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The year is 1933. It is a lively, happy night at Eldorado, a gay and lesbian bar in Berlin. It 

starts as nights at Eldorado normally do- dancing, laughing, meeting up with friends. 

Homosexual activity is still illegal in Germany, but it goes widely unenforced. As a joke, some 

patron may shout “The police are coming!” to cause a commotion, but this night, March 5, 1933, 

the joke is not quite so funny. The police are coming to the Eldorado. They will be the last 

patrons the bar will ever see. The Holocaust is generally considered a crime against the Jewish 

people, but less known and no less important than the 6 million Jews murdered in the war, were 

the 100,000 homosexuals who had their lives or their way of life destroyed. 

In 1897, the German government had set up Paragraph 175, making homosexual acts 

between men illegal- “A male who commits a sex offense with another male or allows himself to 

be used by another male for a sex offense shall be punished with imprisonment.” (Austin). Even 

with Paragraph 175 in place men rarely faced the punishment which was threatened. As a matter 

of fact, at the time the Nazis took over, Dr. Magnus Hirschfeld was just a few convinced 

councilmembers away from abolishing the Paragraph. With the rise of the Third Reich, all of Dr. 

Hirschfeld’s plans went out the window. Hitler’s idea for a “pure” Germany had no room for 

homosexuals. According to the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, “the Nazis believed 

that male homosexuals were weak… men who could not fight for the German nation. They saw 
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[them] as unlikely to reproduce...anything that diminished Germany’s reproductive potential was 

considered a racial danger.” (USHMM). Soon after the Nazis took power, Paragraph 175 was 

followed with a vengeance. Nazis shut down bars, clubs, magazines, and newspapers. Dr. 

Hirschfeld’s Institute for Sexual Research was ransacked and his life’s work burned. Clubs like 

the Eldorado were closed and its patrons arrested. Men who were openly homosexual were 

rounded up and questioned about other members of the homosexual community. One German 

homosexual, Richard Plant, who escaped to Switzerland before the Holocaust, received a letter 

from a friend in Germany- “Our old buddy Harold said they can get you if you smile at another 

boy… I have no idea where he is… The G. G. brothers… Max… Ferdi… you could never guess 

how many told on their former friends when they were thrown in jail and ‘reeducated’ by the 

bullies.” (Plant). On July 4th, 1934, the leader of the SA (Stormtroopers) and one of Hitler’s 

closest friends, Ernst Roehm, was arrested and killed by the Nazis, along with many of his 

soldiers. Hitler originally claimed that this “purge”, eventually known as “The Night of the Long 

Knives”, was to guarantee the Nazi’s absolute control over the German people, but he also 

admitted that it was partly due to Roehm being openly homosexual. Within two years of the rise 

of the Nazi party, the homosexual lifestyle that once thrived in Germany was left in tatters. It 

would be another ten years before the war would end, and it was not likely to get any easier for 

the homosexual community. 

 Homosexuals who were arrested during the war were likely to become victims of the 

concentration camps. One camp survivor, Rudolf Brazda, had his story documented in Ken 

Setterington’s Branded by the Pink Triangle. Brazda recounts, “At the camp, [he] and the other 

arrivals were herded into a room with a pool in it… filled with disinfectant. When an SS officer 

saw that Rudolf was wearing a gold chain and cross, he ripped it off and pushed Rudolf’s head 
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into the disinfectant.” (Setterington). Next, the prisoners were issued new clothes. Much like the 

star of David worn by the Jewish people, every group in the camp had their own badge. For 

homosexuals, it was a bright pink triangle. The homosexual prisoners were kept separate from 

other inmates and treated harshly by the guards. These men were not likely to survive very long 

due to treatment from the guards and other inmates. Homosexual men were often a primary 

subject for German scientists. Pierre Seel, a rape victim and camp survivor, told of experiments 

conducted on homosexual men. He states that “...he and others were lined up against the wall and 

had needles injected into their nipples- an experiment that killed at least one inmate when the 

needle struck his heart.” (Setterington). The endless work, the painful experiments, and the cruel 

treatment from other inmates was nothing, according to Seel, compared to the atrocities the 

inmates were forced to witness. Seel spoke of the murder of his former partner by the camp 

guards. “The SS officers stripped him naked and shoved a tin pail over his head. They then let 

their well-trained German Shepherds loose. All the prisoners were forced to watch as the dogs 

attacked and killed [him].” (Setterington). Most homosexuals were forced to do hard labor until 

they died in the camps. Approximately 5,000 to 15,000 homosexual men were killed in the 

camps before the liberation in 1945. 100,000 homosexual men had been arrested, killed, 

shunned, tortured, or driven out of their homes. For the survivors, the fight would not be over for 

another 50 years. 

 When the Nuremberg trials began in late 1945, victims of the Holocaust were given 

wiedergutmachung, or restitution payments, but not the homosexuals. Jack Porter at the Center 

for Holocaust & Genocide Studies explains that this was because “West German courts had 

decreed that gays had been criminals under the Nazis and thus not eligible for such payments.” 

(Porter). Even after Paragraph 175 was abolished in 1969, the wronged victims of the Nazi 
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regime were not found and compensated for their torment. A year later, the homosexual victims 

were wronged again. “In 1970, gay activists in Amsterdam arrived at the National War Memorial 

in Dam Square with a lavender wreath to honor the gay men who had perished. The activists 

were arrested, and the wreath removed and denounced as a disgrace.” (Setterington). Even now, 

few reliable sources are available on the homosexual side of the Holocaust. Many historians 

simply overlook or dismiss any mention of homosexual victims. This is largely due to a tactic 

anti-Nazis used in the war was to spread propaganda denouncing all Nazis as homosexuals, 

particularly Hitler himself. Part of this is due to Ernst Roehm’s openness about his own 

sexuality, but one must remember that Hitler killed Roehm, and the claims about the Nazi party’s 

sexuality have no proof to back it up. Nevertheless this propaganda has carried on through the 

decades, and many have dismissed homosexuals from the list of victims because of it. Howard 

Hurwitz, head of the Family Defense Counsel, stated in a 1997 article “Homosexuals were 

founders of the Nazi party… Hitler had [Ernst] Roehm murdered… not because he was a 

homosexual, but because [the Nazis] feared that Roehm’s Stormtroopers… threatened a 

takeover.” (Hurwitz). Though not fully recognized, progress has been made. The homosexual 

victims of the Nazis are now recognized in monuments and museums. 

 An estimate of 11 million people were killed in the Holocaust. If these numbers were just 

numbers, like the Nazis wanted them to be- not a person, but a number on a sleeve- 15,000 

numbers would be minimal. They would not largely change the official count, they would be 

easily dismissed. But these 15,000 numbers were not numbers. They were people. They were not 

minimal. They did change the official death toll. They did not change it by a million or even half 

a million, but they changed it. These “numbers” were human souls. People smiling in 

photographs who would be dead in a month’s time. Significance of life is not measured only by 
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the number of lives lost. Just like every other victim of the holocaust, these victims deserve to be 

remembered. 
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