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Why should the Nazis bother about homosexuals? After all, some of the most 
loyal supporters of the Nazi movement were homosexual, and Hitler refused to 
condemn the sexual preference of Ernst Röhm, even after it featured prominently in the 
opposition’s campaign against the Nazis in 1931.1 Tolerance for homosexuals had 
increased in Germany during the first three decades of the twentieth century to the 
extent that an open gay culture flourished in cities such as Berlin in the 1920s, and 
parliament seemed well on the way to abolishing §175, the clause of the penal code 
dealing with homosexual offenses.2 So why bother about them? First, because Nazi 
opposition to this emancipation sought to appeal to the conservative backlash that the 
Nazis wished to co-opt. In terms of immediate action when Hitler came to power, there 
were well-publicized closures of gay bars in big cities.3 But homosexuals were a 
somewhat elusive minority. Jews were a much easier target. They stated their religion 
on census forms, birth certificates, and other government records. Communists, the 
main target in 1933, could also be tracked down through their own party membership 
lists. Most homosexuals were relatively invisible. The fact was that the Nazi leadership 
never figured out conclusively how to define a homosexual, or how to locate them. 
That in itself would have made it impossible for the Nazis to implement a “gay 
Holocaust” were any such decision ever to have been taken.4
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The more the leadership convinced itself of the magnitude of a homosexual 
conspiracy, however, the greater the likelihood of drastic action. On the eve of World 
War II, there were fewer than a quarter-million Jews in Germany. In 1934 the police 
believed there to be at least two million homosexual men in the country. By 1939 the 
army’s chief psychiatrist was suggesting as many as three million, or four percent of 
the population. At the end of 1942 the figure of four million was being discussed.5 This 
was turning into a potentially huge problem, and it is hard to imagine that a 
demonstrably paranoid Nazi leadership would have dismissed this in the long run. The 
more serious the problem, the more likely it was to be met with what the Nazis 
generally referred to as a “radical solution,” which usually meant murder. Another 
major complication to any quick fix, however, was the fact that many apparently 
racially pure and ideologically sound National Socialists, and even officers of the elite 
SS, turned out to be homosexuals. That was sufficiently confusing to Himmler and 
others as to bring the blanket application of drastic persecution into question. In its 
search for imagined enemies, however, the Nazi leadership knew that the entrenched 
refusal to accept sexual otherness in broad sectors of German society provided a 
bedrock upon which to build a popular anti-homosexual campaign. The propaganda 
machine attempted to add credibility by portraying the average homosexual as fitting a 
“dirty old man” image, someone who principally targeted young teenage boys.6

Prejudice was vividly present inside the prisons and camps of Nazi Germany, 
too. Both gay and straight survivors have provided testimony that homosexual inmates 
of the concentration camps were treated worse than prisoners of any other category 
apart from the Jews, not only by the guards but by other inmates. In a strange twist of 
fate, an SS guard, who had been the block leader of the isolation barracks in which 
homosexuals were housed at Sachsenhausen, was himself convicted on charges of 
homosexuality and eventually sent to the very same block. There the SS sergeant now 
in charge enquired about his crime, and on hearing that he was a pink triangle prisoner, 
promptly beat him up. The new victim, as a guard, had earlier meted out the same 
treatment to homosexual prisoners himself, so it is no surprise to learn that a few days 
later he was also beaten up by a large group of inmates.7 Saul Friedländer refers to the 
plight of Leopold Obermayer as an exemplary case of the “system’s particular hatred of 
homosexuals.”8 The letters of this middle-class, Jewish homosexual with a law degree, 
complaining to his own lawyer about the illegality of his being held without trial, never 
got past the camp commandant’s office, and were simply filed away, allowing us a 
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precise look at his maltreatment. At Dachau, the guards, knowing of his heart problems, 
took to making him run round the exercise yard, when most of the other prisoners 
walked. Deciding that he was not running fast enough, the guards ordered healthier 
prisoners to run behind him and kick the backs of his knees and ankles. On one 
occasion an SS officer kicked him thus and then punched him in the kidneys until he 
fell. Obviously now sweating and with a racing pulse, Obermayer was dragged under 
an ice-cold shower, fully clothed, then marched back again to the courtyard to continue 
the exercise period. Following this he was taken to a cell, still dripping wet, where he 
had his ankles and wrists chained to a single ring in the floor. He was told he would be 
beaten if he sat down. 

