archives, memoranda from the Berlin Document Center,

and other regional sources, Uekoetter shows that Finckh
was both a right-wing anti-Semite, and a man willing to
pull any strings to further his cause. Collaborating with
another author, Finckh argued in 1934 that it would be
an “absurdity” to destroy such a famous mountain in an
era characterized by respect for “blood, and soil and race”
(quoted, p. 91). Yet Finckh’s campaign floundered when
it spilled into the public. Referring to a 1934 speech by
Finckh, Baden’s Prime Minister stated, “This extraordi-
nary activism of Dr. Finckh is at odds with our official
line of reasoning which refuses any kind of agitation in
the general public’(p. 93). Apparently it was acceptable
for Finckh to lobby behind the scenes, but a threat to the
state when he campaigned openly. In the end, Finckh and
his supporters persuaded SS Chief Heinrich Himmler—
through back channels-to halt mining on the mountain.
Uekoetter uses correspondence in the files of the Reich
Conservation Agency to demonstrate that such oppor-
tunism had a price. Even after World War II, the former
chief of this agency, Hans Klose, conceded that it was a
“very clever move” to use Himmler “as an instrument for
a good cause” (p. 98). No dedicated National Socialist,
Klose seemed unaware of the moral implications of co-
operating with the architect of the Final Solution.

Other archival sources reveal a similar combination
of frustration, cynicism, and determination on the part
of conservationists. Forced to work with the state, lead-
ers of the nature protection movement adopted a flexible,
if fatalistic approach to major preservation campaigns.
In the case of the Ems River, Uekoetter scrutinizes cor-
respondence between the local and provincial leaders
in Westphalia to show how conservationists sometimes
adopted extremist rhetoric while in other cases they ap-
pealed more romantically to “the landscape’s peculiar
scenic beauty” (p. 116). In any event, government offi-
cials insisted that conservationists voice their protest be-
hind closed doors, in accordance with the Reich Nature
Protection Law of 1935 (RNG). Consequently, Germany’s
nature protection movement was forced to take what it
could get, even after having demonstrated its loyalty to
Hitler and the regime.

Above all, it was the sense of opportunism that bound
nature protectionists to the state, according to Uekoetter.
Scholars might disagree with Uekoetter’s assertion that,
“compared with other, more aggressive groups, the right-
ist tendencies within the conservation movement were
weak” (p. 27), but they cannot deny that legislation like
the RNG encouraged the conservationists to think that
the Nazis were serious about Naturschutz. Uekoetter’s
chapter, “On the Paper Trail, the Everyday Business of
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Conservation,” makes it clear that the RNG gave new le-
gal tools to the conservation movement and encouraged
them to engage in a frenzy of bureaucratic work. Here
the author scours government files from Westphalia,
DAYsseldorf, and Bielefeld to show that “Once again, the
national conservation law defined an important water-
shed, and administrative files grew notably in volume
after 1935” (p. 138). Among other things, paragraph
20 required government officials to consult with nature
protection advisors prior to major construction projects,
while paragraph 24 excluded indemnity for actions taken
to carry out the law. In particular, many rank-and-file
conservationists saw paragraph 24 as a practical tool to
protect the countryside, and not as a symbol of the Nazis’
dedication to a mystical Volksgemeinschaft, where collec-
tive rights prevailed over those of the individual. While
this conclusion is not fully satisfying—-after all, some lead-
ers of the nature protection did praise this law as the
expression of Nazi ideology—-the archival sources reveal
that most conservationists experienced the RNG in the
reams of correspondence, decrees, and attempts to cre-
ate small protected areas.

In the end, the RNG probably created more paper
work than tangible achievements on the ground. Uekoet-
ter wisely refrains from any sweeping conclusions about
how many new preserves were created or whether the
Nazis’ conservation policies were good for the environ-
ment. The best that can be said, according to Uekoet-
ter, is that Nazi-era conservationists were able to prevent
the worst effects of rapid industrialization and the trans-
formation of entire landscapes through swamp drainage
projects, new highway construction, and other schemes.
In this sense, the Nazi regime was typical of other na-
tions in the industrial world, modernizing its economy,
transforming its landscape, clogging its rivers and skies
with pollution. While Germany’s commitment to con-
servation was probably more serious than in other in-
dustrialized nations, this by no means suggests that Nazi
Germany was a “green” state.

In the end, Dr. Uekoetter must be given credit for
writing an accessible and revealing work on a provoca-
tive topic. Writing in a clear, unadorned manner, he
notes in the end that, while reverence for nature could
coexist with extremist, right-wing slogans, “it would be

short-sighted to focus on ideological issues only” (p. 207).
After all, it was a “tactical rapprochement” that drew con-
servationists to the Nazis (p. 208). It was a rapproche-
ment that the German Naturschutz movement refused to
discuss in the years after World War II, and an alliance
that modern environmentalists ignore at their own peril.
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