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            Nazi mysteries
   

         

         World War II is the best described, most catalogued event in history. Thousands of books, hundreds of thousands of articles, and an abundance of documentaries and lectures describe the horrors of war, the battle strategies and, not least, the heroes who emerged from one of history’s most horrific wars. But despite this vast archive of information, puzzles still remain. As the years go by, myths bloom up alongside facts. Did Hitler really die in the his bunker? Or did he escape to South America in a state-of-the-art submarine? Where is the gold stolen from the victims of the Holocaust? Is it still hidden in secret mines in Eastern Europe? And what drove the German people to embrace the extremes of Nazism, anti-Semitism and dreams of world domination? Join with us as we try to find the answers to the great Nazi mysteries.

      

   


   
      
         
            1. What happened to Hitler?
   

         

         
            On 1st May, 1945, Germany officially declared that Hitler was dead. Shortly afterwards, his earthly remains were consumed by fire, but speculation has remained ever since that the Nazi leader did not die at all, but rather fled Germany to safety in the last few hours of the war.
   

         

         Even the most optimistic Nazis had given up any hope of winning the war – not even the Führer himself, the originator of the worst war atrocities ever committed.

         The Allies were storming through Germany and Stalin’s Red Army had established an iron-like cordon around Berlin, where Hitler was hiding in an underground bunker. Shells rained down on the German capital, but late on the evening of Friday, 27th April, 1945, the impacts barely registered in the Führer’s office, which lay approximately ten metres beneath the surface.

         In his study, Hitler stared into space and contemplated defeat. The miracle weapons he had hoped would turn the war had failed to live up to expectations, and his once proud empire had become a nation in free fall. The city lay in ruins, gunfire rang out on the streets and the Führer knew that it was only a matter of time before Soviet forces battled their way into the bunker and captured him.

         With his back to the wall, Hitler had three options: he could surrender to the enemy, an intolerable humiliation for a man of the Führer’s inflated pride and ego. The idea of being taken to Moscow, dead or alive, to be paraded before an angry mob was not an option in his mind. His second choice was to commit suicide – but who would then be in charge of continuing the fight for Nazism? That left the third and only acceptable solution: escape.

         Hitler’s right-hand man, Martin Bormann, and Gestapo chief Heinrich Müller had already drawn up a detailed plan to enable Hitler to escape the war-torn city. The plan would be put into operation at 00.20 on 28th April, 1945. Together with Eva Braun, the Führer would leave the bunker and escape through the U-Bahn rapid transit rail system to Hohenzollerndamm, one of Berlin’s main streets, where a Junkers Ju 52 transport plane would be waiting. The plane would carry Hitler and Braun out of the country, first to Denmark and then on to the Canary Islands. Here, the Nazi couple would board a submarine for the long journey across the Atlantic to Argentina.

         Only Hitler’s closest supporters would be privy to the escape plans and after the fall of Berlin, Soviet forces would find the ashes of two bodies, which they would mistakenly identify as Hitler and Braun and, thus, the disappearing act would be complete.

         The ashes would be all that remained of the couple’s murdered doppelgängers; pawns in an elaborate game that would fool the whole world into thinking that the world’s most hated man was finally dead.

         Hitler’s escape from Berlin as outlined above is a controversial account of the Führer’s fate at the end of World War II. The events are described in the 2011 book Grey Wolf: The Escape of Adolf Hitler. Simon Dunstan and Gerrard Williams, the book’s authors, claim the story is based on eyewitness accounts and documents from various intelligence services.

         Russians hunt Hitler’s remains
   

         Historians reject the myth of Hitler’s flight to Argentina as pure fiction, but an indisputable fact is that Hitler’s destiny is surrounded by unsolved mysteries. However, what is clear is that at a little after 22.00 on Tuesday, 1st May, 1945, the German government made a broadcast to its people announcing the Führer’s death: “From the headquarters, it is announced that our Führer, Adolf Hitler, has fallen this afternoon at his command post in the Reich Chancellery, fighting until his last breath against Bolshevism… On Monday [30th April], the Führer appointed Grand Admiral Dönitz as his successor”.