It may fairly be stated that Leopold Obermayer was treated with particular 
brutality, because he was Jewish as well as homosexual. But other detailed evidence 
has recently been published about the deliberate torture and murder of homosexual 
inmates in Sachsenhausen. The brick works attached to the camp offered an isolated 
location for the murderous sport of the SS guards. In one case around October 1941 
five homosexual prisoners were singled out and taken to the wash room. Their hands 
were bound behind their backs, and they were restrained by SS men while a hose was 
shoved down their throats and turned full on until they drowned. Any who struggled 
were beaten. When all five were dead, the corpses were hung upside down until all the 
water drained out, making it difficult to establish that the cause of death had not been 
natural. Survivors from Sachsenhausen recalled that in the spring of 1942 homosexuals 
were intentionally selected at the gravel pit, and were tied to a loaded rail trolley car, 
with a noose around the neck of each. As the car hurtled down a slope, the victim was 
ordered to keep up with it, and those who failed to do so were dragged to death. The 
incomplete records of the camp reveal that in just over two years from the spring of 
1940 some 400 pink triangle prisoners died. Then, in the summer of 1942, virtually all 
homosexual prisoners there were detailed to a special punishment squad at the brick 
works, and a more systematic attempt was undertaken to murder them. In July 1942 
alone, seventy-nine homosexuals were deliberately killed at the brick works site, at the 
rate of three or four per day, and this anti-homosexual vendetta continued until 
September 12, 1942. It is probable that well over 200 homosexuals died in this 
campaign. One routine method was to kick a marked inmate away from the trolley he 
was helping to push; the prisoner would fall down the slope toward the perimeter fence, 
where he could, according to the regulations, be “shot while trying to escape.”9 These 
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are tiny numbers compared with the murder of Jews, but that is no reason to brush them 
aside altogether. Research has indicated a death rate of sixty percent among the pink 
triangle inmates of Nazi camps.10

There can be no question that many homosexuals, and also men unjustly 
accused of being homosexuals, suffered appallingly in the Third Reich. But why would 
homosexuals have been singled out in this way? What was the genesis of Nazi 
opposition to homosexuals? While homophobia was widespread but not universal, it 
was the attitude of a handful of leaders who shaped the crusade against homosexuals 
under the Third Reich. Since the murderous antisemitism was driven above all by Adolf 
Hitler himself, we should start our investigation of anti-homosexual policy with him. 
Unlike his constant ravings about Jews, Hitler said little in public or in private about the 
subject of homosexuality, despite the claim of some of his opponents that it simmered 
just below the surface of the whole Nazi movement. From the start the all-male, 
paramilitary world at its core had been infused with a certain homoeroticism. The 
leaders, and above all, Hitler demanded fanatical devotion, indeed adoration! This 
placed his male followers in a bind, because that love could not cross a certain, never-
discussed threshold.11 Hitler reserved his sharpest condemnation of homosexuality for 
acts that he described as pederasty, though his definition of this is not clear. The term 
pederasty was used quite generally (at least by the police and the courts) in the 1920s to 
denote any kind of homosexual behavior, and did not carry the connotation of an 
assault on a minor. “Pure pederasty,” said Hitler somewhat mysteriously, “seems to me 
entirely un-Germanic. I feel that it is filth of the lowest order. Pederasts should be 
expelled from the community of the Volk.”12 If we accept Otto Wagener’s reporting of 
this as accurate, it is noteworthy that Hitler used the qualifier, “pure pederasty” here.13 
It could be that Hitler wished simply to distinguish homosexuality from mere 
homoeroticism. It appears that Hitler did approve of close and affectionate relations 
between older and younger men, and found a compelling theory to legitimize this in 
Karl von Reichenbach’s half-baked ideas on personal magnetism, or “Odic force,” as 
Reichenbach termed it in the mid-nineteenth century. 

Otto Wagener describes how Hitler became positively thrilled as the former 
explained Reichenbach’s scheme—“Hitler grasped my arm and looked at me as if he 
were facing a glittering Christmas tree.” What had caught Hitler’s imagination so 
immediately? Reichenbach postulated that there was an actual, magnetic, “Odic force” 
that humans produced, most strongly when they were young. The old could produce 
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only inadequate amounts of the force, but they were able to soak up the overproduction 
of the young through contact with them, though only if both parties were compatible 
(—the force did not flow randomly). Hitler did not understand this necessarily to be 
physical contact, but he did view the flow of these magnetic waves as the very key to 
the success of any military or para-military unit. The officer and his men ideally formed 
an “Odic community.” The same would be true for the Nazi Party as well: “Wagener, 
the mystery of the political organization and the organization of the SA has been 
solved! It’s not racially determined, it’s grounded in this problem!” The more Hitler 
thought about it, the more he became convinced that he had felt this Odic force: “…it’s 
the same when I spend time with young men. I have always said that I draw strength to 
continue my work from the beaming eyes of my young storm troopers. It’s the very 
same thing.”14 

