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            War mysteries still unsolved
   

         

         Nazi propaganda presented Adolf Hitler as ascetic, solitary and a brilliant Führer. Only a few knew the real man behind World War II. His mystery has fuelled numerous conspiracy theories – like why Hitler’s own decisions were sometimes was so strange that neither his contemporaries nor posterity can explain the Führer’s bizarre choices. Why did he turn the Luftwaffe’s terror bombing of Britain from military targets to civilian ones? Why did Hitler issue the Wehrmacht with a stop order just before Dunkirk? And why did he hate Jews so much that millions of people died?

         This issue gets close to World War II’s unsolved mysteries and gives historians its best guess at some of the answers.

      

   


   
      
         
            1. Nazis search for ancestors in the himalayas
   

         

         
            In 1938, five German SS scientists struggle up steep slopes in the kingdom of Sikkim. The expedition is heading to Tibet to solve a specific riddle. Researchers must find evidence that Aryans originate from the mysterious lands of the Tibetans.
   

         

         Five german scientists moved cautiously up a winding path on the way toward a high mountain pass on 22nd December, 1938. Behind them followed servants and carriers as well as a long caravan of yaks and ponies laden with equipment. Ahead lay the border crossing to the mysterious Tibet – an area the scientists had been waiting to enter for almost six months.

         The Germans were Nazi officers from the dreaded elite SS corps, but dressed in parkas and sporting long beards looked nothing like typical close-shaved SS officers in black uniforms. For the highly qualified scientists, however, this was no ordinary SS task – the men had been tasked with solving a mystery for the corps chief, Heinrich Himmler.

         Scientists had to prove aryan descent
   

         The expedition, led by zoologist and SS-Untersturmführer Ernst Schäfer, received Himmler’s blessing to leave Germany bound for Tibet in the spring of 1938. The SS leader’s main interest in the small group of five men that fought their way over the mountains was because he and many other Nazis were obsessed with finding the origins of the Aryan race. In 1935, Himmler had set up the Ahnenerbe, a special investigation unit primarily to research Aryan roots and history. All Ahnenerbe scientists were members of the SS and were automatically officer rank in the corps, which by 1938 was made up of half a million specially bred and selected men. None of the SS had even the remotest traces of Jewish or other “inferior” races’ blood.

         Himmler’s hope was that the scientists in Tibet could prove that the Aryan race originated from the Himalayas. From there, according to the theory, the Aryans later migrated west and into Europe.

         According to myth, before the Exodus, the Aryans had been taught by the survivors from the sunken island kingdom of Atlantis. The so-called Atlanteans were superior to any other race and were believed to have invented both electricity and aeroplanes before Atlantis was flooded. Atlantean priests, who settled in the Himalayas, then passed on their wisdom and knowledge to the Aryans.

         Aryans were Egyptians’ ancestors
   

         In the late 1800s several German intellectuals had already discussed German racial superiority and the importance of finding out where the German people – the Aryans – originated. The most popular theory was that Aryans came from somewhere in Asia – either north India or Tibet – from where they migrated westward and conquered the world. Aryans had, according to theories, founded colonies in Egypt and laid the foundations for the kingdom of the pharaohs. From North Africa they would have headed on to Scandinavia but had mostly settled in Germany. If the theory held true, all Aryans were ancestors of the Indians, Persians, Egyptians, Greeks, Italians, Slavs, Scandinavians, Anglo-

         Saxons – and especially Germans. Charles Darwin thought that the cradle of humanity probably lay in Africa; something German scientists could not take seriously.

         No scientists had succeeded in proving these theories before the Nazis took power in Germany in 1933 – even aided by tens of thousands of German intellectuals. But when Hitler became Chancellor, supporters of these theories on Aryans origin had complete backing. Many leading figures in the Nazi regime were vehemently interested in any project that could prove that the Aryans had a magnificent past. The Nazis were also incredibly absorbed by any evidence that other regions had once been inhabited by Aryans. Such proof would legitimise the desire for Lebensraum – German expansion in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union.

         Much therefore, depended on the results of the expedition to the Himalayas.

         Britons hindered
   

         In addition to Schäfer, the Tibet research group consisted of anthropologist Bruno Beger, entomologist and photographer Ernst Krause, geophysicist Karl Wienert and expedition technician Edmund Geer. From the mid-1930s, the team had been officers in the SS except for Krause. Just before elite corps’ departure, however, the entomologist was given the rank of SS officer.

         The expedition, which had been mostly funded through donations from the German business community, quickly encountered a problem after leaving Germany in April 1938, however. Travellers could only reach Tibet through India, which was under British colonial rule. But the British were not prepared to let the SS officers cross the border into Tibet.

