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NATURE AS A SCARCE CONSUMER COMMODITY:
VACATIONING IN COMMUNIST EAST GERMANY

Scott Moranda

In the summer of 1975, it would not have been at all surprising to see
Trabant automobiles sighing under the weight of camping equipment and
tumbling through the green hills of the Ore Mountains. Some of those
vehicles would have finally nestled down next to the Greifenbach Res-
ervoir, or Geyer Pond. More than likely, leather-clad young men and
women from Zschopau on their motorcycles also rocketed up onto the
fir-blanketed plateau surrounding the pond. On the reservoir’s shores, an
auto mechanic from Langebrück might have pitched a tent so he and his
wife could enjoy the cool forest breezes. Not far away, a mining engineer
from the nearby Wismut uranium mines might have whistled while re-
pairing the windows of his bungalow on the north shore of the reservoir.

Lying between the villages of Ehrenfriedersdorf, Geyer and Thum,
the twenty-three hectare reservoir was one of the most popular and most
accessible recreation sites in the countryside south of Karl Marx City in
the German Democratic Republic, or East Germany. Writing of the rec-
reation area, one author and expert on the area’s history asked: “On a
lazy, sunny July day, what could be more beautiful and more rejuvenat-
ing (erholsameres) than lying in tall grass, folding an arm under your head,
listening to the . . . murmuring and rustling of windblown treetops, and
dreaming with open eyes?”1 Colorful tents and recreational vehicles filled
three meadows; in between, families played soccer or set up volleyball
nets and, as another local author remarked, “everyone relaxes in his own
way.”2 Even as some vacationers sought out the rustling of treetops,
portable radios blasted music, sunbathers filled the meadows and con-
cession stands hummed as campers bought snacks and drinks. Under the
trees, vacationers parked their vehicles since two nearby parking lots
would have already reached capacity early in the morning.

This paper introduces a unique, and perhaps surprising, aspect of
East German environmental history. As campers and bungalow owners
struggled to find space for themselves in idyllic landscapes, I argue, a
strong sense of citizen and consumer rights in a social welfare state in-
fluenced how vacationers enjoyed and understood the nature experience.
In overcrowded nature retreats, vacationers increasingly understood na-
ture as a consumer commodity and as campgrounds became noisier and
even more crowded, nature’s commodity value only increased. The con-
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struction of bungalows by an emerging social elite only made matters
worse. On the one hand, the state promised the entire population good
health and relaxation through pleasant vacations in natural settings; on
the other hand, local representatives of the ruling Socialist Unity Party
had few resources to regulate construction in landscape preserves and to
prevent a small elite from overtaking public spaces. Vacation practices
thus had real consequences for physical environments, but they also en-
couraged citizens to imagine nature as a commodity, one among many,
denied to them under communism. As I argue in this paper, East German
citizens hoping for better nature experiences understood environmental
planning as a compliment (and not an obstacle) to acquiring better cars,
washing machines and televisions.

Of course, there was nothing entirely new about socio-economic ar-
guments for free access to natural areas in Germany. The socialist Friends
of Nature in 1900 had demanded public access to mountains in Bavaria
and elsewhere, and their justification often rested on their perceived en-
titlement to leisure opportunities previously exclusively available to
wealthier citizens. In the case of Greifenbach Reservoir, local history and
culture only reinforced this notion of nature as a consumer pleasure. Still,
the East German quest for outdoor enjoyment was distinct in two ways.
First, the lack of consumer goods that marked everyday life behind the
Iron Curtain encouraged East Germans to think of nature as a scarce
commodity primarily enjoyed by privileged citizens who had access to
luxuries like bungalows and Western consumer goods. Second, the loss of
public access to unpolluted natural areas appeared as a particularly griev-
ous affront to the principles of social equality and the promises of a better
quality of life celebrated by the socialist regime. In their vacationing, East
Germans looked to nature for enrichment—spiritual, material and physi-
cal. I will thus organize this paper into three sections: an overview of
historical meanings attached to the Greifenbach region, an analysis of
changes to the landscape under the communist regime and finally an
exploration of consumer complaints about overcrowding in the land-
scape preserve.

