Dr. Strughold and the Luftwaffe Experiments

During World War II, Dr. Strughold was the Director of the Research Institute of Aviation Medicine in Berlin.  His institute was one of several used by the Luftwaffe to conduct experiments related to aviation medicine.  The Nuremburg Trials dealt with a number of experiments conducted by German physicians on concentration camp inmates.  Three of these dealt with aviation medicine.  These included the high altitude experiments, the freezing experiments and the seawater experiments.  It is my understanding that there were some deaths with all three of these experiments.  The experiments were conducted at the Dachau concentration camp and involved hypoxia experiments in altitude chambers, experiments immersing subjects in ice water or exposing them to cold for long periods and then rewarming them and experiments to test various methods of making sweater drinkable.


The first Luftwaffe experiments were the high altitude experiments originally proposed by Dr. Rascher, a junior Luftwaffe physician to Dr. Weltz, the Director of the Institute for Aviation Medicine in Munich.  Weltz requested the collaboration of Drs. Ruff and Romberg of the institute for Aviation Medicine in the Deutsch Versuchsanstalt fuer Luftfahrt (DVL).  Initially, they attempted to keep these experiments quiet but after their completion, a private screening of a film on the altitude experiments was conducted for physicians of the different institutes.  Dr. Benzinger, a physician in Dr. Strughold’s institute, was present for the screening.


The next set of experiments was the freezing experiments.  These were conducted to find the most effective way to rewarm aviators who parachuted into the North Sea.  Dr. Hippke, the equivalent of the Surgeon General of the German Air Force, requested permission from Himmler, head of the SS, to use concentration camp inmates.  Dr. Welz was again in charge of the experiments with Dr. Rascher conducting them.  Dr. Holzloehner, a physiologist from the University of Kiel, also participated in the experiments.  The results of these experiments were presented at a medical conference in October 1942 in Nuremburg.  Dr. Strughold along with 90+ other German physicians attended the conference.


The last set of experiments were the sea water experiments.  These were conducted to develop a method of making seawater drinkable.  Dr. Becker-Freyseng, Chief of the Department of Aviation Medicine in the Medical Inspectorate was involved in the planning of the experiments as was Dr. Shaefer who was attached to the Medical Experimental and Instructional Division in Jueterburg.  It is my understanding that this was a division of Dr. Strughold’s institute located in a different city.  Dr. Schaefer’s participation was ordered by the Office of the Chief of Medical Services of the Luftwaffe because he had developed a method of making seawater drinkable using silver.  The experiments were to look at Dr. Schaefer’s method of making seawater drinkable and another method called the Berka method.  At the Nuremburg Trials, Dr. Schaefer testified that he opposed the use of the Berka method at a meeting in May 1944 because of the likelihood of it causing deaths.  He was prevented by the chairman of the meeting from expressing a negative opinion and even threatened that his behavior would be considered an act of sabotage.  On direction of Dr. Becker-Freyseng, the experiments were conducted by Dr. Beiglboeck, an Austrian physician who joined the Luftwaffe as a medical officer.

Information for the Nuremburg medical trials came from Himmler’s private files that were found.  Personal files from different institutes were missing and thought to have been destroyed as the war came to an end leading to allegations of a coverup.


It appears from the Nuremburg Trial transcripts that Dr. Strughold was not considered directly involved in the planning, approval or execution of the experiments.  It does appear, however, that he was aware of them at some point in time.  It would seem reasonable that Dr. Benzinger might have briefed on the film of the hypoxia experiments.  Certainly, by the October 1942 conference, he was aware of the freezing experiments.  Dr. Leo Alexander investigated many of the medical experiments on concentration camp inmates.  In his report, “The Treatment of Shock From Prolonged Exposure to Cold Especially in Water”, he notes that Dr. Strughold reported that he knew about the human experiments and stated that although he thought prisoners had been used, he disapproved of such experiments in nonvolunteers on principle.

“I have always forbidden even the thought of such experiments in my Institute, firstly on moral grounds and secondly on grounds of medical ethics.  Any experiments on humans that we have carried out were performed only on our own staff and on students interested in our subject on a strictly volunteer basis.”


