GOERING’S HI TECH MISSION:THE GERMAN ANTARCTIC EXPEDITION 1938-9

The Schwabenland dropped  anchor just off the pack ice of Antarctica on January 20 1939 at 69 degrees 14 minutes South, 4 degrees 30 minutes West. The vessel belonged to Lufthansa and had been used since 1934 as a mid Atlantic refuelling stop for the Dornier Wal float planes carrying mail between Europe and South America. Now the vessel, crew, pilots and expeditioners  with two Dornier Wal float planes for photo reconnaissance, were here as part of the German Antarctic Expedition funded by Reichmarshal Herman  Goering  at a cost of 3 million marks. Its hi tech mission was to claim part of the Antarctic for the German Reich.
Germany had never recognised the sector claims of sovereignty by other countries which had actively engaged in Antarctic exploration such as Great Britain, Australia, New Zealand, Argentina and Chile. German international law experts had advised that to legally lay claim to territory it had to be physically occupied or symbolically ( staking a claim similar to one for mining) .The leader of the German 1939 Expedition  Captain Alfred Ritscher,  who had already established himself as an Arctic explorer, was now on loan from Lufthansa as he was normally in charge of the Schwabenland on its mid-Atlantic station. He reported in the official account of the German Expedition published in 1942 that 
“ one of the first things was to prepare aluminium darts each one and a half metres long, their tails (tops)  engraved with the national flag (swastika).We intended to drop these darts  every 20 to 30 kilometres along our flight paths.”( see photo)
On January 14 1939 King Haakon of Norway issued a proclamation claiming the area between 20 degrees West and 45 degrees East and naming it Dronning ( Queen ) Maud Land. The German Expedition had aroused considerable hostility in Norway and the Schwabenland’s  and the German Expedition’s operations lay clearly within the Norwegien claim. Germany ignored Norway’s proclamation and claim but it was recognised by Australia, Britain, France and New Zealand.

The Schwabenland   was 8,488 tonnes, nearly 143 metres in length and had a top speed of 11 knots ( 20 kmph ) and had on board two 10 tonne  Dornier Super Wal float planes named the Boreas and the Passat. These planes were launched by steam catapult from the bow deck of the vessel and had to attain 150 kms per hour for a successful take off. On return the planes were taken from the sea’s surface by a crane at the stern of the ship. In order to launch the aircraft the Schwabenland had to build up to full steam for the catapault to have enough power.The Dorniers were in charge of two Lufthansa captains ( on loan like Captain Ritscher ), Rudolf Wahr and Richardheinrich Schirmacher and each plane carried a pilot, a navigator, a mechanic and a  photographer.
In 1939, before the German Expedition, the only aerial photography undertaken in the Antarctic had been that by the most famous US expeditioner, Richard E Byrd  in 1933. Byrd had visited the German Expedition in Hamburg at the invitation of the German Society of Polar Research which had the task of assembling and training the crew of the Expedition. The Society invited Byrd to join the Expedition and he met the crew and was given a tour of the preparations. Byrd, however, declined the .offer, returning to the U S and taking command of the U S Antarctic Service at the request of President Roosevelt until that position was ended in its first year due the approach of World War II.
The first photographic surveys using the Dorniers took place on  20 January 1939 the same day the Schwabenland dropped anchor off Antractica. The  his official Report of the Expedition Ritscher  noted :
“On each flight under the most favourable conditions we could possibly photograph an area of roughly 200,000 sq km from an altitude of 3,000 metres. The weather was not always favourable of course. On average, the  area of terrain covered daily was considerably smaller but except for a few minor technical problems, the planes’ engines and the camera equipment held up splendidly….We penetrated southward up to 600  kilometres but then had to turn back because inland altitudes of 400 metres hindered  further progress”.
Seven long distance flights were made ending on the 23 January.
The area surveyed showed an area of 250,000 square kilometres and the photographs were of land between 11 degrees West and 19 East. The outer edges of the surveyed area were marked by the special darts (described earlier) dropped from the planes. The planes also dropped several thousand small swastika flags. 
The planes were  each equipped with special Zeiss RMK 38 cameras and took more than 18,000 pictures. These have an amazing quality even after over 60 years since they were taken ( see photos )  In all the cameras shot 360 metres of film. Maps for the Expedition’s Report were later developed with detailed contours obtained from the first aerial stereographic photographs ever taken of Antarctica and possibly of anywhere in the world. The Official Report published in 1942 included special viewing glasses for these.
The aerial surveys  discovered a number of new mountains including a circular chain of peaks   between 71 and 73 degrees South. The higher peaks were named after German explorers; Alexander von Humbolt, Georg von Neumayer, Erich von Drygalski and Wilhelm Filchner. An area of warm lakes was also discovered and  charted which still bears the name given to it-the Wohlthat Massif. Other parts of this north Antarctic region that  retain their original 1939 German names include Muhlig-Hoffman Mountains in the east of the surveyed region. In all about 600,000 square kilometres were claimed for the Third Reich. 
Two landings were made on the edge of the pack ice. On January 29 the Passat flew a party to a bay at 69 degrees 55 minutes South and 1 degree  9 minutes West .Photographs and surveys were made following a flag planting by the pilot Captain Rudolf Wahr (see photo).A second landing was made the next day from the Boreas  which also involved a flag raising but was cut short by threatening ice movements.The day after this  the same plane landed 515 kilometres from the second lading point and five emperor penguins were taken off to the Schwabenland (see photo).
A larger party attempted to land by boat  on February 5 but was ended when one member nearly drowned  due to dangerous floating ice conditions.
The German Antarctic Expedition ended its exploration on February 15 with the Schwabenland, its Dorniers, crew and members reaching Cape Town on March 1.Arriving in Hamburg on April 10 1939 congratulatory telegrams from Hitler and Goering were sent on board. The area claimed was officially named Neu Schwabenland.
The German Antarctic Expedition of 1939 was carried out efficiently and with considerable technical expertise.The Official Report published in 1942 includes detailed scientific surveys consisting of oceanographic research and meteorological data. Both on the inward and outward voyages the Schwabenland took frequent radio soundings of the ocean floor. The Expedition was clearly intended to be an advance party for something even more ambitious and supportive of Germny’s territorial claims in Antarctica. It is said that Captain Ritscher was so impressed by the results of the aerial surveys he intended to organise a wholly civilian expedition using planes with skis and lighter than the 10 tonne Dorniers.
The outbreak of war dashed any plans the Captain may have had.
The maps and aerial photographs in the ageing pages of the Official Report of the 1939 German Antarctic Expedition remind us of a mission which was contentious in its time and still evokes some interesting theories as to the use made by the Third Reich of a survey of almost one fifth of Antarctica.
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