For a case study of an outdoor recreation area, Greifenbach Reservoir
has many benefits. While distinct, the history of Greifenbach was not
unique in the German Democratic Republic and therefore tells us some-
thing about broader trends in East German society. From the Baltic coast
to the Thuringian forest, East Germans crowded into shabby camp-
grounds and built vacation cottages. In addition, the retreat’s proximity
to Karl Marx City made it similar to many other weekend retreats near
Dresden, Leipzig or Berlin. As a case study, Greifenbach also offers the
historian something not all vacation spots in the East can provide; the
reservoir’s development into a popular vacation destination was primar-
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ily an East German story. While other vacation or leisure destinations had
long been attracting masses of tourists, the forests of Geyer did not attract
large crowds until after 1945 (smaller numbers of middle class tourists
had visited the nearby Greifenstein rock formations earlier). Large
crowds, such as those seen in the 1970s, only became possible with the
increase in automobile ownership (albeit less impressive compared to the
ownership of automobiles in West Germany) and the introduction of
social welfare benefits.

Greifenbach also makes for a particularly rich case study because of
the area’s cultural and social history. Touched by both immense wealth
and incredible poverty, the towns of Geyer and Ehrenfriedersdorf pro-
duced an abundance of folk legends and fairy tales that featured the
problems of hunger, illness and social inequality. These cities, like so
many in the mineral-rich Ore Mountains, or Erzgebirge, juxtaposed dense
working-class communities with a wealth of nature restricted to a privi-
leged few.3 While typical Erzgebirge workers often depended on the local
forests and meadows to supplement their wages, local nobility had his-
torically retained all hunting privileges. In later years, state foresters dic-
tated how the poor could use forest resources. As vacationers at Greif-
enbach struggled to secure a campsite or a bungalow permit—in the
name of health and happiness—they too sought greater access to nature’s
wealth. In the modern variant, however, security and happiness did not
come with an unexpected gift of wild game felled by a poacher’s bullet,
but with a bungalow retreat or a campsite reservation.

What kind of nature did tourists find in the valley of Greifenbach?
Once home to mixed beech-spruce-fir communities, local forests sur-
rounding Greifenbach had already experienced radical changes long be-
fore the arrival of motor tourists. The surrounding Ore Mountains
boasted one of the densest settlement patterns in all of Europe and one of
the most complex geological formations in the world, famous for rich
mines of silver, nickel, zinc and lead. Zinc had been extracted from the
streambeds around Geyer since the thirteenth century. Later in the cen-
tury, miners in Ehrenfriedersdorf flooded the moors at the head of Gre-
ifen Brook and built an aqueduct to provide water for intensive mining
operations five kilometers away. The processing of ore recovered from
those mines also demanded large quantities of firewood, since the com-
plex ore had to be melted down before zinc could be extracted, and in the
sixteenth century Saxony’s first arsenic factory consumed half of local
timber production and produced air pollution harmful to forest reserves.
Long before the twentieth century, therefore, monotonous plots of scien-
tifically managed fir and artificial water systems had replaced historic
vegetation patterns and natural water flows.
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Human exploitation of the surrounding Ore Mountains’ natural
wealth continued in the twentieth century, often with unfortunate results.
During World War Two, the Nazis raised the Greifenbach Dam to in-
crease the capacity of the lake, depending largely on Russian and French
prisoners of war and other foreign slave labor to do the work. With the
partition of Germany, the Soviets stumbled upon the richest known de-
posits of uranium outside of the United States and Canada—all just west
of Chemnitz, soon to be renamed Karl Marx City. In the next decade, tens
of thousands of workers arrived in the region to extract uranium for the
Soviet military and by 1989 many of them suffered from cancer and other
diseases. In the process, mines also left behind an array of toxic slag heaps
and radioactive wastewater ponds.4 Along the nearby Czech border,
whole forest ecosystems collapsed from sulfur dioxide poisoning as
power plants in Czechoslovakia and the German Democratic Republic
burned brown coal.

At a safe distance from dead forests and toxic mines, a beloved nature
retreat nevertheless thrived on the shores of Greifenbach Reservoir. This
landscape preserve enjoyed warmer temperatures and healthier air than
many forest reserves at higher elevations to the south. Moreover, resi-
dents of polluted urban centers like Karl Marx City or nearby mining
towns could quickly reach the relatively unspoiled plateau by automo-
bile.5 Even if humans had radically altered the forested plateau, it still
seemed more natural than adjacent territories. The proximity to ecologi-
cal disaster only made the campground a scarcer and more cherished
commodity. In other words, Greifenbach became a precious treasure in
the midst of ugliness.