Countless contemporaries have reported the mesmerizing effect of Hitler’s 
staring deeply into their eyes. And that is the extent to which one would expect the 
intimacy to go, given the later homophobia of the Nazi state. But in 1930 Hitler 
apparently gave a cautious endorsement to more physical contact. He had rushed off to 
read Reichenbach’s book, and reported to Wagener that he was applying the ideas to 
his own thinking. Speaking explicitly of the attraction that young men and boys must 
feel for a suitably creative older man to whom they wish to transmit their surplus Odic 
force, the Nazi leader stated: “In my judgment, this has nothing to do with sex. But 
since the transference of Od energies occurs with greater force and more immediately 
through physical touch—shaking hands, caressing, even kissing—the urgency of the 
Od contact also releases a desire for this kind of touch.” Hitler did not consider this 
inappropriate, as long as it did not deteriorate into a sexual encounter, and there he 
drew a definite line: “It seems to me all the more abominable if the older man allows 
this cuddling on the part of the younger man to seduce him into lewd acts or even to go 
so far as to exploit him for that purpose.” The extraordinary point about this remark is 
that Hitler does not seem to view a clearly erotic embrace between two men to be 
reprehensible per se. It was simply a means through which to stimulate the flow of 
Odic waves. It is remarkable, to say the least, that Hitler should believe that an act such 
as the cuddling of two men, or more particularly of man and youth, might not be in any 
way sexual, when such a standpoint was explicitly rejected by his criminal justice 
system following the Röhm Purge in 1934. 
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From all we can tell, though, Hitler did not spend a lot of time thinking about 
the “homosexual problem.” His remarks were negative, but infrequent.15 The main 
protagonist here was the man at the head of the SS, and who also became chief of the 
entire German police force. The young Heinrich Himmler was rather prudish about sex, 
and felt most comfortable in the shelter of all-male army or fraternity circles. When he 
encountered the subject of homoeroticism in his reading, Himmler was demonstrably 
confused. The topic likely would have hit rather close to home, but one easily can 
imagine that he did not want to believe that he was subject to any sexual feelings 
toward other men himself. In March 1922 he threw himself into a rambling 
philosophical discussion with a fraternity brother; they spoke of “land reform, 
degeneration, homosexuality, and the Jewish question.” His diary does not record the 
details of this exchange, but the juxtaposition of the topics, a regular grab-bag of right-
wing bêtes noires, makes it not improbable that links were drawn.16 After all, the 
portrayal of homosexuality as a marker of the degeneracy of society had already been a 
staple of Socialist propaganda before the First World War during the Krupp and 
Eulenburg scandals.17  

With Himmler, unlike any other Nazi leader, we have the advantage of knowing 
not only the books he was reading, but his opinion of them, because he recorded his 
thoughts in a notebook. We therefore have a fascinating insight into the ideas that were 
shaping his thinking and his prejudices. During September and October 1927 Himmler 
read Herwig Hartner’s book Erotik und Rasse (Eroticism and Race). It had been lent to 
him by Maj. Walter Buch, chairman of the Party’s disciplinary court. He was 
sufficiently interested in the book to take it with him on trips outside Munich during 
those weeks. We can say that Himmler read this book at a particularly important 
moment, just before his new leadership role in the SS began to take over his life, and 
while he still had some spare time for reflection. The main thrust of the book was a 
sweeping condemnation of the unbridled sexuality that the Weimar Republic seemed to 
many to have unleashed, which Hartner attempted to prove through discussion of 
salacious literary works by Jewish authors. These ideas were not altogether new, and in 
Mein Kampf Hitler himself wrote about Jewish sexual predators. Yet Himmler found 
Hartner impressive. His comment on the book reads as follows: “A collection of 
appalling products of literature, terrible to read. It is, however, a necessary collection of 
evidence and therefore valuable.”18
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Hartner’s book contained a section specifically on homosexuality, centering not 
on literature, but on the scientific and political work of Dr. Magnus Hirschfeld.19 
Hartner’s thesis was that an unchecked expansion of the phenomenon of homosexuality 
would lead quite literally to the “destruction of mankind” (Untergang der Menschheit). 
He lost himself in speculation about a giant conspiracy, inspired of course by Jews, 
among whom there was “contrary to Hirschfeld’s assertion, a greater [proportion of 
homosexuals] by far than in the German population” as a whole. What was the aim of 
these Jewish homosexuals? They were trying to push Germany down the slippery slope 
of “increasing infertility” that the French had been sliding down for ages. You may 
well wonder whether, if more homosexuals meant fewer babies, that would not have an 
equally or even more damaging effect on the “heavily homosexual” Jewish people. No, 
because they, and especially the hated Ostjuden, were still positively infused with a 
Zionism that provided an unquenchable fuel for an “unbroken will to fertility” 
(ungebrochener Fruchtbarkeitswille). The heterosexual Jews would simply produce 
more babies. Germans lacked this sense of nationalistic mission. Hartner declared in a 
closing flourish to his chapter that this spread of homosexuality would “surely dig our 
graves.” One can almost sense young Himmler (still only twenty-seven years old) 
shuddering in agreement with these sentiments. 

Hartner denied that homosexuality was brought about either as a result of 
boredom following too much sex with women, or by any other moral decadence, but 
rather he ascribed organic roots to the phenomenon. The idea that this was a natural 
drive over which the individual had no control in fact followed the thinking of that 
staunch defender of homosexuals, Magnus Hirschfeld himself. Yet Hartner was not 
about to defend homosexuals, even if they could not help themselves. What was to be 
done? The first thing, insisted Hartner, was not to allow people to act out their 
(homo)sexual impulses. This was a suggestion with which Himmler, already believably 
disturbed by the thought that Blüher’s comments on homoeroticism hit a little too close 
to home, would have fully agreed. Since the very “destruction of mankind” threatened 
to occur if homosexuals were to have their way, firm measures were called for. After 
all, “criminal tendencies, too, can be innate (angeboren), but it is still a duty for the 
self-preservation of human communities to take forcible precautionary measures 
against these equally natural urges.”  
 What, if anything, did Himmler take away from this book?20 Even if he had not 
yet perhaps made up his mind about the criminality of homosexual persons, they 

 



 
8 • WHY BOTHER ABOUT HOMOSEXUALS? 
 
