Aviation history: Berlin Airlift was one of history's largest humanitarian relief efforts
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During the Cold War, the city of Berlin was a flashpoint for the struggle between east and west, the Berlin Wall a backdrop for historical speeches by Presidents John F. Kennedy and Ronald Reagan. However, it was one of their predecessors who faced the first crisis to arise in the city.

Following the defeat of Germany during World War II, the nation was divided into four occupation zones. Great Britain, France, and the United States controlled western Germany while the Soviet Union’s occupation zone covered most of eastern Germany.  Berlin, though it was in Soviet-occupied territory, was also divided into occupation zones by the four nations.

In June 1948, tensions between the powers over various issued related to Germany prompted the Soviets to cut off all rail and road transport to Berlin, in effect threatening starvation for two million inhabitants. While the United States could have backed down, Gen. Lucius Clay, the administrator of the U.S. zone, captured the essence of why the nation had to stay.

“There is no practicability in maintaining our position in Berlin and it must not be evaluated on that basis,” he wrote on June 13, 1948. “We are convinced that our remaining in Berlin is essential to our prestige in Germany and in Europe. Whether for good or bad, it has become a symbol of the American intent.”

President Harry S. Truman agreed.

The question about how to remain in Berlin in the face of the Soviet blockade was answered by an existing agreement among all the occupying powers on air corridors between the Allied occupation zones and Berlin. 

On June 26, 1948, the first assemblage of Allied aircraft took off carrying supplies and foodstuffs to the city in what American forces called “Operation Vittles” (the British called their part “Operation Plainfare”).  It was more popularly known as the Berlin Airlift. 

Flying into Berlin could be dangerous in bad weather with so many planes in the air at once. 

“They told me to hold at 10,000 feet, and once in the soup (clouds) we were nose to nose with another C-54 (aircraft),” recalled Col. Gail Halvorsen, who became known as the “Candy Bomber” because of the sweets he dropped to the city’s children. Another pilot remembered the competitiveness of the aircrews, who at the height of the airlift sometimes logged three to four flights per day.

“They took it personally if they overshot a field in Berlin … and had to return with a load still on board. Squadrons vied with one another to achieve the best tonnage.”      

Though U.S. Air Force aircraft and crews formed the bulk of America’s contribution to the airlift, two Navy transport squadrons, their personnel accustomed to long flights over the Pacific Ocean, performed record feats flying over Germany. In eight months of service beginning in November 1948, VR-6 and VR-8 flew a total of 45,990 hours, carried 129,989 tons of cargo into Berlin, and established a record of payload efficiency and aircraft utilization, logging better than 10 hours per day per plane for the entire period.

Expected to be a short-lived operation, the Berlin Airlift continued until September 1949.  The Soviets lifted the blockade in May, but flights continued afterward to build up a stockpile of supplies. 

During the 15-month airlift, 277,804 flights delivered 2,325,809 tons of material to Berliners in one of history’s largest humanitarian relief operations.
The Berlin blockade - archive, 1948

Seventy years ago, the Soviet Union blocked supply routes to West Berlin. The Western Allies countered with an airlift of supplies in what became one of the first major crises of the Cold War

compiled by Richard Nelsson

[image: image1.jpg]




 Berlin citizens watching the landing of an airlift aeroplane at Tempelhof airport during the blockade. Photograph: Ullstein Bild/ullstein bild via Getty Images


Following the defeat of Nazi Germany in 1945, the Allies split the country into four temporary zones of occupation. Berlin, the capital, located within the Soviet Union controlled eastern part, was also divided into four sectors.
In June 1948, Britain, France and the US united their zones into a new country, West Germany, and introduced a new currency. In reply, the Soviet authorities announced that the four-power administration of Berlin had ceased and that the Allies no longer had any rights there. Power supplies and all road and rail links to the city were closed, thus beginning the blockade of Berlin. On 26 June, Britain, the US and other countries began to supply West Berlin by air.
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 Manchester Guardian, 24 June 1948.

Editorial: Berlin

Advertisement

28 June 1948

It is hard to see any honourable alternative course before the Western Allies except to stand firm in Berlin. We are there by virtue of the arrangement between the Allies after the German defeat; we have under our direct charge two million people; our presence there prevents this still great European capital, predominantly non-Communist, from being delivered over to Communist tyranny.