Stories of Carl Stülpner, a local folk hero similar to Robin Hood,
further embellished Greifenbach’s credentials as a nature retreat by link-
ing the local forests to a hunter famous for his intimacy with the natural
world. Moreover, Stülpner’s legend connected Greifenbach with a
struggle for economic rights and a campaign to share nature’s products
more equally—foreshadowing the conflicts over bungalows and camp-
sites in the 1970s. Stülpner had briefly worked for the local forester at
Ehrenfriedersdorf and he used caves near the Greifensteine as hideouts
once he began his outlaw life as a poacher. By the 1930s, an Annaberg
theater troupe staged plays based on local folk tales and the life of Carl
Stülpner at a natural amphitheater adjacent to the Greifensteine. Thanks
to the efforts of local intellectual Willy Hörning (author of an East Ger-
man guidebook to the Greifensteine and Greifenbach), the Annaberg dis-
trict theater brought back these productions in 1957.

Beginning in Stülpner’s own lifetime, middle-class men and women
celebrated the exploits of the skilled hunter. Stülpner’s first biographers
described him as an honest, yet uneducated boy who preferred to live
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close to nature and suffered under the conventions of civilization. His
story served as a critique of feudal social relations and the excesses of the
nobility (especially in Christian Gottlob Wild’s account of 1816), but bi-
ographers tended to soften the radical implications of illegal poaching by
reminding readers that Stülpner had little education.6 Stülpner, in this
account, was little more than a simple romanticized peasant—corrupt
and uneducated, but at his core innocent, pure and intimate with heile
Natur. Since poaching threatened rational progress and civil society, writ-
ers reintegrated Stülpner into acceptable society by framing the story as
one of a boy taking care of his mother. In even more romantic versions,
the unrequited love between Stülpner and the daughter of an honorable
bourgeois villager tamed Stülpner’s story further.7

At the same time, however, Stülpner personified a distinct populist
notion of nature and its uses. Stülpner wandered the forests of the Erzge-
birge and hunted wild game illegally in order to feed his poor mother and
to provide for the hungry peasants mistreated by their feudal landlords.
According to almost every folklorist, peasants celebrated Stülpner’s
poaching adventures because he protected their fields from the scaveng-
ing of an overabundant deer population reserved for noble hunting ex-
cursions. Stülpner, so the legend goes, firmly believed that nature could
not be owned, that everyone should enjoy its fruits equally. Even as
Stülpner protested ownership of nature’s treasures, he described deer
and other wildlife as commodities or gifts to be shared equally. In a
historical fiction written by Hermann Heinz Wille for East German au-
diences and printed in eleven editions between 1956 and 1980, Stülpner
declares, “It is so beautiful here! It is as if all the deer were made for me
alone . . . The deer and all the other game are not made for the nobility;
they are for everyone to share! Even us poor people should enjoy them.”8

According to tourist guidebooks, the forests of Geyer and Ehrenfried-
ersdorf were also populated with many ghosts, who—much like Stülp-
ner—brought nature’s wealth to the impoverished families of the region.9

Fairy tales and ghost stories set in the forests around the Greifensteine
also became regular features at the amphitheater. In fact, most ghost
stories suggested that the good would triumph and hard work would be
rewarded. In one story, a young man on his way to Bohemia found
himself lost in the forests of Greifenstein when he encountered a small
ghost. Inside a cave under the Greifensteine, the ghost guided him to a
huge vault made of silver with tables of gold and chandeliers of precious
stones. The spirit offered the lost traveler a meal from the priceless dining
table, but the next morning he discovered the food magically replaced by
gold pots and pans and precious stones. Other tales told of the treasures
of the Greifensteine disguised as the countless needles falling from coni-
fer trees. The needles would fall into the basket of a poor woman collect-
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ing wood or some would cling to a forester’s hat. When these lucky men
and women returned home, they discovered that the needles had trans-
formed into tiny chains of gold. In another story, a poor miner from
Geyer with four children struggled to feed his family. On New Year’s Eve
his wife expected another child, so he rushed out into the snow to retrieve
an experienced midwife from Günsdorf. Lost in high snowdrifts at the
cliffs of the Greifensteine, a spirit offered to be a godfather to the triplets
born that night. At the baptism, the ghost appeared in miner’s clothes and
gave the father gifts of a hammer and pickaxe. Whenever he dug with
those tools, he would discover silver. A retreat to Greifenbach not only
provided a nature experience, but that very nature—as suggested by
these stories—also promised health, happiness and enrichment.