         Immediately after the shocking news of Hitler’s death, Dönitz spoke: “The Führer has nominated me as his successor. In full consciousness of my responsibilities I therefore assume the leadership of the German people at this fateful hour. My first task is to save German men and women from destruction by the advancing Bolshevist enemy. It is to serve this purpose alone that the military struggle continues.”

         Dönitz demanded that German soldiers follow orders: “I expect discipline and obedience. Chaos and ruin can be prevented only by the swift and unreserved execution of my orders.” But Dönitz had bitten off more than he could chew: the hour of defeat was near and nothing could stop Soviet forces storming Berlin. The next day, 2nd May, 1945, German troops in the capital surrendered, handing over their weapons to the Red Army.

         A little after 15.00 on the same day, the Red Army occupied the Reich Chancellery, triggering a confusing series of events that continued to raise questions for years to come. The most crucial of which was what became of Adolf Hitler? Keen to secure the greatest trophy of all – Adolf Hitler’s last remains – agents of the Soviet Army intelligence service, SMERSH, immediately began searching the Reich Chancellery’s devastated gardens, which had lain over the Führerbunker (Hitler’s underground shelter). They found several burned and mutilated corpses within the grounds. One of the dead men appeared to resemble Hitler and a sensational photo of the corpse was presented to the world’s media. But shortly afterwards, the Russians withdrew the claim. Closer studies had revealed that the likeness was superficial. The fact that the deceased was wearing holey socks, in particular, had caused the agents and their team of specialists to change their mind about the man’s identity. Then, on 4th May, 1945, the search seemed to be over: heavily charred remains of a man and a woman had been discovered in a bomb crater. Several of the experts insisted that they must be the remnants of Hitler and Braun, but an officer overruled them and the corpses were covered over once more. Doubts lingered, however. As a result, on the following day, on 5th May, 1945, the negligible remains of the couple were dug up again, and a Soviet Commission of Inquiry began an investigation into the identity of the deceased pair.

         It was no easy task: the corpses were beyond any normal form of recognition and the experts realised that they would need to use forensic evidence. A fragment of jawbone, some loose teeth and two dental bridges were placed in a jewellery box, then the agents secretly contacted Hitler’s dental assistant: Käthe Heusermann. Meanwhile, the rest of the couple’s remains were placed in wooden coffins and secretly buried on the orders of Soviet dictator, Joseph Stalin – first in an anonymous grave in a forest west of Berlin, and later at a Soviet military barracks near Magdeburg.

         Heusermann examined the two dental bridges carefully and identified one as Führer’s: “These are the teeth of Adolf Hitler”, she declared without hesitation. Käthe Heusermann herself had been responsible for treating the Führer’s notoriously bad teeth, and she also recognised the other dental bridge as Braun’s. In addition, she and a few colleagues willingly helped to obtain the deceased patients’ records, complete with dental cards and X-rays.

         Finally, no doubt remained that the dental work came from the Führer and Braun. The Soviets sent the evidence to Moscow convinced that they have discovered the bodies of Hitler and his new wife.

         The führer was spotted everywhere
   

         Joseph Stalin followed the Commission of Inquiry’s investigation closely and at the end of May 1945 took over the case personally. He intended to keep the whole world guessing about what had become of the Nazi dictator, believing that no one needed to know for sure that Hitler had died. Allegedly, he threatened his staff with the death penalty if they let the truth escape and revealed that Hitler’s remains had been found. According to TASS, the official news and image agency of the Soviet Union, the reports of Hitler’s death were a “fascist trick to cover Hitler’s disappearance from the scene”.

         Why Stalin insisted on fabricating a web of lies is still a mystery – but historians believe that the dictator wanted to maintain a level of uncertainty about Hitler’s fate for propaganda reasons. For example, such a deception would enable him to later accuse Western leaders of keeping Hitler hidden.

