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Pollen Helps Sniff Out Answer To 153 Murder Mysteries
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London C Pollens from lime trees and rye grass have helped solve a mass murder. A crime once pinned on the Gestapo is now laid at the door of the KGB.

Scientists reported in the journal Nature last week that they analyzed traces of pollens found in skulls unearthed from a mass grave in Magdeburg, Germany.

The grave, discovered in February 1994, contained 32 skeletons of young men buried in regular layers, indicating a series of killings within a short time.

It was a crime with two mysteries: Who were the murderers and who were the victims? There were two possible scenarios.

Until the spring of, 1945, Magdeburg had been under Gestapo control. Then Soviet forces occupied the region.

So the young men could have been executed by the Gestapo in the last throes of the war or they could have been Soviet soldiers executed by Soviet secret police after a revolt June 17, 1953, in what was then East Germany.

That meant they were killed in the spring or summer. Documentary evidence had long been destroyed, but if researchers could reconstruct the season in which the men died, they would be nearer an answer.

Scientists often have used the natural world to solve murder mysteries. For instance, forensic entomology aims to establish, from the infestation of insects on the corpse, the time of day or the season in which a killing took place, and even where the body was first concealed.

But the German scientists had only bones to deal with, so they used what is likely to be dubbed the handkerchief test.

Pollens survive as perfectly protected little packets of life in the making. Biologists have used pollens preserved in lake beds and swamps to reconstruct climatic histories over thousands of years.

Pollen drifts in the air and changes with the season. As every hay fever sufferer knows, it gets in the nasal tract.

Reinhard Szibor and his team from the University of Magdeburg examined the contents of volunteers’ handkerchiefs in a recent study and built up a little reference library.

In the spring, the hanky would show pollen from alder, hazelnut, willow, juniper, poplar, yew and birch.

In late June, the likeliest pollens would be grasses and weeds such as plantain, goosefoot, sagebrush and lime.

The scientific team rinsed the nasal cavities of seven of the skulls and found plantain, lime and ryegrass pollens. There was some birch, but the handkerchief tests had shown that birch pollen persisted throughout the year. So the victims must have inhaled the pollen with their last breaths in June or July.

That painted the researchers toward a Soviet multiple murder.

The scientists know of eyewitness reports that security police had tortured and executed spies 45 years ago in a prison in Magdeburg.

There also were reports that some Soviet soldiers who had refused to break up a German revolt in 1953 had been executed.

Some of the skulls had decayed teeth, but there was no sign of dental work, which was “unusual for a population in Central Europe in the middle of the 2Oth century.” they said.

“Pollen analysis supported the in a hypothesis that the grave contained the remains of Soviet soldiers killed by Soviet secret police after the revolt in June 1953,” the scientists reported.

Biologists have used pollens preserved in lake beds and swamps to reconstruct climatic histories over thousands of years. They drift in the air and change with the season. As every hay fever sufferer knows, they also get into the nasal pharyngeal tract.