 

constituted nonetheless a dangerous phenomenon of devastating possibilities. The 
whole Aryan race was threatened by homosexuality, and it would spread inexorably, 
not least through the pernicious efforts of the Jews, who would actively and 
successfully seek to drag Germans down these perverse paths in their efforts to destroy 
the German people.21 The metaphor of homosexuality as a disease that, if unchecked, 
would reach epidemic proportions, became a staple expression of Himmler’s in later 
years. Hartner, following Hirschfeld, had asserted that there were 50,000 homosexual 
men in Berlin alone, and around one million in Germany altogether. The latter 
remained Himmler’s base figure even a decade later, when he became chief of the 
German police.22 The rhetoric within the Party about Jews as homosexual and 
pederastic perverts took off the following year, with a Völkischer Beobachter article 
expressing outrage about the appearance of Magnus Hirschfeld to give a speech at a 
boys’ school.23

The charge of pederasty was one also leveled by the Social Democrats in a 
mutual battle of sexual denunciation centering on Ernst Röhm in 1931. The latter chose 
to deny the charges, while Adolf Hitler studiously ignored them. Many conservative 
prosecutors had long felt frustrated over the difficulty they experienced in bringing 
convictions on charges of homosexuality, if they could not prove penetrative anal or 
oral intercourse, which was almost impossible to establish if the accused denied it. One 
of the striking aspects of my research has been the growing evidence that, while 
homophobia was widespread, it was members of the professions, notably lawyers and 
physicians, who paved the way for more brutal and official persecution. 

In legal circles, then, a general welcome was accorded to the 1935 revision of 
§175; it permitted convictions for simple masturbation and indeed even the slightest of 
homosexual advances. Most historians, noting that the tightening of the law occurred at 
the end of June 1935, assume that this was some sort of gruesome anniversary gift for 
homophobes one year after the murder of Ernst Röhm. In fact, the promulgation of the 
amendment occurred in the context of a much wider criminal code reform that covered 
a considerable number of other crimes unrelated to the Röhm Purge. The public learnt 
little about the subtleties of the change, because the Ministry of Justice felt that a clear 
explanation in the press of the kinds of sexual acts now covered by the law would have 
the deplorable effect of encouraging young men to experiment. And so the new §175 
continued to be vague, stating simply: “A man who commits indecency with another 
man, or allows himself to be abused by him for indecency, will be punished with 
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imprisonment.”24 Lesbians remained outside the scope of the law. Reich Justice 
Minister Franz Gürtner later noted in the discussion of a different clause: “The law is 
not made just for lawyers. The ordinary reader must be able to recognize what we 
mean.”25 Yet it was not possible to tell from the paragraph itself what the law 
understood to constitute “indecency.” The public assumed that penetration remained 
the important qualifier toward a criminal act.  

If the wider reach of the revised law was little understood, the public grasped its 
retroactivity even less. Neither has it been fully understood by historians today. It has 
been assumed that German courts simply ignored the letter of the law, and applied the 
stiffer penalties to old offenses arbitrarily. However, the Nazi leadership always liked 
to give the appearance of acting perfectly legally when they knew they were not, and so 
it was here. The 28 June 1935 law that changed the penal code addressed in an 
apparently clear and humane voice the issue of an accused person whose activities 
spanned the two versions of the law. Yet right down to 1945 men were convicted for 
isolated incidents of inconsequential sexual horseplay committed sometimes more than 
fifteen years earlier, when those acts had not been illegal. Paragraph 2a of the 
amendment law stated: “If at the time of the verdict a milder law is in effect than at the 
time of the deed, then the milder law may be used.”26 How could the courts be said to 
be applying a milder version of the law, when they were convicting men for minor acts 
that were not even illegal at the time of commission? It was a legal trick. The revised 
§175 had dropped the provision in the old version that a convicted homosexual could 
also stripped of his rights as a citizen, including the right to vote. Thus the judge could 
appear to be magnanimous by not removing citizens’ rights for pre-1935 offenses, 
when he was in fact using the new law to criminalize what had been perfectly legal sex 
acts. Nothing in that new §175 suggested what was now going to be covered by the 
law. It sounded more or less the same, and the Nazi press remained silent.  
 An interesting example of the confusion at the top of the Nazi elite is that of 
Helmuth Brückner, Gauleiter and governor of Silesia. In the fall of 1935, soon after the 
new law had altered the definition of the offense, he was arrested on grounds of 
homosexuality. The self-confident Brückner was not initially intimidated by this, and 
fought back vigorously. He had not seduced young boys, but had masturbated with a 
fully mature lieutenant colonel. He described himself as bisexual, but adamantly denied 
that this was either unnatural, or damaging to the interests of the nation. In Brückner’s 
personal view, these bisexual proclivities derived from the experiences of mutual 
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masturbation enjoyed in his youth. He estimated “the number of German men of my by 
no means pathological make-up to be at least twelve million.” He remained convinced 
that he had done nothing reprehensible. He had followed closely the signals apparently 
being issued by the Party for many years. They had not seemed to differ from the 
practice of the courts. Simply being a homosexual, or engaging in certain kinds of 
homosexual acts, appeared to be acceptable in German society, especially during the 
Weimar Republic. Beyond that, Brückner probably was not alone in thinking that the 
promotion of Ernst Röhm to the crucial position of Chief of Staff of the SA was a 
signal of “unparalleled tolerance” on the part of the NSDAP toward homosexuals. This 
favorable attitude toward homosexuality seemed to Brückner to be confirmed when 
Hitler stood by Röhm even after the socialist press published some compromising 
letters of the latter, thus making his sexual nature crystal clear to the entire German 
public. The matter was clinched by President von Hindenburg’s 1934 New Year’s 
appointment of Röhm as a cabinet minister on the recommendation of Hitler. “Any 
uncertainty was eliminated by this,” Brückner insisted, spelling out the perception 
again: 
 

