Feature

Creativity Made in Germany
The German clothing industry has shrunk by more than 90% in recent years, yet some businesses are defying this negative trend and are enjoying considerable success both at home and abroad. Among them are Handstich, from Seefeld in Bavaria, and two companies based in Swabia, Heinz Bauer Manufakt, and Merz B. Schwanen. 
All three of these firms manufacture very unusual products; their trump cards are attention to detail, German efficiency, creativity, and ingenuity. As is the case in other successful German industries, these companies make their customers feel good and create products that appeal to demanding, quality-conscious consumers, both in Germany and abroad, who are more than willing to pay for quality.
André Berger, owner of Handstich, can be rightly proud of his brand, which was developed in Seefeld in the charming Bavarian countryside. His collections are created within the walls of the wonderful Seefeld Castle. The brand started out with shoes and lavish outdoor jackets but has since made a name for itself with its high-quality complete collections. All the creative and technical processes take place in Seefeld. Even the unusual advertising campaign is produced here in order to ensure that the label’s image is communicated honestly and accurately to the world. The actual production takes place abroad and is carried out by longstanding, carefully selected associates who are subject to stringent quality controls. Berger regularly monitors these processes himself.
“Production know-how has definitely moved. Products should be manufactured under fair conditions, where the skills are.” German efficiency is evident in the detailed designs and fine craftsmanship of Handstich pieces. Prices are affordable, thanks in part to the outsourced production: “We focus on fairness for people and the environment, and also with regard to our pricing.” This approach is currently working out very well. Handstich is perceived as a new German shooting star, especially abroad.
Heinz Bauer Manufakt, on the other hand, sets great store by its “Made in Germany” label. Founded in 1960 and based in Reutlingen, this company manufactures high-quality products, predominantly made from leather. The so-called Cabrio leather jackets are particularly sought after. “We made a conscious decision many years ago to stay in the place where we started out and to do what we do best: sportswear for the high-end segment,” says Jochen Bauer, son of the founder and now general manager. For him, the benefits of manufacturing 100% of his products in Germany outweigh the high production costs. “The proximity to the market, the flexibility and speed with which we can respond to market demands, and our consistent, almost obsessive production quality control – all of that can only be guaranteed here.” A previous attempt to outsource aspects of production was soon abandoned. For a perfectionist like Jochen Bauer, there are no compromises. The production process for a jacket takes up to 20 hours. The factory’s focus is on custom-made pieces of the highest possible quality: “I check our products myself every day.” 
The resulting products are popular as far away as Australia. Car aficionados are among those willing to pay a high price for a particular jacket, for example the aforementioned Cabrio jacket, knowing that it is worth every cent. A perfectly made leather jacket is for life: it is a delight to look at and to wear and the appreciation of its quality and craftsmanship is more important than the price. The fact that the company’s approach is also the most environmentally friendly is a side benefit – something that the factory staff can rightly be proud of, alongside their artisanal skills.
Peter Plotnicki’s brand Merz B. Schwanen is also opposed to the outsourcing trend. Five years ago, the Berlin-based designer breathed new life into 32 antique circular knitting machines. Since then he has been producing traditional men’s knitwear in Albstadt in Swabia. He manufactures top-quality cotton undershirts, shirts, and seamless Henleys, and they are proving popular: top international retailers are carrying his classic working men’s apparel. The Textile+Fashion Confederation also sees potential for the German fashion industry abroad: “Strong, innovative brands and designs from German companies are still in demand across the world and are a recipe for success in terms of foreign trade, which is becoming key for the industry’s development.”