The book, “The Paperclip Conspiracy”, does not accuse Strughold of direct involvement in the experiments but does accuse him of knowing of the experiments and trying to cover-up the sins of his colleagues.  I do not know what source they used to draw that conclusion.  After the war, the US had Strughold gather a number of German scientists to work at the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute.  They were to write about their experiments and results.  The Paperclip Conspiracy states that after reading the first drafts that talked about the results of human experiments, “Strughold struck out the incriminating disclosures with a blue pencil.”  I do not know what evidence that is based on.  The notes from the book state that the facts in that chapter were drawn from another book, The Death Doctors, by Mitscherlich and Mielke, the Medical Trial transcripts and Dr. Alexander’s report above.  I have not been able to find a copy of the book referenced.

The Department of Justice Office of Special Investigations conducted an investigation of Dr. Strughold in the early 1980’s that was dropped when they learned that Strughold was not mentally and physically competent.  I talked to the chief historian, Dr. Elizabeth White, who stated that the OSI director authorized her to tell us that Dr. Strughold was the subject of a “promising investigation.”  She could not allow us access to the investigative files but provided a copy of a section of a document from the Nuremburg trials that was the published minutes on the 1942 meeting on “Medical Problems of Sea Distress and Winder Distress”, more specifically Dr. STrughold’s comments following Holzloehner’s presentation of the results of the freezing experiments.  The translation of Strughold’s comments were:

“With regard to this experimental scientific research, but also for the orientation of the sea distress service, it is of interest to know what temperatures are to be counted on in the cases concerned during the various seasons.  Dealing with this subject, valuable material with descriptions and sea-charts are already available.  The following are the most important literary findings.  At the same time, details about the content of salt in the water are to be found there.”


It goes on to list several references.  Dr. Strughold’s comments were interpreted by the OSI as encouraging (or at least endorsing) repetition of the freezing experiments – this time at the correct temperatures.  In Dr. Benzinger’s deposition by the OSI, he was asked about the above statement.  Dr. Benzinger did not interpret it as endorsing a repeat of the experiments but that it was for the orientation of the Sea Rescue Service to know the temperatures of the various geographical sea regions during certain seasons.


The USAF removed Dr. Strughold’s name from the Aeromedical Library in 1995 after a request from the Anti-Defamation League.  Their response to the ADL stated that they had reviewed records of Dr. Strughold’s WWII activities confirming that he attended the 1942 conference on the results of the freezing experiments.  They go on to state: “We are not in a position to draw any specific conclusions beyond this regarding the possibility of his complicity in our responsibility for the torture of concentration camp inmates in the guise of medical research.  Although available information lends some support to those, including your organization, who maintain that Dr. Strughold was aware of and in some way aided such experiments, his death and the cessation of any formal investigation or proceedings concerning him make it unlikely that this question will ever be resolved conclusively.  Nevertheless, and as you suggest, the evidence of Dr. Strughold’s wartime activites is sufficient to cause concern about retaining his name in an honored place on the library.  Accordingly, and without detracting from Dr. Sttrughold’s considerable contributions to the Air Force or the decision to acknowledge them in 1974, the Secretary of the Air Force has asked me to take the steps necessary to remove Dr. Strughold’s name from the Aeromedical Library at Brooks Air Force Base.”

The German Society of Aviation and Space Medicine (DGLRM) also had an award named after Dr. Strughold.  Their historian, Dr. Viktor Harsch, reviewed information on Dr. Strughold and has written a biography of him (in German).  He has provided a copy to Dr. Stan Mohler.  According to Dr. Mohler, the biography “allays apprehensions that Dr. Strughold was a war criminal.”  From Dr. Harsch’s research, he did not believe Strughold was directly involved in the experiments but felt that he at least knew about them.  Dr. Harsch also stated that at Strughold’s institute, a biologist in 1943 performed hypoxia experiments on children.  Because of this, the DGLRM was going to recommend at their next annual meeting to cancel the German Strughold award.

Dr. Mohler provided documentation of Dr. Benzinger’s deposition by the OSI.  Dr. Benzinger was asked if he knew of the role Dr. Strughold’s institute played in the Dachau experiments.  Dr. Benzinger replied that he did not think Dr. Strughold was involved.  “I never had any reason to assume that.”  I have attached a copy of Dr. Mohler’s synnopsis of the information he provided.