         Although the news of Hitler’s death was accepted throughout the world, Stalin spent the summer of 1945 planting seeds of uncertainty.

         On several occasions, he publicly raised suggestions that Hitler had fled into hiding with other Nazis, offering a tangled mass of conflicting theories to support his speculations: Hitler had escaped to Japan in a submarine was one such claim. When asked in 1945 at the Potsdam Conference – a conference between the United States, Britain and the Soviet Union – how Hitler had died, he replied, without blinking, that Hitler was obviously still alive and living “in Spain or Argentina”.

         An official Soviet Declaration in September 1945 helped to further muddy the waters by claiming that no trace of Hitler’s or Braun’s body had been found and that Hitler, through false testimony, had sought to cover his tracks. “Irrefutable proof exists that a small plane left the Tiergarten [in Berlin] at dawn on 30th April, flying in the direction of Hamburg. Three men and a woman are known to have been on board. It has also been established that a large submarine left Hamburg before the arrival of the British forces.”

         With this kind of double talk, Stalin created a fertile ground for conspiracy theories. And it didn’t take long before sensationalists in the media began issuing reports that Hitler had materialised here, there and everywhere.

         For example, eyewitnesses claimed to have seen the Führer disguised as a woman in the Irish capital, Dublin, as a croupier in a casino in a French holiday resort and as a recluse in a cave near Lake Garda in northern Italy. According to other newspaper stories, Hitler was working as a fisherman in the Baltic Sea and as a shepherd in the Swiss Alps. Others claimed that he was in Spain, hiding under the name of Adi Lupus in the presidential palace of the Fascist dictator, General Francisco Franco.

         Hitler appeared in argentina
   

         In July 1945, US censors intercepted a letter sent to a Chicago newspaper. The mail intimated that Hitler was living in a German-owned hacienda approximately 800 kilometres from Buenos Aires. He spent his time there musing on plans for long-range, robot-controlled missiles. Although the US Federal Police, the FBI, took the intelligence seriously and conducted investigations through the US Embassy in Argentina, the trail led to a dead end.

         But time again and again, alleged eyewitness reports appeared claiming that Hitler and Braun had been spotted in Argentina. In view of the fact that a large number of top Nazis – including Nazi physician Josef Mengele and Adolf Eichmann, the main organisers of the Holocaust – were proved to have escaped to South America after the war, the claims seem plausible to some.

         One theory stated that Hitler and Braun had escaped the annihilation in Berlin aboard an aircraft. Circumstances quoted to support this theory included the facts that at the end of April 1945, Hitler ordered the Nazi’s triumphal avenue in Berlin (today, Straße des 17. Juni) transformed into a temporary runway, and that several top Nazis, including the Minister of Armaments and War Production, Albert Speer, fled Berlin by air in the last days of the war. Proponents of this theory believe that Hitler and Braun were also able to escape at the last minute – the couple taking off from one of the city’s main streets in a plane where Captain Peter Erich Baumgart, a highly decorated Luftwaffe pilot, was at the controls. After the war, in December 1947, Baumgart testified during his war crimes trial that on 28th April, 1945, he flew Hitler and Braun to a German airbase in Tønder in Denmark – and that Hitler handed him a cheque for 20,000 Reichsmarks for his service.

         After the interrogation, the pilot was sent for a psychiatric evaluation, but maintained his story, which was backed up by an SS officer, Friedrich von Argelotty-Mackensen, who has been stationed in Tønder at the time. He claimed during an American-led investigation in March 1948 to have seen Hitler and his new bride descend from a plane in Tønder and board on another whose destination he did not know. According to the authors of Grey Wolf: The Escape of Adolf Hitler, from Tønder the prominent couple flew to a Spanish air base near Barcelona, where the fascist dictator, Franco, had prepared a long-range aircraft for the next stage of their journey. This plane carried the pair to Fuerteventura in the Canary Islands, where Hitler and Braun boarded a German submarine and headed to South America.