But that is not all. The Russians are trying to push us out of Berlin now because they think that this is the moment when a blow to Western prestige would most assist their political aims. Since the Russians refused to co-operate in any agreed measures for German reconstruction (except on their own terms and at the price of making all Germany a Russian mulch-cow), the Western Allies have had to act in their own zones alone and, by the currency reform, the plan for supervising the Ruhr, and the extension of German self-government to bring Western Germany at least back into the European democratic community. The Russians regard this, as they regard the rest of the Marshall Plan and the whole idea of Western Union, as a blow to their hopes for the Communist domination of Europe. Hence their tactics of the last few months and particularly of the last few weeks – the steady succession of restrictive measures which have now completely isolated Berlin except by the air from the West.
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From the archive, 2 April 1948: Russians blockade Berlin

 

Read more

To force the small Allied forces out of Berlin and to absorb into the Russian zone the Western-occupied sectors of Berlin, still courageously anti-Communist, would be as ostentatious a success as the crushing of freedom in Czechoslovakia. The next step would be a strong political offensive against Western Germany, backed by an appeal to German nationalism in its crudest form. The economic recovery of any country depends primarily on confidence. It is German confidence in democratic recovery in association with the Western world that the Russians seek to destroy. And it is confidence that above all things Western Germany needs just now if the currency reform is to have its revivifying effect.

Advertisement

That is why it is so important that the Western Allies should not let themselves get into a panic, either of fear and weakness or of bluster and bellicosity. We have to recognise that however strong the moral factors on our side we are in a difficult position in Berlin. Our garrisons and administrations are isolated in their enclave in the middle of Russian-occupied Germany. They are small in numbers: they cannot easily be strengthened if armed strength were any possible assurance. If the Russians cut, as they have done, the road, rail and water communications through which the German population of our zones is fed we can do hardly anything about it. Within a few weeks, if the embargo continues, half Berlin must starve. All that is true enough but it is still no reason for capitulating.
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 During the Berlin blockade subways were closed due to power cuts. Photograph: ullstein bild via Getty Images

The logical end of our forcible ejection from Berlin is war, if not immediately, then within a very short space of time. The Russians, we may guess, do not want war; but, like Hitler, they are prepared to go a long way towards it by threats of force. The difference between now and 1935-9 is that we know from the German evidence how much was lost by Western timidity in face of a cynical aggressor when firmness might have stopped him. Appeasement for appeasement’s sake will reap no better dividends now than it did then. Ultimately, perhaps, our position in Berlin could become absolutely untenable; we might have to evacuate by air or fight our way out. But that will come only if the Russians decide that they are ready to precipitate war and to stand its consequences. So far there is little evidence that they are. Whatever their own state of preparedness or the will of their people to fight, they have not yet consolidated their satellites. The Communist victory in the territories they dominate is still incomplete and is least complete in their own zone of Germany. So far they have burned no boats; their hostile measures are administrative and technical for all their effectiveness; they could easily be reversed if it were decided to relax the tension.
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Berlin honours airlift veterans on 60th anniversary of blockade's end

 

Read more

Advertisement

The policy of the Western Allies should therefore base itself, at any rate at the beginning, of the assumption that a peaceful accommodation is not impossible. It should be unprovocative but firm and consistent. They should protest, in Moscow as well as in Berlin, but be ready to carry discussions to another meeting of the Council of Foreign Ministers, if that is what the Russians want. But meanwhile they should stand on their rights. Mr. Churchill’s backing of Mr. Bevin is useful in showing that in this country there is a common front. In the United States, for all the distractions of President-making, there is likely to be the same unanimity. Indeed, the main danger is that the American men on the spot may act too hastily and too peremptorily, without enough consultation with their allies. Nor, we shall probably find, will France be in serious divergence. A Communist Eastern Germany, calling up the emotional national fervour of a revived Nazism, is the biggest conceivable blow to French hopes of a weak federal Germany. It should not escape French notice that the whole emphasis of Moscow’s propaganda in Germany in the last few days has been on the community of interest between Russia and Germany. The Moscow wireless is talking in the same strain as did Molotov and Ribbentrop when they signed their pact in August, 1939. There seems little scope for France to play the part of mediator, even if she wished.

