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The Berlin Airlift. 
The April 2008 issue of Go-Round opened with an article 
about Gail Halvorsen who became known as “the candy 
bomber”. This month we look a little deeper into the event 
which gained him this nickname. 
In 1948, Gail Halvorsen was a 27 year old, prematurely 
balding Air Force transport pilot who gained the overnight 
fame as the beloved Candy Bomber during the Berlin  
Airlift. Seventy years later, at 97, Gail Halvorsen is still 
“with us”. 
The airlift began in late 1948, ignited by a spat over  
currency in divided Germany. The Soviets closed road, 
rail and canal traffic to Berlin from western Germany, 
hoping the allies, whose tactical situation was hopeless, would collapse and abandon Berlin. A 
stubborn and occasionally petulant army engineering officer, General Lucas D. Clay, thought  
otherwise and pledged to sustain the city via an air bridge. The Soviets believed the very notion 
was patently absurd. Even the wise men in Washington counselled Clay, who had been assigned 
as allied governor of Germany, that the plan was untenable during the summer, much less during  
Germany’s notoriously foggy winter. General Omar Bradley, then Army Chief of Staff , and  
General George C. Marshall, then Secretary of State, advised President Harry Truman that a with-
drawal from Berlin would be inevitable. Truman rejected the advice. “We stay in Berlin. Period,” he 
said. The record isn’t clear if Truman had the vaguest inkling of how ill-prepared the Air Force was 
to undertake such an operation. Clay was no better informed. 
The airlift was initially a slapdash affair, flown mainly by C-47s, some with faded invasion stripes 
from their Normandy labours and whose cargo capacity was woefully inadequate. Truman again 
overruled the staff and ordered C-54s from all over the world  -  there weren’t that many of them  -  
to Berlin. In the end, the U.S. had 225, each with a capacity of about 9,000 kg. Enter Lt. Gail  
Halvorsen, ordered to report to Germany in July, 1948. 
Seized by curiosity on his first trip into Berlin, he dragooned a sergeant to give him a tour of the 
devasted city, which he filmed with an 8 mm camera. When he encountered a gaggle of ragged 
kids watching the airlift landings, he gave them bits of gum and candy he happened to be carrying. 
On a lark, he promised to drop them more from his aircraft, after wagging the wings on approach. 
And this he did. The crowd of kids swelled and so did the buzz. When the airlift commander got 
wind of the “candy bomber”, he summoned Halvorsen for a “rug dance”. Except, shrewdly, he  
understood that the airlift was not a battle of wits or resources but of ideas and public image. And 
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he knew golden PR when he saw it. He encouraged Halvorsen to expand his candy bombing, 
christening it “Operation Little Vittles”. Halvorsen made a trip back home and soon became a star 
of the new medium, television. The U.S. public was enthralled and so were the residents of a 
shattered Berlin. Against resistance from Berliners, the Soviets were trying to drive the allies out 
of the city, bribing them with food ration cards and coal, a fuel in critically short supply. (Two 
thirds of airlift tonnage was coal). The airlift itself, and especially Halvorsen’s candy bombers 
were high-profile demonstrations that were instrumental in swaying public opinion, convincing 
Berliners that the allies would sustain the city. And, whether intended or not, Truman’s resolve 
won him a second term in an election that was all but ceded to Thomas Dewey. 
As summer turned to autumn and the foggiest November ever recorded in Europe, the airlift  
continued. Charts & graphs tracked the rising weight of cargo carried into Berlin. Pilots were run 
ragged flying trips into Berlin’s three airports 24 hours a day, as much as a flight every three 
minutes. The airlift’s record on a single day was April 15, 1949 - !2,941 tons in 1398 flights  -   
almost one every minute. That’s more than twice as much tonnage as rail and canal traffic had 
been carrying before the Russian blockade. 
There was a price to pay, not just in treasure but blood too. Seventy-four pilots, crew and ground 
personnel were killed in the 15 months the airlift operated. Under relentless pressure, pilots 
shaved operational standards to the bone. By winter of 1949, newly arriving pilots were issued a 
putty knife to chip ice off the windshields so they could see to land. Approaches were flown in 
weather so low that “follow-me” jeeps couldn’t find the aircraft they were supposed to lead. 
Maintenance suffered. Recalcitrant engines were started by a run down the runway on the ones 
that were running, spin up the non-starters and taxi back to take off on all four. When starters 
failed, ground crews wrapped ropes around the prop hubs and used trucks to start the Pratt  
R-2000s. Yet the airlift posted a remarkable safety record. At the time, the Air Force’s overall  
accident rate was 59/100,000 hours. For the airlift it was 26. 
By May, 1949, the Soviets realized they had lost the gamble and the blockade ended. But the 
airlift didn’t. The Air Force continued to fly cargo into Berlin until September, building stockpiles 
against the Russians closing the city again. Amazingly, when the Berlin wall came down in 1990, 
Berliners had squirrelled away 60 million kg of wheat, 24 million kg of canned 
meat and 7 million kg of butter, among tons of other supplies. 
 

Farewell Gordon Burnard. 
A “standing room only” crowd overflowed from  St. Ann’s Church, Aldinga on 
Friday 6th April to farewell club Life Member, Gordon John Burnard. Present 
were nine members representing Aldinga Aero Club. 
Fond father to his four sons, Richard, Christopher, Robert & Andrew,  
grandfather of 19 and great grandfather of 15, Gordon passed away  
peacefully on the 18th March aged 91. 
R.I.P. Gordon. 
 