National Socialism not only confirmed in an authoritative and visible 
manner the recurrent opinion of the Supreme Court in the question of 
mutual masturbation, but expressly endorsed it, and even removed 
inhibitions by the public recognition [accorded to Röhm].27 [Emphasis in 
original] 
 
Few doubt that the shocked horror Hitler publicly expressed about his discovery 

of the perversity of Röhm and his associates was purely cynical. Himmler’s 
homophobia seemed more constant, as he fretted about the conspiratorial cliques, à la 
Röhm, that gay men would form based on ties of common sexuality, and that might 
bring down the state. It was Himmler who set up a national police task force to combat 
homosexuality. It is Himmler who must be held responsible for the 90,000 arrests on 
charges of homosexuality that occurred in just the three-year period 1937–1939. The 
concentration camps all answered to Himmler. When I began detailed research on this 
topic, Heinrich Himmler certainly seemed to be the villain of the piece. What has 
emerged is a more complex picture, and a less predictable homophobe in the 
Reichsführer-SS.  

The last place most people would expect to find homosexual activity is in the 
SS, the elite meant to set an example in every way not only to the rest of the Nazi 
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movement, but to the German people. In fact, cases of homosexuality within the ranks 
of the SS seem almost as common as elsewhere, which meant that it could not be 
written off as an automatic sign of hereditary degeneracy. The certainties of racial 
thinking were confounded by all this. And even though Himmler announced as early as 
1937 that he would have all homosexual SS men shot, that did not occur, and 
disciplinary courts spent an inordinate amount of time assessing the merits of each case. 

Although the 1935 revision of §175 made merely touching a fully-clothed 
person an indictable offense, in an early 1940 Bavarian case the SS court rejected the 
need for a full investigation. The incident involved two young SS recruits, who had 
been discovered in bed together in their barracks room, with one of them completely 
naked. This was incriminating enough in itself, in Nazi eyes, to warrant corrective 
punishment. The two SS men were rather young—Hans V. was eighteen, and Georg W. 
was only seventeen—and that only made it more likely that severe action would be 
taken to curb any budding homosexual tendencies. Other barracksmates’ testimony that 
Hans had often “touched them indecently,” against their protests, surely would seal his 
fate at least. Yet the SS court dropped the case. The police were unable to find any 
incriminating evidence from the young men’s past. And so the court accepted the 
assertions of the pair that they were just talking together, and got into bed with each 
other, so as not to disturb the other men. It still voiced suspicions about this somewhat 
improbable tale, but ruled that there was a lack of proof to the contrary. In a (for the 
SS) rather remarkable ruling, the court noted that “lying side by side in a bed does not 
in itself constitute an indecent act in the sense of the criminal code.” This statement was 
only formally accurate, because the elasticity of the revised §175 allowed 
manifestations of desire much more harmless than this to send men to prison. Yet in 
this case the court followed the letter of the law. It explained, “in order for the factual 
provisions of §175 to be fulfilled, the accused must have had a lascivious intent, or 
rather, must have committed indecent acts mutually, or with the toleration of one 
party.” There was simply no proof of this, but then neither was there in most cases of 
mutual homosexual acts. One can only speculate as to why the court showed a lenient 
face here. Perhaps it was reluctant to deplete the ranks of the SS at this early stage of 
war. Perhaps it realized that soldiers in wartime do sometimes sleep together, simply 
for warmth or sometimes for companionship, without worrying about becoming 
homosexual.28  
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Himmler remained adamant that harsh punishment should be meted out to 
presumed homosexuals, as a deterrent to spreading this “plague.” It is virtually certain 
that Himmler himself was behind the November 1941 introduction of a mandatory 
death penalty for homosexual offenses in the ranks of the police and the SS. Hitler 
promptly and decisively sabotaged the full thrust of the ordinance, which was quite 
evidently one of deterrence by means of the threat of a death sentence, at the moment 
he signed it.29 He told Hans-Heinrich Lammers, the head of the Reich Chancellery, that 
it should on no account be made public, either in the press or any official gazette, 
because its release would give the whole world the impression that homosexual 
offenses were so prevalent in the SS and police that “such draconian measures” were 
positively required to bring the problem under control. Whereupon Lammers very 
sensibly pointed out that potential offenders needed to know in advance that the death 
penalty awaited them. Why would they be more readily deterred from the crime if they 
did not know that the law now treated it as a capital offense? Hitler’s response was that 
this was Himmler’s problem. He could figure out how to get the message across to all 
current and future SS and police members “in an appropriate fashion.”30

Himmler’s solution was that all SS men were now meant to sign a declaration, 
confirming that this delicate question had been explained adequately to them, and that 
they would not engage in any such acts. The form would be kept in their personnel file, 
and brandished at them if they later claimed ignorance. The statement read:  

 
I have been instructed that the Führer has decreed in his order of 15 
November 1941, in order to keep the SS and police clean of all vermin 
of a homosexual nature, that a member of the SS or police who commits 
an indecent act with another man, or allows himself to be indecently 
abused by him, will be put with death without consideration of his age. 
 