The Western Allies must stick together. They must be ready to compromise on small things (the Berlin currency, for instance, should not be incapable of solution) but on the big things they cannot give way. To agree to a settlement on the Warsaw terms (which are precisely those of the Russians at the Moscow and London conferences) would make Germany a Communist-controlled country paying perpetual tribute to Russia; and Russia’s frontier would become the North Sea and the Rhine. But, militarily weak though they may be in Berlin, the Allies are not yet weak enough to have to capitulate, nor are the Russians strong enough to try to make them.
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 US C-47 transport aircraft at Berlin’s Tempelhof Airport during the airlift. Photograph: STF/AFP/Getty Images

Winter blockade? - The first hundred days in Berlin

Advertisement

From our Special Correspondent
5 October, 1948

October 2 was the hundredth day of the absolute blockade, by land and water of Berlin. Three months ago the joint Anglo-American air-lift was regarded less as a serious operation than as a generous and spontaneous gesture, capable of heartening the German population but certainly not of supplying them with all the essentials of human existence. Three months ago nobody save the small band of planners in British and American headquarters, looked more than a few weeks ahead. The supply of over two million people by air was in summer improbable, in winter unthinkable. 

The first three months have, thanks to planning initiative and perfect technical execution, been successfully bridged. The next three months must still be critical. Berlin is afraid of this coming winter but Berlin has been afraid of each post-war winter. In every home the chances of the air-lift to carry Berlin into next spring are eagerly debated. What are these chances? For on them depends whether two and a quarter million people can be bullied into submission or whether their late but nevertheless wholehearted espousal of the cause of Western democracy can win them elementary freedom.

Berlin’s needs
In the week before last the air-lift brought over 25.000 tons of food and fuel into Berlin. This gives an average of 3,600 a day. Allied experts have assessed Berlin’s present needs at roughly 4,000 tons a day. This figure includes only food, fuel for electricity and power and for an industry working at about 55 per cent of capacity, plus a limited amount – less than 5 per cent of the air-lift – of raw materials and consumer goods. The gap between supply and demand is a very small one which is certain to be bridged as airfields are improved and increased in number. General Clay, has confidently predicted a 4.500-tons-a-day average even during the worst winter weather.

What has been the Allied effort to meet these requirements? First they were wise enough to build up substantial stocks. The British are building an unloading dock at Kladow, on Berlin’s western girdle of lakes, which will solve the problem of transference from planes to barges. They have organised transit and permanent dumps in the city. They have brought light railways into use for transporting purposes, and at the western end of the air-lift supply services, after a shaky start, are working with an exact, unbroken rhythm. They have cut and stored enough timber to give each household 1cwt. of kindling wood. 

The first key-point this winter will be the arrival of really cold weather. By then the air-lift will have to be stepped up 40 per cent and a domestic-heating programme organised. Coal may have to be withdrawn from industry, but in any case this could not supply more than 25 per cent of needs. Unemployment will then become a menacing problem. The air-lift has proved itself many times over but not yet guaranteed Western Berlin’s survival.

The blockade lasted 318 days before Stalin abandoned it on 12 May 1949. The airlift continued until the end of September.

[image: image7.jpg]





Facebook

 HYPERLINK "https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=The%20Berlin%20blockade%20-%20archive%2C%201948&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Fworld%2Ffrom-the-archive-blog%2F2018%2Fjul%2F27%2Fberlin-blockade-cold-war-1948%3FCMP%3Dshare_btn_tw%26page%3Dwith%3Aimg-5%23img-5" \t "_blank" Twitter

 HYPERLINK "http://www.pinterest.com/pin/create/button/?description=The%20Berlin%20blockade%20-%20archive%2C%201948&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Fworld%2Ffrom-the-archive-blog%2F2018%2Fjul%2F27%2Fberlin-blockade-cold-war-1948%3Fpage%3Dwith%3Aimg-5%23img-5&media=https%3A%2F%2Fmedia.guim.co.uk%2Fb0354edb671e77db1172aa1a3b6aa46f2e777d95%2F0_0_1789_1073%2F1789.jpg" \t "_blank" Pinterest
 Manchester Guardian, 12 May 1949. Read the full article.
Blockade of Berlin Over: British convoy crosses Soviet zone - lights go up in Western sectors

12 May 1949

The blockade of Berlin ended at one minute past midnight this morning when a British convoy started its journey through the Soviet zone. Less than two hours later the first cars had reached Berlin without incident.