East German vacationers at Greifenbach may not have discovered
precious metals, but they sought out treasures of a more abstract form;
they hoped for rich nature experiences that might bring peace of mind
and good health, and the well-known legends associated with the area
only made the reservoir more attractive. The discussion of Carl Stülpner
here is not meant to imply that disgruntled vacationers in East Germany
explicitly referred to the famous poacher in their letters of complaint or
other protests about the loss of recreation landscapes. Instead, the Stülp-
ner story reveals some of the cultural meanings attached to the Greifen-
bach region; more importantly, its portrayal of scarcity gave this vacation
area meaning unintended by East German authorities.

Official East German publications associated Stülpner and the natural
world with resource exploitation, social revolution and rational scientific
management—all of which stood in direct opposition to fantasies of per-
sonal wealth and comfort. As youth from Karl Marx City discovered the
lake, for instance, the cultural programs promoted by the Free German
Youth (East Germany’s youth organization) directed young people to-
ward enlightened activities that featured Carl Stülpner.10 For educators,
the tale of Carl Stülpner illustrated several key lessons, such as the need
to redistribute wealth, the value of the military experience and the im-
portance of rational state management. Stülpner’s tale also promoted a
meritocratic ideal that the regime theoretically supported. By contrasting
Stülpner with wild gangs of bandits, educators presented audiences with
a disciplined young hero who wanted to be respectable and ply his trade,
but only turned to poaching and rebellion in desperation. Publications
also linked the popular folk hero to a communist interpretation of Ger-
many’s revolutionary heritage.11 One expert on Stülpner, Klaus Hoff-
mann, portrayed the hunter as a product of the age of revolution.12 Ul-
timately, he argued, “[Stülpner] may be understood as a pioneer for
liberal views and social justice.”13
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Poaching, Hoffmann insisted, was not irrational exuberance or a
source of wealth, but instead a progressive political statement. Rebellious
peasants in 1790 thus exacted calculated revenge on the “plague” of
wildlife flourishing under feudal laws that protected aristocratic hunting
privileges.14 Hermann Heinz Wille, in a guide to the Erzgebirge’s land-
marks, also emphasized the drastic consequences of feudal hunting laws.
He wrote, “Today we can hardly imagine the wealth of game in the
Erzgebirge at the time or the plague that it caused for farmers.”15 In other
words, Wille and Hoffman suggested that nature, under feudal rule, fell
out of balance, to the detriment of the poor and the powerless. Wille’s
Stülpner concluded that not only could he hunt the local wildlife, but also
that it was absolutely necessary. He reflected, “Tomorrow [this game]
will devastate the peasants’ fields, chew away the bark of young saplings
and nibble away their sprouts.”16 Unlike earlier biographers from the
nineteenth century, Wille did not contrast Stülpner’s ignorance with the
wise management of game by forestry experts. Rather, Wille presented
foresters as mean-spirited and greedy and glorified Stülpner as an envi-
ronmentally sensitive hunter who warned his battalion officers and later
his bandit brethren against shooting wildlife out of season.17 Only social-
ism, Wille suggested, could do justice to Stülpner’s legacy, bring nature
into balance and repair the damage done by feudalism and capitalism.
Likewise, the educational activities and organized sport offered by youth
leaders were meant to repair German society, that is, restore bodies and
minds destroyed by capitalism.