         Ever since the mid-1800s, the country had been completely closed to foreigners because both Tibet and its neighbours in China feared imperialist attack. The concern was not unfounded. In 1904 the British invaded the area and through trade agreements claimed an influence on the country, though Tibet was formally still independent. In the 1930s, Tibet became more open, yet British colonial rule in India still guarded a strict border between the countries. The British however, reluctantly allowed the Germans to camp in the small kingdom of Sikkim just south of the border with Tibet. Permission was granted after pressure from Himmler, who took advantage of British hopes of avoiding a European war. And the SS boss was satisfied.

         Failure was unthinkable
   

         “My dear Schäfer, I am glad that the expedition is so well off and that it is a disciplined body bound together by comradeship… I very often think of you. Heil Hitler!” Himmler wrote to Schäfer, once the research group had reached Sikkim two months after leaving Germany.

         British authorities had made it clear that the expedition was not to cross the border into Tibet under any circumstances. 28-year-old Schäfer would not settle for exploring Sikkim, but at that moment Tibet seemed like an unattainable goal. Schäfer, who at the age of 20 had become famous in Germany for his exploration in China, knew he had to bring back something to the fatherland: failure was not an option. Anthropologist Bruno Beger spent his time waiting by taking various facial measurements and making masks of the local residents for later anthropological study. In Germany using his field studies, Beger would be able to classify head shape more accurately compared to other races. The face masks were made of plaster, which was applied in a thick layer over the face. Two straw pipes made sure that the “victim” could breathe while the plaster dried.

         Schäfer received invitation
   

         While the anthropologist worked, Schäfer wrote longingly in his diary: “We are at Tibet’s frontier. It is the realm of our most powerful yearning. Up there, not far away at all, is the border pass”.

         But the stranded expedition suddenly got help from an unexpected quarter. An envoy from one of Tibet’s most influential men, Tering Raja, came past the Germans’ small camp one day and the expedition leader was not slow in taking advantage of the opportunity. Schäfer persuaded the envoy that Tering Raja should invite the Germans to his estate in southern Tibet. Shortly after, Schäfer and photographer Krause were invited, and wearing a pith helmet with the SS runes, the Germans travelled across the border. The meeting was a success and Tering Raja promised to work on the Tibetan regent to secure an invite for the scientists to the country’s holy city of Lhasa.

         For several months the team went without any news from Tibet, but one day in December Schäfer finally received a letter from the ruler in Lhasa. The message was that the expedition was welcome in Tibet’s holy city, but on the condition that the scientists did not harm the people and that they were only there for 14 days.

         Germans fascinated ruler
   

         Schäfer and his men wasted no time, and a few days later the expedition was heading over the mountain pass into the mysterious Tibet. The problem was that according to the letter, the Germans could only stay in Tibet as tourists and not as scientists. The ban would prevent them from carrying out the expedition’s main task: scientific studies of the local population. The Germans had also hoped to get permission to visit the country’s regent, who sat on the throne while the Tibetans awaited the formal recognition of their new Dalai Lama – the 14th – but when the Germans arrived in Lhasa in January 1939, the government suddenly had no time to meet the German expedition. The British, who manned a small mission in the city, had also made sure that the Germans would not receive a grand and warm welcome.

         Schäfer was not put off by this opposition and took advantage of the fact that the British were not tremendously popular among Tibetans. The Germans became such good friends with some of the Tibetan nobility that the regent finally gave in and invited the scientists.

         The meeting in the palace became the highlight of the expedition. The regent – a fragile-looking young man – was fascinated by the five representatives of the German people. In particular, Beger, but also Schäfer, captivated the young man. The Tibetan was photographed while he stroked his fingers through the German’s dark beard.

         The expedition’s visit to Lhasa turned into a triumph, and the temporary stay of 14 days turned into months in the company of the city’s most influential residents.

         The scientists were given valuable gifts and took large amounts of priceless film, but they couldn’t take the main measurements and make face masks for the anthropological race in Lhasa. The field work had to wait until the expedition was away from the city.

         Although the visit to Lhasa was a success, things were about to go wrong for Schäfer as he crossed a Tibetan oracle who was giving his annual prophecy. The oracle was wandering in a trance along the street in Lhasa, followed by thousands of monks. Schäfer and cameraman Krause decided to follow and film the scene, but the monks suddenly turned angrily on the Germans. The Tibetans shouted and screamed and began throwing stones at the scientists and their bodyguards. Schäfer and Krause barely escaped the crowd after a violent brawl with the incensed monks.