A great cheer went up from hundreds of Berliners as an American jeep passed the Western and Russian check-points on the outskirts of the city and sped along the Autobahn to Helmstedt. At one minute past midnight also all street and domestic lighting in the Western sectors of Berlin was turned on at the Klingenberg power station in the Soviet sector. The first train from Western Germany left Helmstedt at 1 25 and was cleared at the Soviet control post. 

Elaborate preparations had been made at all the frontier posts in celebration of the end of the blockade. The Russians had painted the road blocks, the Germans had assembled to cheer the first motorist and cyclist into Berlin, and the Americans had installed arc-lamps for their photographers and transmitters for their correspondents.

Mr. Acheson, the United States Secretary of State, discouraged over-optimism at his press conference yesterday. The lifting of the blockade, he said, was only the first step towards a solution of the German problem; the final solution depended on Russia’s willingness to make or consider proposals to bring Germany into a peaceful 
community of free nations.
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 Berlin children thank Lieutenant Gail Halvorsen for the thousands of packages of gum and candy he and his friends dropped over Berlin, 1949. Photograph: PhotoQuest/Getty Images

Airlift profit and loss

Advertisement

British and American aircraft have made 195,000 flights to Berlin with 1,583,686 short tons of coal, food, and other supplies since the blockade began. The British contribution was 63,612 flights with 369,347 short tons of supplies. In the 24 hours ended at noon yesterday British planes made 323 flights with a record 2,181 short tons. Australian, New Zealand, and South African crews have made over 3,000 flights with about 11,000 tons of goods.

The airlift has cost 57 lives – 27 Americans, 23 British, and seven Germans – and 18 planes have been lost. The United States has spent £37,500,000; the British share is estimated at £6,500,000.
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A Remarkable Change

From our own Correspondent
camount, and a pot of real coffee for 70

BrruN, JUNE.

The face of Berlin has changed
almost beyond recognition in a few
short weeks. Immeasurably tidier
streets—one of the few positive
results of the blockade, when a great
deal of clearing up of rubble took the
place of normal industrial production
—are crowded with sightseers. Sight-
seers in packed street cafés watch the
new, fashionably and differently
dressed crowds on the pavements;
and, conversely, the casual strollers
have come out to stare into cafés and
shop-windows, inquisitive to probe
the new, apparently astonishing
prosperity which has rolled into
Western Berlin like a tidal wave.
One Berliner to whom I spoke was
almost lyrical about it: the face of
Berlin, he thought, was once the face
of the middle-aged, weather-beaten
woman in {:tched dungarees who
stacked bricks along the edges of the
city's shattered streets; new it is the
face of a young girl, eager, excited—
a young girl in fresh, summery frock
and sandals.

The sandals may, indeed, be an
integral part of the new spirit of
gaiety and optimism which has
pervaded Berlin_ since the blockade
was lifted. Berlin fashion has bur-
geoned into Cannes beach pyjamas,
erratically intricate hair styles, an
extravagantly “new” look, and—
sandals of red, green, and fawn, mnni
with  ten-centimetre stilt-like cor]
heels or thin rubber soles.

FRUIT AND FISH

Flower and fruit stalls have opened
all over the Western sectors of the
city, with a profusion and colour not
seen since 1939. Newspapers show

pictures of Russian-zone Germans
bringing their barrows of fruit,
flowers, and vegetables into Berlin,
whereas, while the blockade was on,
Berliners had to go out into the
country to forage, risking arrest
and imprisonment by the “People’s
Police,” who have been one of the
Russians’ main_weapons in _trying to
starve the city into submission.

Perhaps naturally the Berliner—
who has electric light once more and
needs little coal in summer—has
turned his thoughts first towards food.
The average German to-day spends
75 per cent of his income on what he
eats, and is doing no more than the
poor man did before the war. Since
the blockade was lifted food has
gﬂured into Berlin along the Auto-

, but far more filters in from the

Russian zone. For the German in
the Russian zone Berlin has become
a sort of giant fun-fair, with a
currency of its own. He is deter-
mined to accumulate as much of this
currency as he can and spend it in the
one place open to him where he need
not fear the glance of the Communist-
trained spy or the heavy hand of the
Communist-paid policeman.
. Food prices have dropped sharply
in the Western sectors. In April
potatoes cost 30 marks a hundred-
weight on the black market; to-day
5.50. The prices of such necessities as
bread, flour, and sugar have dropped
by 60 per cent. Meat and fat have
more nearly kept their blockade value,
but luxuries are cheaper than at any
time since 1939, American tinned
milk is almost a drug on the market.
Chocolate, 8 marks a pound in April,
now costs about 250 ; jam is six times
cheaper than during the blockade;
cheese, formerly seldom obtainable at
6 marks a pound, now costs 1.30. Save
in a few commodities. such as vege-
tables and seeds, the Western sectors
are everywhere undercutting prices
offered by the so-called “ free shops "
of the Russian sectof and zone.

