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Introduction

Dachau sits quietly along the Amper River, its cobblestone streets lined with pastel
houses, its skyline crowned by a centuries-old castle. To the wider world, the town
invokes a singular, infamous memory: the site of the first Nazi concentration camp, a
synonym for suffering and the brutality of the twentieth century. Yet, away from the
memorial stones and somber echoes, Dachau holds another legacy—one spun across
centuries, grounded in the hands and hearts of its textile artisans. This book seeks to
illuminate those enduring threads, weaving together stories, craft, and culture that
have long shaped everyday life, fashion, and local identity in Bavaria’'s shadowed
town.

For most, the history of Dachau’s textile makers is a hidden one—buried beneath the
weight of more recent horrors, overlooked amid the great narratives of German
industry or the romantic imagery of Alpine Bavaria. But before Dachau became a
byword for atrocity, it was also a village of spinners and weavers, a place where linen
hung from farmyard rafters and dye pots bubbled in cottage kitchens. From ancient
Celtic settlements through the regulation of medieval guilds, textile work provided not
only sustenance but pride, ritual, and continuity. These crafts were not simply
economic necessities; they were the foundation of holiday celebrations, the whisper in
a wedding dress’s seam, the comfort of a homespun blanket passed down
generations.

Changes came, as they inevitably do. The long eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
were a golden age for Bavarian folk textiles, each pattern and color invested with
meaning. The arrival of mechanized looms and factory rhythms brought prosperity for
some and hardship for others, fracturing traditions and reshaping the social fabric.
Then, in the twentieth century, the rise of the Nazi regime and the war that followed
transformed the world of Dachau’s artisans irrevocably. Textile production was
commandeered for uniforms and war effort; ancestral skills bent to the service of
horror. Workshops once filled by family laughter became sites of unimaginable
exploitation.

But history is never just a story of destruction. In the aftermath of war and genocide,
the people of Dachau and the region around it faced the daunting task of
remembrance, renewal, and—where possible—reconciliation. Some crafts faded away;
others survived through painstaking revival or subtle adaptation. Today, these
traditions are not relics but living practices. Within studio walls and community
workshops, local collectives, and solo makers, the art of weaving, dyeing, and creating
with fiber continues. Young artisans experiment with sustainable materials and
innovative forms, while elders preserve old patterns, passing on hard-won knowledge
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to new generations.

In this book, you will meet these makers—past and present. Their voices resound in
archival letters, in the soft rhythm of spinning wheels, and in the bold visions of
contemporary creators unafraid to confront their town’s past. Side by side with
historical analysis and vivid descriptions of places and process, you will find the
personal: the struggle to inherit a legacy complicated by tragedy, the joy of making
something beautiful from the simplest raw materials, the quiet acts of healing, and the
hopes invested in every woven thread.

“Threads of Dachau” does not shy away from the darkness shadowing the town, but
nor does it allow that shadow to erase the color, tenacity, and artistry that have
always been present. In exploring Dachau’s intricate textile history, we find more than
just fabric; we uncover the resilient spirit of a community forever marked by its past,
yet always weaving, unceasingly, toward renewal.
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CHAPTER ONE: At the Water’s Edge: Early Settlers
and Primitive Weaving

Long before the name "Dachau" was etched into the global consciousness by the grim
events of the 20th century, this corner of Bavaria was simply a fertile plain carved by
the gentle meander of the Amper River. The story of textiles in Dachau, much like the
story of human settlement itself, begins with the earth, the water, and the earliest
inhabitants who learned to coax sustenance and shelter from the land. These early
peoples, often overlooked in the grand sweep of history, were the true pioneers of
fiber artistry, their ingenuity laying the groundwork for millennia of craft.

Imagine the landscape of prehistoric Dachau: lush forests teeming with wildlife, the
river providing a constant source of water and fish, and open meadows where wild flax
might have swayed in the breeze. It was in such an environment that humans first
recognized the potential of pliable plant fibers and animal hair. While direct
archaeological evidence from Dachau itself for the earliest textile production is scarce,
we can infer much from broader findings across Central Europe. The earliest known
string, for instance, dates back as far as 20,000 to 30,000 years ago, suggesting that
the fundamental principles of twisting fibers into thread were understood deep in the
Stone Age.

These initial forays into fiber manipulation were driven by basic needs: crafting nets
for fishing, binding tools, or perhaps even rudimentary shelters. From these simple
beginnings, the leap to interlacing threads to create fabric was a natural, albeit
revolutionary, step. The principle of weaving—interlinking a set of vertical threads (the
warp) with a set of horizontal threads (the weft)—was applied to natural materials like
branches and twigs to create fences and baskets long before dedicated looms
emerged. This early understanding of over-and-under patterns was the primordial
soup from which all textile arts would eventually spring.

As communities became more settled, particularly during the Neolithic Era (around
12,000 years ago), the production of woven cloth became a more skilled and common
activity. Every household would likely have produced textiles for its own needs, from
clothing to bedding and simple bags. This household-based production remained the
norm for thousands of years, with textile crafts being essential for daily living and
deeply intertwined with social, economic, and even religious aspects of prehistoric
societies.

In the Bavarian region, archaeological discoveries offer glimpses into these ancient
practices. While specific textile artifacts from the earliest periods are rare due to the
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perishable nature of organic materials, indirect evidence, such as spindle whorls and
loom weights, points to widespread textile production. These humble tools, often
made of clay or stone, are silent witnesses to countless hours spent spinning raw
fibers into usable yarn. A spindle whorl, essentially a weight used to maintain
momentum while twisting fibers, was a revolutionary device that greatly improved the
efficiency of yarn production. Similarly, loom weights kept tension on the warp threads
on upright warp-weighted looms, a common type of loom from antiquity until the
Middle Ages.

The raw materials for these early textiles were, naturally, what was readily available.
Wild flax, with its strong, versatile fibers, would have been a prime candidate for linen
production. Animal fibers, particularly wool from local sheep, would have provided
warmth and durability, especially important in colder climates. The laborious process
began with preparing these raw materials: harvesting flax, retting it to separate the
fibers, or shearing and cleaning wool. Then came the spinning, a seemingly simple act
of twisting fibers together to create a continuous strand, but one that required
considerable skill to produce a consistent and strong yarn.

The art of dyeing, even in its most primitive forms, would have also emerged early on.
Natural pigments derived from plants, minerals, and even insects could transform the
drab hues of raw fibers into a spectrum of earthy tones. While the vibrant colors of
later periods were yet to be discovered, these early dyes would have added an
element of aesthetic expression to functional textiles. Imagine the deep browns from
oak bark, muted yellows from onion skins, or subtle greens from various leaves, all
contributing to the visual language of prehistoric garments.

These ancient textiles were far more than just practical necessities. They were
expressions of identity, communicating gender, age, family affiliation, and social
status. They were used for swaddling infants, as bandages for the ill, and as shrouds
for the dead. They also served as containers, fishing nets, and even sails for early
watercraft, demonstrating their fundamental role in subsistence, economy, and
exchange. The ability to create textiles was a foundational craft technology, shaping
human activity and settlement patterns.

The people who first settled the fertile lands around Dachau, nestled by the Amper,
would have participated in these pan-European textile traditions. Their daily lives
would have been intimately connected to the rhythm of fiber processing: the rustle of
flax being prepared, the hum of a spindle, the rhythmic thud of a primitive loom.
Though the echoes of their specific workshops are long faded, their legacy lives on in
the enduring human impulse to transform raw materials into something both useful
and beautiful, a story that continues to unfold in the threads of Dachau.
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