Hitler’s 1941 decree itself was meant to be read out in full to the SS man at the time of 
signing. He was also ordered to report any “immoral advances” even if they involved a 
superior officer (which in a sense broke his SS oath of unswerving loyalty and absolute 
obedience).31 The existence of so few of these forms in personnel files suggests that 
this was far from standard procedure. Several SS NCOs later charged with 
homosexuality claimed quite plausibly never to have heard of the Führer’s order in the 
first place. SS leaders themselves may have felt awkward about such sex education 
sessions (there is certainly clear evidence in the Hitler Youth along these lines32), and 
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the wartime shortage of paper may have meant that the forms were never available in 
the right place at the right time.33  

While it may be true that the warnings about homosexuality were not always 
read out as prescribed in some Nazi organizations, it can hardly have escaped the notice 
of a single policeman in Germany that homosexuality was a serious offense. But again 
one has to wonder whether the ordinary policeman on the beat knew about the 
subtleties of the vague law as interpreted by the Supreme Court in 1935, a change that 
thereafter made mere mutual masturbation punishable with a prison sentence. Kurt T. 
was just such a policeman in Stettin, an ordinary constable (Schupo), not a member of 
the criminal branch, and engaged in such behavior for a number of years, albeit on rare 
occasions. The criminal police began to take a closer interest in him probably after the 
conviction of his younger step-brother, Heinz, on charges of homosexuality, a man 
whom the police described as being “very soft and womanish in his whole 
comportment and behavior.”34

Then, in 1940, they discovered Kurt’s name also in the Stettin police lists of 
suspected homosexuals, and set to work to bring him to book. He finally was put on 
trial in 1942, possibly as a result of the interrogation and trial of one of his partners. 
One of the criminal police (Kripo) investigators noted with disapproval that T.’s 
employment in the Schupo had presumably saved him from punishment up till then.35 
What he probably meant was that the denial of a policeman counted more strongly than 
denunciation by a criminal suspect. At the time, in 1942, T. was serving with the police 
in the Riga district, and after lengthy legal proceedings starting that summer, he finally 
was sentenced some eight months later, in April 1943, not to death, but to a five-year 
prison sentence for which he was sent to the concentration camp at Danzig-Matzkau. 

The judgment against him noted sex with four men, but three of the incidents 
had taken place at least a decade earlier. Somehow the SS and Police Court established 
that some fifteen years earlier Kurt had masturbated once, or maybe twice, with 
Gerhard W. The police had some rather vague evidence that, back in the days of the 
Weimar Republic, Kurt had frequented gay bars, and had invited men back to his 
apartment. One of these was Helmut Leske who worked as a “cigarette boy,” selling 
cigarettes either in a bar or on the street, and the court found that Kurt had engaged in 
mutual masturbation with him, too, on a single occasion in the summer of 1932. Leske 
was under age at the time, but the relationship may have been a much longer one, 
because he admitted in a 1936 police interrogation that Kurt had a nickname, Pepina, 
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for him. However, the court refrained from making much fuss about the seduction of a 
minor whom they dismissed as a thoroughly deplorable character in the first place: “It 
could no longer be established whether the then 19-year-old Leska [sic] was seduced by 
T. More precisely Leska hardly seems to have been the man, to judge from external 
appearances, who would have needed a seduction by T. For he is an example of a 
typical homosexual, as the photographs clearly show.” His photographs suggest no 
such thing, but the comment is typical for the period. The seduction “could no longer 
be established” definitely because Leske had been sent to the Sachsenhausen 
concentration camp, where he had met his death two years earlier, in March 1941.36

Kurt’s third partner was Günther K., with whom the court found that he had 
engaged in mutual masturbation on regular occasions between 1929 and September 
1933, that is, well into the first year of Hitler’s regime. Nevertheless, all of these cases 
so far involved a practice that was not punishable by §175 of the criminal code at the 
time. K. admitted in a 1936 interrogation that they repeatedly masturbated together, 
usually in Kurt’s apartment in Stettin, but sometimes when they went out in a paddle-
boat together. No firm evidence emerged that Kurt T. had blotted his copy-book in any 
way for the following seven years. Then in the spring of 1940, he had a little fling with 
a railway locomotive driver. Again nothing more than mutual masturbation took place, 
and then on only two occasions. Moreover, these incidents occurred well before the 
November 1941 introduction of the death penalty for members of the police. It is not 
clear who picked up whom, but when Helmut D., the locomotive driver, met Kurt T. in 
the street, they quickly recognized what they both wanted. T. invited him back to his 
room. Perhaps to add a little excitement to the encounter, he opened his closet to reveal 
the police uniform hanging inside, and asked the train driver if that didn’t scare him a 
little. Evidently not, because after their sexual encounter they chatted sufficiently for D. 
to recall later that T. was one year younger than he was.37