         The two charred bodies found in the grounds above the Führerbunker were, according to Grey Wolf’s authors, the Nazi couple’s lookalikes. The doppelgängers had arrived at the Führerbunker on 28th April, 1945 having been hired to play the roles of Hitler and Braun, but on 30th April, their roles came to an abrupt end as both were murdered by Müller who poisoned Braun’s stand-in, before shooting Hitler’s double. The bodies were then wrapped in blankets, carried into the Chancellery grounds and burned. Only Bormann and Müller were involved in the murders: the other occupants of the Führerbunker believed the dead couple to have been Hitler and Braun.

         Commits suicide with a pistol
   

         Testimony from the inner circle of Nazis, who had stayed in the Führerbunker with Hitler during the final days of the war, drew a very different picture – a picture that represents the official history of the events. On Monday, 30th April, 1945, while shells dropped on Berlin and defeat became inevitable, Hitler decided to commit suicide. The Führer called his closest friends in the bunker to say goodbye after making it clear to his personal adjutant, SS-SturmbannFührer Otto Günsche, that the earthly remains of himself and his new wife, Braun, must, under no circumstances, fall into enemy hands.

         Hitler asked Günsche to take steps to ensure the pair remained “forever undiscovered”. Günsche called Hitler’s driver, Erich Kempka, who had an office in an underground garage at the Reich Chancellery, and asked him to get 200 litres of petrol immediately and bring it to the exit of the Führerbunker.

         “Why would you need a mere 200 litres of petrol?” Kempka asked, but Günsche refused to answer, only telling the driver that it was urgent. Kempka ordered his staff – 60 drivers and mechanics – to siphon petrol from Hitler’s fleet of cars before helping them to deliver the fuel to the bunker, which was in the middle of the battle zone.

         Around noon on the same day, 30th April, Hitler took his last meal with a small entourage of secretaries and his personal dietician at a lunch that was characterised by gloomy silence. Once the group had finished eating, Hitler broke the silence: “The time has come; it’s all over”.

         Then he said a final farewell to his trusted staff, including his right-hand man, Martin Bormann, and propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels. Wearing his uniform jacket and black trousers, he walked with his wife, solemnly through the ranks of his faithful supporters, he then muttered a few words, after which he and Braun retired to his study.

         Several of those present in the bunker claimed to have heard a shot from the room at around 15.30. When Hitler’s valet, Heinz Linge, passed Günsche in the hallway on his way to investigate the noise, he remarked “I think it’s over”. Then he entered the study’s antechamber and was met with the smell of gunpowder as if a shot had been fired.

         Blood trickles from Hitler’s forehead
   

         Inside Hitler’s private quarters, Linge, Bormann, Goebbels and several others were greeted by a horrifying sight: Hitler with his eyes open and head bent forward was sitting on the sofa. Blood trickled down his face from a bullet wound in his right temple and puddled on the rug next to his Walther 7.65 mm pistol. On his left, Braun sat lifeless in a blue dress, with her legs drawn up under her. The smell of bitter almonds hung in the air, and on the floor near the dead woman lay the source of the smell: a shiny brass container that had held the phial of deadly cyanide she had used to poison herself.

         Working quickly, Linge wrapped Hitler’s body in a blanket and carried it, with the help of Goebbels and Kempka, up the stairs to the Reich Chancellery’s garden. Otto Günsche followed, carrying Braun’s body, which was also wrapped in a blanket. In the grounds, the men put the two bodies next to one another in a crater a few metres from the bunker’s entrance – none of the men dared venture further because of the constant enemy shells exploding around them.

         The Third Reich’s last supporters poured petrol over the dead bodies and set them alight, then lifted their arms in the Nazi salute as black smoke swirled up from the blazing corpses and the bodies shrank to charred, unidentifiable remains.

