The Round Tablette
Founding Editor: James W. Gerber, MD (1951–2009)

Thursday, 8 Feb. 2018
31:07
Volume 31 Number 7
Published by WW II History Round Table
Written by Drs. Connie Harris & Christopher Simer

www.mn-ww2roundtable.org
Welcome to the February session of the Dr.
Harold C. Deutsch World War II History
Round Table. Tonight we are celebrating the
70th anniversary of the Berlin Airlift with Roger
G. Miller, historian and author of To Save a City,
and veterans of that extraordinary endeavor
American entered the war in Europe when
Hitler declared war on us on 11 December 1941.
This created a very strained three-way ‘alliance’
between the US, the UK, and the USSR For
many Americans, this demanded a turn-around
in American attitudes toward the communists.
Being partners with Stalin’s USSR required at
least a tolerant, if not friendly, attitude towards
the Communist regime. A series of propaganda
campaigns were launched inside the United
States, encouraging a positive view of the Soviets, such as the 1943 films “The North Star”
which showed Ukrainian villagers resisting the
Nazis, and the pro-Stalinist “Mission to
Moscow.” Despite the propaganda, the relationship between the leading capitalist state and the
Communist state could hardly be anything but
difficult. However, the US and USSR shared a
common goal: the end of the Third Reich. When
the war was critical they cooperated: as the war
drew to an end differences between the US and
the Soviets became more acute and visible.
At the Yalta and Potsdam Conferences in
1945, Germany and its capital Berlin would be
divided into zones of occupation between the
Big Three Allies and France. It was hoped that
the war time cooperation between the Allies
would continue after the surrender. Even so, the
western zones in Berlin were precarious: 100
miles in the Soviet zone. The western occupation
forces in Berlin could easily be cut off if the
Soviets wished.
Although the plan was for unobstructed free
elections to be held in all of the territories liberated from Nazi rule, in areas where the Red
Army had control, the Soviets immediately began acting in bad faith. In the Soviet Zone, they
gathered the remains of the German Communist
party and Stalin planned to slowly undermine the
western zones and he believed the US would

withdraw from Europe much like after World
War I. Then Germany would become a united
communist country.
Even in the early days of the occupation the
Soviets disrupted western rail, road, and canal
traffic into Berlin. Western forces could do
little since there was never a formal agreement
regarding land and water traffic, thus, western
leaders had to rely on Soviet goodwill. The
Soviets would only allow one rail line and
limited that to ten trains a day. The West did
have three air corridors to and from Berlin
which would prove decisive later.
German communists aside, the average
Berliner hated the Soviets. Few had forgotten
the treatment they had received after the battle
of Berlin. Indeed, the vast scale of rapine and
plunder by the Red Army would permanently
handicap the legitimacy of Communist rule in
the east.
In light of the hostility of the conquered
Germans, the Soviets began to put ever increasing pressure on the western allies to leave
and the Allies responded to these threats. In
1946, the Soviets stopped delivering agricultural goods to the western zones to try to drive out
the western Allies. In response, American General Lucius Clay stopped shipments of dismantled industries from the western zones into
Soviet territory. The Soviets then responded by
obstructing the administration of all four zones.
Realizing that the Soviets could arbitrarily
disrupt supplies, the western military commanders in Berlin slowly began to build up a supply of food, fuel, and ammunition in case of a
Soviet provocation.
The immediate cause of the Berlin blockade
was the introduction of a new currency in the
western zone, the Deutsche Mark. The Soviets
protested, wanting to keep the old currency as
a way to keep the Germans under their control.
On 21 June 1948, in response to the new currency, the Soviets stopped all rail, road, and
canal traffic into Berlin. This was a very serious threat to the existence of the Western Zone
in Berlin, one just short of war. The western
allies countered by stopping all transports to
the eastern zone. Free Berlin was cut off: how
could it be sustained surrounded in Soviet territory?
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The Americans, British, and French began to
use all their transport aircraft to deliver everything to the western zones in Berlin. At its essence Berlin airlift was an exercise in logistics.
How many tons of food were needed to feed a
city of over 2 million? The best estimate was
over 1500 tons of food and 3500 tons of coal and
gas daily. The USAF used C-47, and C-54 transport planes and British RAF used DC-3s. The
Allies also sought the cooperation of Berlin
Mayor Ernst Reuter to rally the civilian population to support the effort.
As the days, weeks, and months went by the
airlift became more efficient and more airplanes
joined the endeavor. By the end of August the
airlift provided over 6000 tons of food and
cargo, and by April 1949 almost 13,000 tons
were delivered in one day. In May of 1949, the
USSR lifted the blockade, and the first major
conflict of the Cold War had ended in a stalemate.
The airlift thus frustrated all the Soviet plans.
Instead of driving the westerners out, the Berlin
airlift cemented the role of the United States as
the defender of Western Europe. The airlift
made it unequivocal that there was a Cold War
going on between the United States and the Soviet Union and Berlin would be the front line of
this war. It also hastened the transformation of
Western Germany from its status as a defeated
enemy to being a partner in the defense of freedom from the Communists. This was the first
major confrontation of the Cold War: and the
Korean War was just over a year away
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