These educational and athletic projects, in fact, did little to shape
everyday life at the resort; life at the reservoir seemed to follow its own
rhythm regardless of the intentions of youth leaders. Vacationers at Gre-
ifenbach sought personal enrichment, not balance and order. Like Stülp-
ner, Greifenbach vacationers claimed the landscape as their own, to do
with as they pleased. In the early 1960s, for example, one could find two
sand pits at Greifenbach designed for long-jump competitions. Just a few
years later, however, tourists discovered that these pits had been de-
stroyed and in their ruins children happily built sand castles.18 Likewise,
the choir in Zschopau complained that unapproved free time activities
disturbed scheduled performances. Children played soccer next to the
provisional stage, youths drowned out the performance with their por-
table radios and laughter and children tried to tease the choir leader.19

Recognizing the failures of cultural and athletic programs, local au-
thorities merely acceded to vacationers’ demands for more comfortable
leisure facilities. Zschopau authorities installed new water pumps and
ordered bureaucrats to devote more attention to outfitting the emerging
recreation district at Greifenbach.20 In this spirit, officials requested at
least 60,000 marks from Karl Marx City to fund the necessary construc-
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tion projects.21 In 1961 the local government first invested in the con-
struction of a beach to respond to consumer demand, but in 1963 tourists
still complained to the local press about standing water. The lake had
previously provided water to miners and villagers, who cared little about
the lake’s appearance, and, as a result, wetlands had dominated the lake-
shore. As one vacationer described it, tourists needed rubber boots to
manage the swampy conditions and without lawn furniture it remained
impossible to sunbathe.22 The mayor of Ehrenfriedersdorf responded to
complaints about marshy beaches by assuring readers of the upcoming
development of a sandy beach and a grassy meadow for sunbathing, as
well as the construction of toilets, kiosks and athletic facilities. The city
hired a professional dredger to begin draining the land, and while the city
portrayed development as a boon to the mining economy, its primary
motivation appeared to be the expansion of beaches. Though a drought
during the previous winter had inspired plans to expand the reservoir to
secure more drinking water for the residents of Karl Marx City, concerns
about vacationers at Greifenbach appeared to trump these plans to ex-
pand the lake. The government decided to delay plans for reservoir ex-
pansion until 1975 and allowed the construction of tourist facilities.23

More precisely, vacationers overwhelmed the reservoir and its over-
seers. In 1968, a meadow for sunbathing and camping had still not been
constructed.24 By 1969, Zschopau still had not raised the funds (150,000
marks) to finish draining land around the lake.25 On a beautiful day in
1969, so many visitors arrived at the lake that the parking lots filled before
noon.26 On another weekend when 5,000 campers and 12,000 day-
trippers visited the lake, parking lots reached capacity before nine o’clock
in the morning.27 As the campground grew, cars threatened the tranquil-
ity of the lake as drivers parked in the woods, drove throughout the
campgrounds at all hours and washed their vehicles on the lakeshore.28

In response, planners constantly had to consider adding new parking lots
near the lake; in fact, many requests for money from Karl Marx City
emphasized the need to address traffic problems.29 In general, the trans-
formation of Greifenbach into a tourist destination did not keep up with
demand. As a result, well-connected citizens who could acquire vacation
cottages or purchase camping equipment fared better than workers who
relied on public transportation and public facilities.

Even authorities managing the Greifenbach Reservoir soon realized
that the development of the lake promoted social inequalities. In the late
1960s, seventy-four well-connected individuals or organizations had built
bungalows around the lake without official permission.30 Despite a ban
on the structures, they appeared everywhere and once they were built
little could be done to remove them.31 To address the problem of private
bungalow construction, Zschopau authorities followed the lead of Ber-
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lin’s tourism planners and in January 1967 created a VEB Naherholung (a
“people’s own enterprise” responsible for managing the reservoir for
regional recreation). The enterprise provided an institutional setting for
addressing consumer demand. For example, members of the Camping-
beirat (a camping council set up by the VEB Naherholung to let vaca-
tioners, bungalow owners and planners discuss planning for the park)
demanded that unauthorized buildings be torn down because comfort-
able leisure in unspoiled nature had become a luxury accessible only to
well-connected citizens.32 Campers with working-class backgrounds re-
quested better landscape management to protect the park from bungalow
owners who could afford to pay fines imposed by authorities.