The contrast_between the restau-
rants of the Russian and Western
sectors is extreme. In Western
Berlin, for instance, *off-ration”
dishes include such delicacies as
stewed eel for 3 marks, roast hare
(illegally trapped in the Russian zone)
for 350, eggs and bacon for the same

pfennigs. The corresponding prices
in the Russian sector are 11.50, 13.50,
1160, and 4.50—or roughly four times
as much.

Goods inevitably follow money,
when the latter is as scarce as in
Germany today. Even so, the
Berliner has one addition to his diet
which has arrived in quite unforeseen
quantities. Fish has dropped to one-
eighth of its blockade price and
Berlin is becoming—after Hamburg—
the biggest fish-consuming town in
Germany.

STRAITENED POCKETS

Other consumer goods are not
as plentiful as food. Suits and
dresses cost as much as during
the blockade, for they are tailored
by Berliners whese need of money
is greater than ever. Shoes are
mostly coming from the West, but
textiles and stockings are being
imported from Saxony, in the Russian
zone. Thus the average prices of
textiles have dropped to one-fifth
of those during the blockade, of
stockings to one-half. Thuringian
toys and watches are appearing in the
shops and a fair sprinkling of Czech
and Polish wares, which are part of
the Russian zone’s trade agreements
with the countries of the Eastern
European block. Berlin has become
the focus for merchants who want.
eventually, enough Western currency
to buy raw materials and finished
5oods on the right side of the Iron

‘urtain.

Yet in spite of the surface
prosperity and the happy faces of
people who are having the best times
of their lives since the outbreak of
the war there is a general lack of
money which will . make itself in-
creasingly felt. Clothes can be bought
without coupons and without extra
charge. ‘Theatres and cinemas are
selling many seats for Eastern
currency, and houses—even the Opera
in the British sector—are seldom full.
At a recent public meeting the chief
of Berlin’s food department, Herr
Fuellsack, said: “It is not sufficient
to see goods in the shops; ople
must be able to buy them too.” As
in Western Germany, Berliners find
they cannot do this. Two family
budgets answer this riddle. A family
of five spends 75 marks a month for a
small flat and 20 marks for light, heat,
and insurance. Food costs 40 marks a
head, 200 marks in all. The father's
net income is 300 marks; even this
is 40 marks higher than the working-
class average. Here is no margin at
all for shoes, clothes, household
equipment, and entertainment.

A widow, unemployed and middle-
aged, draws 100 marks a month in
benefits. ~ Her flat costs 56 marks,
other fixed charges 12 marks, food
35 marks. Her only method of
creating a margin is letting one
room of her already cramped quarters,
and perhaps picking up a little in
sewing or cleaning work. At the end
there is nothing for buying unrationed
food, and illness is an ever-present
spectre for the old and the single.
Berlin's 20 per cent of unemployed,
moreover, present a fearful problem.
for the city has been living largely
on charity, and a new blockade would
bring a fresh and greater recession in
her trade,

One economic survey gave four
main conditions for Berlin's economic
recovery.  Plant and equipment
must be renewed, and the Recon-
struction Loan Corporation must pro-
vide an immediate credit of at least
50,000,000 marks for this. Raw
materials must be pumped in from
the West to check unemployment by
mobilising all the city’s industrial
resources.  Close business relations
must be established with the West and
a programme worked out for Berlin's

internal” exports to the rest of
Germany. Lastly, a big money credit
;/:‘lgqu rgstorﬁ. lS‘he purely financial

ition in which currency is tendin
to flow out of Berlin. i €
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How the ‘bonkers’ Berlin Airlift beat Stalin: British and American troops defied the odds and came to the rescue of the desperate Berliners

· By the end of World War II Berlin was a divided city in a divided country 
· Stalin blocked all access to those parts of the city controlled by the U.S. and UK
· British and American soldiers supplied Berlin with food and fuel by air
· Barry Turner tells the story of the brave people who attempted the impossible
HISTORY 
THE BERLIN AIRLIFT: THE RELIEF OPERATION THAT DEFINED THE COLD WAR 
By Barry Turner (Icon £20)
BERLIN at the end of World War II was a divided city in a divided country stuck in the middle of a divided continent.  