This, then, was the extent of the “sex crimes” of Kurt T. The court accepted as 
proven a handful of cases of mutual masturbation prior to the tightening of the law, 
regularly only with Günther K.; once or possibly twice with Gerhard W.; and only once 
with Helmut Leske. On two occasions he had masturbated with Helmut D. in April 
1940, by which time this was a criminal offense. All were cases of consensual sex, 
none involved assault or violence, so there is no question that the five-year sentence 
was a harsh one. There was worse to come. T. landed in the Danzig-Matzkau prison 
camp in May 1943, and before the year was out, the SS had managed to obtain his 
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signature on a permission form for his own castration. Once the signature was on the 
document, a medical and psychological assessment had to take place, though no more 
thorough than these largely bogus investigations by SS doctors generally were. Yet the 
procedure, because of its doubtful legality, had to have the appearance of being 
scientifically justified. 

The camp doctor at Danzig-Matzkau, SS Captain Flothmann, compiled a 
lengthy assessment on January 8, 1944, in which we can see how a professional 
physician immeasurably worsened the situation for T. The aim in such cases was to 
discover whether the subject was a “real” homosexual, and therefore genetically 
tainted, or whether he was someone who could be “cured” through discipline and hard 
physical labor. The doctor was able to report that no mental illness could be found in 
Kurt T.’s family. On the other hand, there was a rumor that his aunt was a lesbian; and 
then there was the fact that his step-brother had already been convicted of 
homosexuality. His parents had evidently not been good sexual role models, having 
divorced “over sexual matters.” T. himself had admitted under the doctor’s questioning 
that he had tried sex with women, but found no pleasure in it, and therefore turned to 
men in the years 1928–1933. Thereafter he remained celibate until the incident in 1940, 
“living only for his mother.” The doctor jumped on this stereotypical “mother’s boy” 
image, and got T. to admit that he “always played the passive role” in his homosexual 
encounters. Dr. Flothmann pronounced the homosexuality to be “without a doubt 
hereditary” and ordered the castration to go ahead, while expressing modest 
reservations: “Since this is a case of a passive homosexual, success is doubtful.” In 
other words, there was no way to make a man out of Kurt T. Even if his own genitalia 
were no longer fully functional, he might still offer himself for penetration by other 
men. As we have seen, however, no evidence was presented in the trial that T. had ever 
engaged in anal intercourse.38

Germany in 1944 was already ravaged by the war. Paper was very scarce, and 
records were not kept so thoroughly. We cannot tell why, but Kurt T. was not 
immediately castrated. Rather it appears that the Berlin police headquarters office for 
combating homosexuality decided that he was an interesting case for study. As the 
Russians advanced closer to Germany, he was moved to Berlin, and brought in for 
questioning at the Reich Central Office for the Combating of Homosexuality on 
November 9, 1944. His remarks there reveal the cavalier methods and pressure applied 
in connection with the castration consent forms. Kurt T. was very certain about one 
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thing by now: he did not want to have his testicles cut off. He questioned Dr. 
Flothmann’s assessment of him, with which he was evidently confronted, and denied 
that his desires were consistently homosexual at all. “It’s true that when a homosexual 
made advances to me back then, I yielded to him. But my sex drive is not so strong that 
I get an erection whenever a man comes close to me. Spiritually I don’t feel attracted to 
such men at all.” A rather different personality emerges here from the compulsive 
character reported by the SS doctor. How could the difference be explained? T.’s 
testimony shows very neatly how casually SS doctors took their investigations, often 
acting both hurriedly and threateningly. 

 
The details about myself that I gave to the doctor were put into my head 
by an extreme prison psychosis. That interview back then with Dr. 
Flothmann was a short one, it lasted about five minutes. He asked his 
questions from certain perspectives and it went very quickly. During this 
interview my castration was also considered. I consented to a voluntary 
castration. If I speak in my statement of 23 December 1943 of my 
pathological disposition and hereditary taint, then I can only say that I 
made these remarks without mature consideration. I don’t feel myself 
drawn toward men. Sexually I am of a normal disposition. Coming back 
to my voluntary castration, it’s my view today that I don’t hold this to be 
necessary. I have really been thoroughly cured by my sentence.39  
 

Almost all of these few surviving files of the SS courts break off in the last, chaotic 
months of the war, so we do not know how the war ended for Kurt T., nor whether he 
was in fact castrated. The details we do have, however, provide a chilling example of 
the attitude of the criminal police and SS doctors toward alleged homosexuals. 