Despite the best intentions of local authorities, the landscape re-
mained part of a cash nexus. But who were those individuals in East
German society that could afford to vacation in comfort? In part, “peo-
ple’s own enterprises” like industrial firms built bungalows for their
employees; the state provided each firm “social and cultural funds” to
compensate productive workers and employers thus had more money to
develop recreational areas than communal or county officials in charge of
Greifenbach. Private bungalow-owners at Greifenbach were artisans,
white-collar employees, managers or skilled workers such as welders or
electricians who had extra cash on hand. Considering the mining
economy of the region, surprisingly few, if any, workers from the mining
industry owned a bungalow. In fact, it appeared that not a single un-
skilled worker from heavy industry owned a cottage at Greifenbach Res-
ervoir.

Social status and the availability of ready cash determined who built
a bungalow. At least in this case, the privileged class did not consist of
political functionaries in the ruling Socialist Unity Party.33 Given the
absence of private property and large income differences, social status
often depended on political connections, the possession of tradable skills
or resources or the good fortune of having wealthy relatives who could
send gifts or cash from the West. Workers in luxury goods industries may
have had more access to barter goods than average workers and thus had
more purchasing power. In addition, many proprietors also engaged in
professions that allowed them to trade services (carpentry skills, for in-
stance) for favors, and artists and artisans may have been able to sell their
goods in the West for cash. The complaints among East Germans that
some citizens had privileged access to nature would appear to hold true;
in leisure and tourism, the ruling Socialist Unity Party had not eradicated
social differences.34

More and more, frustrations with privileged access to “nature”
framed expectations of the nature experience. Vacationers found them-
selves scrambling for more and better “nature experiences” at the ex-
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pense of public space. In this way, interactions with the countryside
became acquisitive and anything that interfered with opportunities to
obtain “green space” became an aggravation and a source of broader
discontent. It was this aggravation that led to criticism of fellow vaca-
tioners, industrial pollution and, ultimately, regime policy itself.

The practice of enjoying nature as a commodity, ironically, depended
on unique East German conditions for its specific form. The German
Democratic Republic was a small state with limited space and little op-
portunity to explore tourist destinations outside its borders. Without an
abundance of consumer goods, East German citizens also suffered from a
sense of “want” or “absence” even if they were by no means hungry or
wanting of basic necessities. Worse still, the 1970s brought higher wages
but not enough consumer goods on which to spend those wages.35 With
surplus income, citizens who could find material to build a bungalow
could certainly afford to pay fines imposed by local authorities for illegal
construction. Simultaneously, citizens of the GDR learned from the re-
gime that “nature” was a resource to contribute to the advancement of the
people’s welfare and that socialism would provide for a better quality of
life, including, among other things, little luxuries like vacations from
everyday routine.

Local officials could do little to stem the tide and authorities in charge
of the lake caved in to pressure from an influential minority. In December
1966 authorities in Zschopau placed a ban on construction near the lake,
but administrators on the Annaberg side of the lake ignored the new
regulations.36 Annaberg had already given verbal permission to seventy-
nine individuals or firms to build bungalows and Zschopau had ap-
proved five more bungalows. Of these, construction had already begun
on seventy-five.37 At the end of 1967, authorities accepted the bungalows
as a fait accomplis and integrated bungalow construction into the VEB
Naherholung budget.38 Permits would be given to firms that contributed
money and labor to further development of the park;39 in other words,
financial pressures on leisure planners in Zschopau had clearly pushed
them toward compromise with bungalow owners. A decision from
Zschopau in December 1969, for instance, allowed the construction of six
more bungalows for businesses with the following provision: “From now
on firms are obliged to annually grant the VEB Naherholung material and
financial assistance for the further development of the regional Erholung
district on the shores of Greifenbach Reservoir.”40

The construction of such bungalows, however, elicited numerous
complaints and in their grumbling citizens especially criticized the pri-
vate consumption of public space. In 1972, for instance, one citizen wrote
to the Ministry for Environmental Protection to criticize construction
along lakeshores (in this case, not at Greifenbach, but at a similar recre-
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ation area). If not accessible to the public, he argued, “nature” (in this
case, lakeshores and river banks) was “umfunktioniert,” or changed. This
individual identified accessibility to the public as a key characteristic of
“nature.” He wrote:

Directly on the lakeshores in the recreation districts stand various forms and
sizes of weekend homes, which sometimes reach the size of fully functioning
suburban homes (Siedlungshäuser) with garages. The landscape preserves that are
themselves designated by local authorities do not remain spared. Even if the
satisfaction of individual needs in this matter should not be ignored, one gains
[through current policy] only maximum benefits for a few citizens.41

The writer hoped to open up the recreation district to all citizens and not
just to the “privileged.” This letter, it should be noted, criticized con-
spicuous consumption, but not consumption per se.