         In the days following the fall of Nazi Germany, the Soviet Commission of Inquiry publicly presented the bodies of Joseph Goebbels and his spouse, Magda, who killed their children on 1st May, 1945, before committing suicide themselves in the Führerbunker. The remains of Hitler and Braun, on the other hand, were never shown. The fact that Hitler’s body seemed to have vanished without a trace, combined with Stalin’s repeated claims that the Führer had escaped, fed theories that Hitler was still alive. From all corners of the world, tip-offs and eyewitness accounts claimed that the Führer had been seen, even after the British intelligence officer and historian Hugh Trevor-Roper conducted an extensive investigation that proved that Hitler was dead. In 1945, the Brit was tasked with investigating Soviet allegations that Hitler was still alive; his report, submitted the following year, concluded unequivocally that the Führer and Braun died by suicide. But as the historian himself observed, “The desire to invent legends and fairy tales… is [greater] than the love of truth”.

         FBI received handwritten letter
   

         From 1945 to 1947, the US intelligence agency, the FBI, received hundreds of reports of Hitler sightings and tip-offs about where he was hiding. One witness believed he recognised him in Manhattan in New York, another that Hitler was in the state of Maryland, where the witness allegedly shared a table with him at a restaurant in 1946.

         One of the more striking investigations featured a handwritten letter, allegedly sent by none other than Hitler himself. Writing in German, the resurrected dictator claimed that he “could not help smiling” when he was told “that my body and that of my wife Eva Braun had been covered with naphtha and burned in the Chancellery garden… for at this time we were many kilometres southwest of Berlin on our air journey to Argentina”.

         Having analysed the letter, the FBI believed it was the work of a someone with psychopathic traits and the case was dropped.

         In 1952, General Dwight D Eisenhower, supreme commander of the Allied forces during World War II, helped to cast further doubt about Hitler’s end.

         “We have been unable to unearth one bit of tangible evidence of Hitler’s death. Many people believe he fled from Berlin”, Eisenhower said in 1952. Another supposed eyewitness was the former SS agent Philip Citroen, who in 1954 contacted the US central intelligence service, the CIA, claiming that Hitler was living in the Colombian town of Tunja, located approximately 140 kilometres north-east of the capital, Bogotá. The former Nazi leader was now posing as one Adolf Schuttlemayer, but, according to Citroen, among a crowd of exiled Germans in the town, he was still called Der Führer. Citroen told CIA agents that he had visited Tunja in connection with his work for a railway company where he had been introduced to the man he believed to be Hitler. According to Citroen, all the Germans in the German enclave treated this alleged Hitler with utmost reverence. They called him Führer and greeted him with Nazi salutes.

         The CIA agents stationed in Colombia refused to take Citroen seriously. But when the rumours reached the ears of the CIA chief in Caracas, in neighbouring Venezuela, he quickly briefed his superiors in the US on the remarkable news of the Nazi leader’s possible presence in South America.

         To give further weight to his words, he forwarded a photograph of Adolf Schuttlemayer posing with Philip Citroen. The man in the picture bore a striking resemblance to Hitler, but failed to convince CIA bosses that the case was worth pursuing. The ‘Hitler in Colombia’ case was closed.

         Decayed remains were destroyed
   

         With the exception of the dental and bone evidence, the supposed remains of Hitler’s and Braun’s body were destroyed forever in 1970 on the orders of Yuri Andropov, head of the Soviet state’s security service. In the spring of that year, the KGB boss issued a directive to dig up the charred remnants in the grounds of the Reich Chancellery from their unmarked grave in the barracks at Magdeburg. The military site was due to be handed over to the East German army, and the Russians feared that the East Germans might find the bone fragments.

         After consulting with the Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev, Andropov launched an operation on the night of 4th-5th April, 1970 to exhume and destroy any final remains. The unit dug up 10 or 11 bodies, which were then burned and crushed. Then the ashes were thrown into the Ehle river.

         All that remains of Hitler now is his dental bridge and a fragment of his skull. After having gained access to examine these remains, a French team of forensic scientists stated in May 2018 that the dental pieces definitely belonged to Hitler.

         “The teeth are authentic, there is no possible doubt”, said research leader Philippe Charlier, giving proof that Hitler died in 1945”.
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