I have written elsewhere of the eagerness with which certain doctors in the 
Third Reich pressed ahead with experiments on the castration of “sex criminals” (and 
in Nazi thinking, any ordinary homosexual could be classified under that 
nomenclature), even though the effectiveness of the procedure was by no means 
proven, and the appalling side-effects of the operation were apparent—apart from 
physical maladies, severe depression sometimes led to suicide attempts. One prison 
doctor boasted that he could carry out a castration in eight minutes flat, and saw no 
reason to slow things down by administering a general anesthetic.40 Like many lawyers, 
these physicians, many from the field that was coming to be known as criminal biology, 
were attempting to find a niche for themselves in a state run by a party that roundly 
distrusted people with academic degrees. And particularly those criminal biologists 
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trained in psychiatry had to fight the stigma of association with the disgraced Sigmund 
Freud, or (for those specializing in sexual matters) with another Jew, Magnus 
Hirschfeld. They were anxious to demonstrate the value of their professional expertise, 
and when there were calls for the castration of sex criminals, some doctors were happy 
to oblige with scientific data, showing what an effective treatment this was. Under the 
Law Against Habitual Criminals and Sex Offenders (§42a of the criminal code) some 
2,100 castrations had been carried out by the middle of 1941.41 In July 1943 Chief of 
the Security Police Ernst Kaltenbrunner was so keen to start the forcible castration of 
all homosexuals that he proposed not to wait for a change in the law that would allow 
him to do this, but asked the Reich Justice Ministry to issue a special decree in order to 
give him some legal cover. The request was declined.42 Yet the utility of castration was 
a contentious issue, and not all scholars agreed as to its “curative value.” A spirited 
battle took place in scientific journals.  

From the actions of Ernst Kaltenbrunner, and of various doctors working with 
the police and SS, it begins to look as though castration was not simply used as a 
preventive measure, but as a rather satisfying punishment. The postwar statement of a 
homosexual who was castrated in Auschwitz is telling: “I was held [in a cell] from 29 
June to 12 July [1939] and tormented with: ‘Have your balls taken off, and you’re a 
free man, and you can go wherever you want.’ But…I didn’t believe a word of it.” 
After being severely maltreated and tortured, Otto G. was ready to sign anything put in 
front of him, and probably signed, though he did not realize it, an agreement for 
voluntary castration. 

 
…On 16 August I was called out on the parade ground and immediately 
sent to the sick bay. Here everything went very quickly and, after I was 
bathed and shaven, they put me right away onto the sacrificial altar. At 
first I felt queasy and, in a flash I saw the needle and pushed the arm 
away, but it was too late, … and I was floating off into the realm of the 
unconscious. At 2:45 pm I woke up again, and I was lying in bed, with a 
bag of sand under my knees and on my stomach. An SS man sat at the 
bedside, and a sensible one for a change. For after I had really come to, 
he asked if I was hungry and wanted anything. I just wanted to know 
what they had done to me, and he said, you’ve been castrated. I should 
just lie there quietly, because there were others lying there too, who had 
been overtaken by the same fate. As I turned round laboriously I could 
see that about eight men were lying there with me.  
 …About two days later the door flew open and the camp 
commandant Baranowski stood there with two SS men who had a 
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number of jars on a tray. They stopped in front of every bed and showed 
each man a jar, with the remark: “Here you can see your balls one last 
time—pickled!” 
 After seven days the stitches came out, and five days after that I 
was back in the punishment squad. Here I was received by the deputy 
block leader with the words: “Well, now you’ve lost your balls, you 
queer swine, so you won’t be able to have it off any more!”43

 
Taunting these emasculated inmates with their own severed testicles in preserving jars 
was deliberately cruel and certainly unusual punishment. In the popular imagination, 
homosexuals were effeminate cowards, they were not manly, they were not whole men. 
Here in this theatrical charade of triumph, the SS commandant paraded the proof in 
front of him on a tray: these homosexuals were quite literally no longer whole men. 

Why bother about homosexuals? The question posed at the beginning of this 
presentation about the attitude of the Nazis can also be asked about us, students of the 
Holocaust. I hope that I have given a clear answer and made a strong case that we 
should bother about homosexuals as victims of Nazi persecution, that their suffering 
does belong in the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. To minimize or ignore 
their suffering, as many if not most scholarly historians have largely done till today, is 
to perpetuate the view upheld after the war by the Allies, and subsequently even by the 
West German Supreme Court, that former pink triangle prisoners were sex criminals 
who essentially deserved punishment. If a detailed examination of the Nazi vendetta 
can bring us closer to an understanding of that continuing prejudice, then we can truly 
say that we have contributed to the mission of this Museum. Gay-bashing, and even the 
murder of homosexuals, still are prevalent in Western democracies. An historical 
analysis of what happened in Nazi Germany is not going to halt that entirely. But it 
may suggest to thoughtful people that “to be a bystander is to share in the guilt,” in the 
words of one of the Museum’s publications.44 The well-known test of any democracy is 
how well it treats its minorities. The awful example of the Third Reich shows us how 
easy it is for a government to make scapegoats out of such a minority, by branding 
homosexuals as sex criminals, pederasts, and even treasonous conspirators, so that most 
Germans could feel comfortable about looking the other way while the Nazis went 
about their repression, torture, beatings, incarceration, castration, and outright murder 
of homosexuals. It is fitting for us to commemorate these victims, but that should not 
be an end in itself. The crucial lesson of commemoration of the victims of Nazism is 
vigilance. Virtually no one today believes that there could possibly be a descent to that 
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appalling level of violent repression against homosexuals. Germans in 1932, the year 
before Hitler came to power, felt much the same way. Wholesale castrations of 
homosexuals were unimaginable, let alone state-sanctioned murder. And yet they 
happened by the thousand. We should strive to be better citizens than were Germans in 
the 1930s, if only on an individual level, in protecting fellow citizens who happen to be 
gay from the homophobic attacks, whether from private or public figures or institutions. 
The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum sets a fine example of inclusiveness. 
Let us try to live up to its vision. 
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