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DAVID BLACKBOURN, The Conquest of Nature: Water, Landscape and
the Making of Modern Germany (London: Jonathan Cape, 2006), 497 pp.
ISBN 13: 978 0 393 06212 0. ISBN 10: 0 224 06071 6. £30.00

David Blackbourn, long one of the most important Anglo-American
historians of Germany, has, in his own words, written a ‘wet book of
history’ (p. 18). He gives a new and unusual perspective on 250 years
of German history from Frederican Prussia to the Federal Republic.
He reports the draining of swamps in Brandenburg, the straightening
of the course of the Rhine, the building of North Sea harbours, the
construction of massive dams in the low mountain ranges of central
Germany, and other attempts by man to change nature and shape the
landscape. This provides an important corrective to the myth of
Germany’s special relationship with nature, expressed over the cen-
turies in attempts not to encroach upon ‘German’ nature and to sanc-
tify the ‘German’ forest and ‘German’ rivers, especially the Rhine, in
their primeval, natural state. Blackbourn is well acquainted with
myths, not least the ‘myths of German historiography’. With Geoff
Eley, he in the 1980s criticized the thesis of the German Sonderweg,
Germany’s ‘special path’ to modernity, a phrase which at that time
was well-nigh ubiquitous in German historiography, especially that
originating from Bielefeld.1 In his new book Blackbourn returns to
these concerns. By turning to the history of human intervention in
nature, especially in the area of hydraulic engineering (the regulation
of rivers, drainage, hydroelectric technology), and separating it out
as a broad and clearly identifiable strand of modern German history,
he once again banishes to the realm of myth the thesis of a specifical-
ly German hostility to modernity and progress. 

But there is more to the book than this history-of-historiography
subtext. At least equally important is Blackbourn’s confrontation
with one of the propositions of environmental history, a movement
that has gained momentum and breadth over recent years in Ger -
many as elsewhere. This proposition derives, in countless variations,
from an approach that sees environmental history as a linear story of
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1 David Blackbourn and Geoff Eley, Mythen deutscher Geschichtsschreibung:
Die gescheiterte bürgerliche Revolution von 1848 (Frankfurt am Main, 1980);
expanded English version: The Peculiarities of German History: Bourgeois
Society and Politics in Nineteenth-Century Germany (Oxford, 1984).



decline, the history of human intervention in a primeval, untouched
nature, in short, the history of the destruction of nature by humans.
Blackbourn energetically refutes this notion. For him, there is no such
thing as a landscape in a purely natural state. Every landscape, at
least in Europe, bears traces of human intervention. And this human
intervention, its aims and consequences, is the subject of his book.
This programmatic orientation by man and his works implies a defi-
nite rejection of holistic concepts of natural history—the historian
‘thinking like a river’. Yet Blackbourn also makes a vibrant case for
integrating nature, and with it, geography, back into historiography
again. By this, of course, he does not mean the old geo-politics or the
new géo-histoire. Instead, he aims to look at mutual relations between
man and nature rather like the Annales school. In Germany and
German historiography this ap proach, he claims, is still discredited
by National Socialism, which to the present day has prevented
important classics such as Wilhelm Heinrich Riehl’s Natur ge schichte
des Volkes (1851–69) from being re-read. Blackbourn, however, argues
that Riehl’s work cannot be judged by its völkisch reception.

Thus Blackbourn’s history of Germany since 1750 is not bound to
the soil. Rather, it is a book about how the German landscape has
changed over these 250 years, and how the human impact on nature
reflects the development of German society itself. This is a story of
progress, not decline. It does not hide the cost of progress and the
ambivalences of modernity, but it does not restrict their story to the
twentieth century and National Socialism. The book tells the story of
lost villages which literally drowned; of soldiers who drained the
swamps of the Oder so that Frederick the Great could say that he had
once conquered a province peacefully. The connection between shap-
ing the landscape and war is obvious. Prussian troops could march
more easily over moors that had been drained; Jade Bay with its
navel base was created for the Prussian, later German, war fleet. And
the Second World War gave German area planners and landscape
architects huge scope for action in the Eastern regions conquered
from 1939. The infamous Generalplan Ost of 1941 displayed only one
aspect of this. The East became the laboratory of landscape architec-
ture, and landscape architecture was closely connected with geno-
cide. Eastern central Europe had no empty spaces that the Germans
could cultivate and colonize. The prerequisite for settlement was
genocide.
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Political-ideological hydro-semantics and the metaphorical lan-
guage of hydraulic engineering deserve a study in their own right.
Blackbourn touches on these themes only in passing. The image of
swamps which need to be drained was not limited to the racist lan-
guage of the Third Reich. The rhetoric of containment (Eindämmung)
was directed against the East, ‘Slavs’ or Communists, as early as the
first half of the twentieth century. In the context of the Cold War it
became internationally acceptable. In the 1950s, when eminent
German historians called for the building of dams to protect the West
‘against the Red flood’, they were not alone in using this sort of
imagery. Blackbourn’s book, which should quickly be published in
German translation, repeatedly opens such wide-ranging perspec-
tives. Although it focuses closely on its subject it is not a specialist
study but a political history of nature, brilliantly written and con-
taining perceptive analyses. David Blackbourn reflects the history of
Germany and the Germans in water, producing a ‘wet book of histo-
ry’ but certainly not a dry read.
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