A group of campers at Greifenbach Reservoir also complained of
conspicuous consumption that benefited a few privileged bungalow
owners and not the community of vacationers as a whole. In one case, the
VEB Naherholung told campers they would have to give up their camp-
site because overcrowding demanded that individuals not reserve camp-
sites for years at a time.42 To justify the evictions, authorities claimed that
they hoped to provide more vacation opportunities to the working class.
In their responses to eviction, these campers not only attacked conspicu-
ous consumption but also defended themselves as individual consumers
of “nature.” Pressing the regime to better satisfy their consumer de-
mands, these citizens included green spaces in their list of desires.

One family from Karl Marx City, for instance, described at length
their investment of money and time in their Stabilzelt, an especially sturdy
tent that could remain at the reservoir throughout the camping season
regardless of weather conditions. Campsites, they suggested, were rare
commodities to be cherished and preserved since they were not easily
acquired. Once in possession of one, the family held on to their “piece of
nature” tenaciously and scoffed at suggestions from the VEB Naherhol-
ung that they easily could find another campsite elsewhere in the vicinity
of Karl Marx City. Moreover, they feared that other “consumers” would
not suffer as they might, since other campers who had used the camp-
ground for over four years had not been given notices of eviction!43

This camping family also suggested that, as consumers, they could
still have an intimate relationship with the landscape. The reservoir had
not always been suitable for tourists because of the swampy lakeshores,
but when they received their campsite years before, the family became
custodians of the land and was closely tied to its fate. “As you know,” the
head of the family wrote,
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we contributed twenty hours of our own labor in order to improve the parcel
to a proper condition [for camping]. Moreover, we leveled off recently drained
land and sowed grass on the lakeshore. In addition, we divided blocks A and B
into parcels, laid out gravel paths and set up boat ramps.44

Another vacationer wrote:

Before the [lake] was ‘discovered,’ before even the masses had any idea that one
could rejuvenate and relax there, our family belonged to those who had recon-
structed the pond. In the beginning we camped on the grass fields, and when
authorities finally took control, we adapted to the planned routine.45

Because of the state’s limited financial resources and poor management,
these campers became stewards of the land and felt a sense of pride.
Hence, they took great offense at the state’s decision to evict them from
what they considered their own “backyard.”46 Eviction was a threat to a
way of life or an identity they had created for themselves through their
leisure and consumer practices.

Campers especially focused on the unequal treatment of some citi-
zens. According to a resident of Karl Marx City, a great number of long-
term campers (Dauerzeltlern) had not received eviction notices even
though they too had resided at the campground the previous four sum-
mers. In his opinion, the GDR had been created to avoid such discrep-
ancies between social groups. “I believe,” he wrote, “that it is not in the
spirit of the Eighth Party Conference . . . to introduce such differences
between campers, when we struggle daily against such petty bourgeois
manifestations in other areas of life.”47 Likewise, a resident of Wünschen-
dorf complained that not all campers had been equally affected by the
new rules. He also established in his letter a narrative of a respectable
“worker” losing his right to consume and enjoy leisure. He wrote, “When
one has worked day after day for eighteen years as I have, a person looks
forward to when they can relax (sich erholen) after a work shift at a nearby
campground.”48

Other campers took a more aggressive approach to the matter and
accused a certain “class” of citizens of receiving preferential treatment.
“After closer inspection,” one angry camping enthusiast noted, “you have
arranged special privileges for distinct groups within the population in
the form of approval for their long-term campsites.” This vacationer be-
lieved the promises made by the regime to provide Erholung and health
had been violated. “I must confirm,” he added, “that blue- and white-
collar workers from collectivized firms [volkseigene Betriebe] . . . did not
retain their permit for a campsite . . . What happened to the concerns
about working people and the class consciousness of our socialist lead-
ers?”49 Campers such as these considered the lake and its surrounding
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landscape to be an accessible space to be distributed evenly to all citizens.
Nevertheless, they still wanted to secure their own personal plot.

