PERSPECTIVES ON THE BERLIN AIRLIFT

May 30, 1998
British veterans of the Berlin Airlift were startled to read that President Clinton, in his much publicized visit to Berlin, has claimed for the United States most of the credit for the airlift. No one can deny the magnificent contribution made by your country in the operation to relieve beleaguered Berlin. Indeed, with greater numbers of aircraft and aircrew available, the United States transported the greater tonnage, both of food and solid fuel. But U.S. Gen. Lucius Clay's enthusiasm for an airlift only came about because the senior Royal Air Force officer in Berlin at the time, Air Commodore Rex Waite, had persuaded him that it was feasible. To Gen. Clay, it meant he need no longer consider sending an armoured column into the city -- a move aggressive enough to provoke World War III, as then-President Harry Truman well knew.American aircraft were very soon to join the RAF in operation Plainfare, as it was called, and together with civilian aircraft and crew, they were to make great sacrifices and show extraordinary spirit and fortitude during those months of the blockade. For Great Britain, and indeed for the world, it is a significant part of history that has social and political implications, which extend well beyond those early postwar years, even up to the present day. Germany fully recognizes the crucial part played by all the allies. It has provided financial support to the widows of aircrew killed during the operation and has invited hundreds of veterans and their families to share in the celebrations marking the 50th anniversary of the start of the airlift on June 24 this year. I am sure that American citizens would want to be properly informed about this period of history, for, demonstrating as it does the greatest humanitarian values of courage and generosity, it is surely as significant to them as it is to us. JOANNA SULLAM London

William Drozdiak's May 11 news story, "Operation Vittles: Remembering the Berlin Airlift," quotes then-U.S. military commander for Berlin, Gen. Lucius D. Clay, calling Capt. Jack Bennett and asking him if he could start an airlift, and Capt. Bennett replying: "At first I told him no way, because I thought it was too dangerous to do low-level flying at night over hostile territory. Clay said we could make history, but I told him I didn't want to make history because I was young and wanted to stay alive."

The fact is that Gen. Lucius Clay placed that call to Gen. Curtis LeMay, commander of the U.S. Air Forces in Europe, at USAFE headquarters in Wiesbaden. As explained on Page 415 of his autobiography "Mission With LeMay," published by Doubleday in 1965, Gen. LeMay is quoted as saying: " I had only been on the job for six or seven months when there came that all-important telephone call from General Lucius D. Clay asking . . . could we haul some coal up to Berlin?'

" Sure, we can haul anything. How much coal do you want us to haul? All you can haul,' Clay replied.

" We sat down to examine the situation. . . . I told him we'll have to get some help from home.'

" Immediately I sent back home for a bunch of transports to be flown over from the United States, and we put them to work. By that time I was able to form an organization.' "

It was Gen. LeMay and not Capt. Bennett who was called by Gen. Clay, and his response was positive, without any question.

Mr. Drozdiak's article was interesting, but the part about how the Berlin Airlift started was not factual. I served on Gen. LeMay's public relations staff at the time and know the facts as they actually occurred. DAVE KARTEN Bethany Beach, Del.

Unfortunately, the "Operation Vittles" story leaves the impression that the person solely responsible for the massive airlift was Gen. Lucius D. Clay, military commander for Berlin. He wasn't. The decision to supply Berlin by air was made by President Harry Truman in what Pulitzer Prize-winning historian David McCullough called one of Truman's greatest decisions and "one of the most brilliant American achievements of the postwar era."

Mr. McCullough, in his fully documented biography of President Truman, added: "Gen. Clay, the American commander in Berlin, had already been shipping supplies by air, on a very limited scale, a step considered little more than a palliative. On Monday, June 28, {1948}, Truman ordered a full-scale airlift."

The Russians had blocked all rail, highway and water traffic in and out of Berlin only four days before Truman acted.

None of this takes anything away from the superlative efforts of Mr. Herbert Monien in saving the lives of the crew of the plane that had crashed, or Gail Halvorsen and the other pilots who dropped 23 tons of candy for the children in Berlin. It is merely a matter of keeping the record straight. BRUCE O. JOLLY SR. McLean

1. How do American and British perspectives differ?
2. What interesting nuances did you find through the reading of eth article?
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