         War in Europe neared
   

         During their stay in Lhasa, Krause took rolls and rolls of film of both the city and religious festivals that the expedition had visited. Beger also acquired a copy of one of Tibet’s most important religious texts – the Kangyur, which filled 108 volumes.

         But time was gradually running out for the Germans. Back in Europe, Hitler had turned his insatiable gaze toward Poland, and everyone knew that war was imminent. The SS expedition had to leave Tibet quickly to avoid the British taking advantage of the situation and locking the scientists in an Indian jail for the rest of the war.

         On 20th March, 1939 the expedition left Lhasa after nearly three months in the city. The scientists did not leave Tibet immediately, but made some stays and detours on the way out of the country.

         Beger took facial measurements
   

         During the journey out of Tibet, Beger managed to take hundreds of facial measurements and face masks of local Tibetans. After the field work in Tibet the scientists left and travelled to Europe via the Indian city of Calcutta.

         On 4th August the expedition arrived by air in southern Germany and was welcomed by Himmler. The team continued quickly on to Berlin, where a huge reception was held in the scientists’ honour. The expedition had returned to the motherland at the last minute as barely one month after their arrival in Germany Hitler initiated WWII with the invasion of Poland. The yield from the Tibetan expedition was enormous. It brought home a total of 18,000 metres of film and 40,000 images. Beger had collected 2,000 ethnographic objects to document Tibetan culture, and also showcased 376 different measurements of Tibetan heads and various face masks and prints of ears, hands and fingers. Himmler was extremely pleased with the expedition’s results and gave an SS death’s-head ring and SS ceremonial sword to Schäfer. But although Himmler showed his gratitude to the expedition leader initially, the SS commander was eventually disappointed by the team’s research. Despite the large amount of field work and the amount of material they brought home, Schäfer and his colleagues never managed to prove the theory that the Aryan race originated in Tibet or India.

         In the end, the scientists’ data only proved that the Tibetan people – like virtually every other nationality – had been in contact with many other peoples over the years and therefore originated from many different types of people.

         Possible reason for the mystery
   

         The Nazis formulated the theory that Aryans originated from the Himalayas and later spread to the west in order to justify Hitler’s desire for Lebensraum in Eastern Europe and plans to invade the Soviet Union.

      

   


   
      
         
            2. 200,000 Britons escape the German army
   

         

         
            A large German armoured force pursues 200,000 desperate British soldiers as they flee to Dunkirk on the French coast. The Wehrmacht is a few kilometres from the city and preparing for a crushing attack when Hitler suddenly changes his mind and halts the German advance.
   

         

         On the morning of 24th May 1940, General Heinz Guderian proudly surveyed his Panzer troops as they stood near the northern French coast. In just two weeks, the Germans had blasted through Northern France to the English Channel, driving 400,000 British, French and Belgian soldiers before them. The Allied forces were now surrounded outside the town of Dunkirk on the Channel coast, and Guderian was convinced that the Germans’ superior Panzer Army would crush the enemy in a matter of days.

         By noon on 24th May, the general’s forward troops were ready to cross the Aa canal approximately 25 kilometres south of Dunkirk. It was the final water obstacle remaining between them and their target. The soldiers could taste victory when Guderian suddenly received a message from the hinterland.

         “The Supreme Command intervened in the operations in progress, with results which were to have a disastrous influence on the whole future course of the war”, a frustrated Guderian wrote later in his war memoirs. “Hitler ordered the left wing to stop on the Aa. It was forbidden to cross that stream”. The general was completely stunned by Hitler’s so-called Haltbefehl, (stop order), which ruined the possibility of adding a decisive British defeat to the war. Both Guderian and future historians have wondered why Hitler squandered such a unique and obvious opportunity.

         Blitz war put Germans on the front foot
   

         The Germans advantageous position on 24th May, 1940 had been set in motion several months earlier when Nazi strategists devised their offensive for the Western Front, codenamed Fall Gelb (Case Yellow). Hitler accepted General Erich von Manstein’s bold plan to send the main German forces through the Ardennes in southeast Belgium and northern France. The army thereby avoided bloody battles along the strong Maginot Line in the east of France and instead surprised the enemy by crossing the Ardennes hills, which the French considered to be impassable for tanks. On 10th May, 1940, the first German troops rumbled into the Benelux countries, and in line with the original defensive plan the French and British Expeditionary Force (BEF), focussed on the defence of central Belgium. But armoured units under Guderian were sent in through the Ardennes forests, where the enemy least expected it. French defences were weak in the area, and after just three days the XIXth Panzer Corps took the town of Sedan and rumbled on towards the Channel. German armoured forces surrounded British, French and Belgian troops giving them problems in Belgium.
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