At the Yalta conference in 1945 the Allies — principally Britain, the U.S. and Russia — came up with a plan to put the city under joint administration. But this quickly proved to be a logistical minefield. As the Allies squabbled and wrung their hands, Berliners began to starve.

Stalin, infuriated by what he saw as a Western attempt to preserve a toehold in Germany, blocked all access to those parts of the city controlled by the U.S. and the UK.
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Barry Turner makes plain in this crisply written, suitably dramatic and heartening book

Gas and electricity were turned off, the gutters became open sewers, trees were chopped down for firewood, dogs were sold for meat and cats for fur.

It was estimated that more than 50,000 orphans were effectively living in holes in the ground. To complicate matters further, the reichsmark ceased to be legal tender in June 1948 and was replaced by the deutschmark.
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Desperate Berliners who managed to get hold of the new 50 mark note — not that there was anything to buy with it — gazed bemusedly at the buxom girl clutching a basket of oranges and tropical fruit, whose portrait adorned the note. It had been years since anyone in Berlin had seen an orange, let alone tropical fruit. 
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The state of living became so desperate for the people of Berlin that they sold dogs for meat 

By the end of June the power stations had enough supplies for only another 45 days. As for food, they would run out altogether in 36 days.

It was at this point that a few bold, even mildly deranged, U.S. and British hotheads proposed doing something that had never been tried before: supplying Berlin with food and fuel by air.

It was a completely mad idea. The city needed over 4,500 tons of supplies a day to survive, yet the carrying capacity of a Skytrain plane — the largest plane possessed by either the U.S. or British airforce — was just three tons.
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Children play in the rubble with toys that have been given to them by the US and British troops
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With love from America: one boy looks overjoyed to open a parcel containing chocolate bars
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U.S. and British hotheads proposed supplying Berlin with food and fuel by air
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Average daily deliveries included 4,000 tons of coal with potatoes and de-boned meat

Nonetheless, on June 26, 1948, the first flight in Operation Vittles took off from a U.S. air base in Germany.

Over the next 11 months, this first flight was succeeded by more than 250,000 more — on one day alone nearly 1,400 aircraft landed in Berlin.

Average daily deliveries included 4,000 tons of coal along with sacks of dehydrated potato — lighter than the real thing — and carcasses of meat, de-boned to save weight.
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THE BERLIN AIRLIFT: THE RELIEF OPERATION THAT DEFINED THE COLD WAR By Barry Turner (Icon £20

 

Entertainment was even laid on to buoy Berliners’ spirits. The Cambridge University Madrigal Society was flown in to perform a selection of ‘Elizabethan water music’. 

Unfortunately, the venue chosen for their concert was next to the airfield, and their efforts were drowned out by a constant stream of planes landing and taking off overhead.

At first, Stalin poured scorn on the Allies’ attempts to keep Berlin afloat. As the weeks went by and the planes kept coming, he grew increasingly angry. Yet short of shooting them out of the sky and risking another World War, there was next to nothing he could do.

By May 1949, Stalin had effectively thrown in the towel and the blockade was lifted.

Allied-occupied Berlin — later to become West Berlin when the Berlin Wall went up in 1961 — was to remain a bulwark against Communism until 1989 when the Wall, and Communism, finally fell.
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Children play on the roofs of the destroyed buildings as relief planes fly overhead 
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This aircraft has 'last vittles flight 17835727 tons airlifted to Berlin' painted on the side
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To raise the spirits of those living in Berlin, The Cambridge University Madrigal Society was flown in to perform

Amid all the studies of World War II and its aftermath, the story of the Berlin airlift has tended to be overlooked by historians.

But as Barry Turner makes plain in this crisply written, suitably dramatic and ultimately heartening book, it was one of the rare occasions in recent history when a few brave, bold, possibly bonkers people attempted the impossible — and pulled it off.

