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ACHAU. Dachau was the longest continually
existing Nazi concentration camp. Of about
00,000 prisoners who were registered at the
camp, more than 41,500 died there. Dachau
ttained especial notoriety as the camp where
seudo-medical experiments were conducted,
here prominent prisoners were held, and where
postwar trials took place.

RIGINS

he antecedents of the Dachau concentration
camp date back to World War I. Prior to 1914
achau was a town of about five thousand resi-
ents located ten miles northwest of Munich. In
915 the Bavarian government built a new muni-
ions factory there because of the abundant supply
f water. The nearly eight thousand munitions
orkers were demobilized in 1919 under the terms
f the Treaty of Versailles. Many remained in the
ea, and in 1927 Dachau had the highest unem-
yment rate in Germany. In 1933—before Hitler
ccame chancellor on 30 January—local officials
requested that the Bavarian government set up a
‘militia or work conscription camp” on the aban-
oned factory grounds.

Heinrich Himmler (1900-1945), the head of
Adolf Hitler’s SS (Schutzstaffel), chose the Dachau
Nunitions factory as the site of a prison camp to
htern political opponents while the Nazis consoli-
ated their power. (Such camps were anticipated in

the Nazi constitution drafted for their November
£ 1923 coup d’état attempt.) On 21 March 1933

newspapers announced that the next day a “pro-
tective custody camp” would be opened in
Dachau. It could hold five thousand inmates, to
include “all communist functionaries, and as neces-
sary Reichsbanner [an organization of veterans that
tried to curb the violence of the Nazi SA] and
marxists” for “as long as necessary” to achieve the
“pacification of the national populace.”

SCHOOL OF VIOLENCE

Himmler’s personal role in Dachau was crucial for
the future of the Nazi concentration camp net-
work. Initially Dachau was the only camp under
SS control (the SA [Sturmabteilung] controlled
other early camps). As the SS grew, it took over
the entire camp system. Theodor Eicke (1892-
1943), a World War I veteran Himmler named
commandant in June 1933, became Inspector of
the Concentration Camps in 1934. Eicke spread
his system of organization with its draconian pun-
ishments to the entire camp system. He mentored
Rudolf Hoss, who became commandant of
Auschwitz in 1940. A dozen camp commandants
were trained in Dachau. Of Dachau’s six main
commandants, one was killed at the front, three
committed suicide, and two were sentenced and
executed after the war.

POPULATION AND DEATH RATE

The early camps served to neutralize political oppo-
sition and utilized prisoner labor but mostly for
make-work projects. Lethal violence was common-
place from the start. By the end of May 1933 a
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