While the authors of these complaints astutely quoted party rhetoric,
they cared mostly about their own consumer needs. One vacationer ex-
plicitly linked her health, happiness and enjoyment of nature to a con-
sumer identity. She wrote:

We do not earn our money so easily that we can make purchases and then
simply leave a tent unused in a corner. Of course—and to this you should give
some thought—there are no time limits for cottages at the lake. These [vaca-
tioners] may, regardless of how many years they were already there or how long
they want to remain, pursue their leisure. It is, as always, the little man who only
has a tent that is easiest to drive away. We recognize that others need a
possibility for recreation—but not at the cost of others. The grounds [at the
lake] are big enough; they only need to be developed.50

This vacationer not only criticized the inequalities of East German society,
but she also revealed a distinct attitude toward nature. She criticized an
elite and merely wanted to extend the ideal nature experience (currently
available to bungalow owners) to all citizens and, to this end, she de-
manded better management by authorities. The complaints cited here,
furthermore, were not isolated cases. The Ministry for Environmental
Protection noticed a trend in letters of complaint in 1977 toward a critique
of the development and parceling of public land.51

Vacationers encountered plenty of evidence that some individuals—
political elites, artisans, the well connected or those with hard currency
from relatives in the West—enjoyed cleaner, quieter and materially more
comfortable nature experiences. The countryside, which brought together
relaxation, fresh air and greenery to create an escape from the dirty, hectic
and politicized daily life of East German cities, had become a commodity
to be consumed. Instead of an environment, or Umwelt, closely intercon-
nected with human behavior, “nature” became primarily a commodity—a
combination of sights, sounds and smells that, if properly experienced,
contributed to good health, relaxation and contentment. On the one hand,
this meant that East Germans could develop a critique of the govern-
ment’s failure to prevent the parceling of the recreation district into clut-
tered colonies of vacation homes. On the other hand, it was very difficult
to separate the fate of nature from individual consumer satisfaction. As a
result, criticism of the regime’s social and environmental policies often
amounted to little more than a demand for the satisfaction of individual
desires.

It could be argued that many of the complaints cited in this paper
reflect anger with consumption and not a defense of consumer rights.
Certainly, many people grumbled about the conspicuous consumption of
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a special class of citizens and some committed nature lovers probably did
condemn consumption in any form. Yet at least as many, if not more,
citizens approached nature in the same way as the campers at Greifen-
bach Reservoir. Those East Germans who had an opportunity to secure
their access to a “nature experience” did not waste it. Laws and regula-
tions mattered little if an individual had the connections or the cash to
reserve a plot of land and create their own little retreat in the countryside.
While some conservation-minded professionals despaired about damage
to natural beauty, many vacationers just wanted to secure their piece of
nature—to ensure themselves of the enjoyment of Erholung, clean air and
green vistas at least once a year, if not over several weekends. Rarely was
there a fundamental critique of consumption and its effect on the popular
“nature experience.” Like Carl Stülpner, vacationers in the Ore Moun-
tains sought enrichment in nature; moreover, they complained of citizens
who took those riches out of public circulation, just as Stülpner criticized
nobles restricting access to wild game. Also like Stülpner, they believed
that the resources of nature were there for the taking—not to be seques-
tered away and preserved from human consumption in a nature pre-
serve. If shared more equally, they suggested, nature flourished in bal-
ance with human needs. The state, citizens suggested, had to impose
limits on conspicuous consumption to preserve some open space to sat-
isfy their consumer desires.

Vacationing, in sum, had profound consequences for the appearance
of physical environments in the German Democratic Republic, not only at
Greifenbach, but also in the Elbe Sandstone Range and along the Baltic
Sea. As overdevelopment began to degrade cherished “nature experi-
ences,” citizens began to complain to newspapers, local authorities and
the Ministry for Environmental Protection. Their protests, however,
rarely expressed a committed rejection of bungalow construction or con-
sumerism as a threat to ideal nature. Distinct from the Friends of Nature
early in the twentieth century, East German vacationers employed a con-
sumer rhetoric shaped by the promises of better living standards made by
the ruling regime, and they hoped to acquire nature experiences just as
they longed for the better cars, exotic fruit and modern televisions com-
mon to West Germany.
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