American Airlines Orders 47 B787 Dreamliners. 
American Airlines will spend more than $12-billion, purchasing 
forty-seven B787 Dreamliners to more than double its B787 fleet. 
Obviously running a large airline is an expensive business but 
apparently an outlay of $12-billion is not enough ! Their contract 
with Boeing includes an option for further twenty-eight  
Dreamliners. 
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This Year’s Charity Day. 
The club supported the “Time for Kids” charity this year on Sunday 8th April. With clear skies, 
brilliant sunshine, warm temps but a strongish north-western breeze. Our pilots provided a total of 
13 flights, carrying 21 kids and carers for a scenic aerial view of our beautiful coastline. 
The circuit area was busy at times, what with the normal weekend training flights, two separate 
companies catering to the skyjumping customers and four water bombers shuttling in and out 
loading water to deal with a nearby bush fire. Congratulations to our pilots for completing their 
tasks professionally and safely. 
While the kids demolished the soft drink in our fridge, chef Clive cooked up a BBQ lunch for all to 
finish a very satisfying and successful day. 
Pictures below courtesy of David Pearce. 

 

Know Your Fellow Member  -  Neil Davis  -  ARN 193739.   (Part 2) 

In last month’s Go-Round we left Neil about to learn the gentle art of jumping out of an aircraft 
and surviving. Now read on . . . 
Sitting on the Cessna floor beside the open door was a little confronting! When I was told to climb 
out onto the wheel, holding on to the wing strut, I remembered looking back and thinking “I can’t 
believe I just did that”! The command to “GO” was shouted and I stepped sideways, arched my 
body looking back up at the Cessna rapidly getting smaller. The big round army surplus  
parachute opened above me and there I was, suspended silently in the sky with the Cessna  
disappearing into the distance. Bliss, excitement, a feeling of achievement, I had jumped and was 
still alive and grinning in the sky. 
After landing I couldn’t wait to do another jump. From then Saturday was parachuting and  
Sunday was gliding. It progressed for years until I realized that I 
really needed to commit to one or the other to progress to the lev-
els to which I aspired. Twenty years of weekend skydiving fol-
lowed, reaching senior instructor level, 3,700 jumps including over 
1000 tandem jumps. To get this tandem license I had to pass and 
maintain a CASA flight crew medical and, of course, spend thou-
sands of hours in and around aircraft.  For many years I was a 
part owner of the Cessna from which I had first jumped, a 1963 
C182 “E” model, VH-DON which was the workhorse at Lower 
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Light strip. We formed a syndicate to buy her so we could keep jumping when the previous 
owner decided to withdraw to sell the plane. 
Eventually I had the time, spare cash and opportunity to return to the original dream of taking 
flying lessons, so in late May, 1995, I returned to Parafield and started flight training with  
Adelaide Airways. First solo in a Piper Tomahawk PA38 VH-JQJ was on 23rd July, 1995. 
Again, I was alone and grinning in the sky. PPL test passed at Rossair on 23rd February, 1996 
in a C172, VH-MCJ. 
Years of hire and fly followed with small distance touring, mostly within S.A. Then Constant 
Speed & retractable endorsements which allowed me into higher performance aircraft, C210, 
Cherokee 6, Rockwell AC-14L etc. June 1997 saw the completion of my Night VFR rating and 
occasional night flights followed. Twin training and endorsement in a Cougar GA-7 followed. 
From July 1998 I had the opportunity to start flying various jump aircraft at the local drop 
zones. Many hundreds of hours followed flying the jump-ships, some at night. Formation train-
ing and endorsement was completed in January 2003, useful for getting two plane loads of 
skydivers together in the sky. 
Eventually I realized that I might be able to afford to buy an old plane for my private use, so I 
purchased a 1965 C182H, VH-DOO. Then thirteen years of the highs and lows of private  
ownership followed, including completion of the dreaded “SIDS” 
One of the joys of my private flying has been to go flight-touring around Australia. Membership 
in the Cessna 182 Association enticed me to the twice-yearly fly-ins to various destinations 
around the country. First one was to Longreach and a North Queensland safari in April 2005. In 
March 2006, I joined Aldinga Aero Club where I have since enjoyed the monthly events and 
twice yearly fly-outs.  
My recent aim is to gain my Private Instrument Rating (PIFR). To achieve this goal, I  
purchased VH-TMB, an IFR C182Q. In August 2017, DOO was sold to a new owner in Hervey 
Bay, Qld. To date I have not yet commenced my PIFR training, mostly due to the hectic  
experience of home renovations. Maybe in 2018 ? 

 

Aircraft Refuelling Quiz. 
Last month, Go-Round posed a question concerning the minimum distance required between 
three aircraft  -  Aircraft A re-fuelling, Aircraft B behind waiting its turn and Aircraft C behind B. 
The answer is that the minimum distance between A & B is 6 metres. The relevant CAO   
specifies no minimum distance between B & C because neither is actually re-fuelling. 
 

Nothing to Do With Aviation, But . . . Sort of Interesting ! 
Maybe this VW would make a useful “Follow Me” car around YADG ? 
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