SM Minute (6-7-2010)
The Power of the “Good Turn”
How many of you have heard of the Berlin Airlift?

As you know, WWII in Europe ended in early May of 1945 with the defeat of Nazi Germany.  Germany lay in ruins with no functioning economy and an uncertain future.  The country was carved into occupation zones, with each of the major four victorious powers, the US, France, Great Britain, and the Soviet Union each administering a portion of country.  Deep within the Soviet sector was the city of Berlin, Germany’s capital city.  Once the world’s 3rd largest city it still had a population of 2.3 million, but times were very, very difficult.  Most of its citizens were cold, homeless, and starving.

The Soviets had created a new post-war Europe; installing Soviet approved governments in Eastern Europe and resisting all attempts to reunite the occupations zones into a single Germany.  As time went by, the division between East and West grew.  
It was in this atmosphere that in 1948 the Soviets cut off all land access to the city of Berlin.  Soviet leadership reasoned that the since they had 2.5 million combat troops in Europe to the US’s 10,000, the US would simply pull out.
This set the scene for the Berlin Airlift when American and British military cargo planes began landing every three minutes, round the clock, for nearly a year, to supply the city and avoid a direct military confrontation with the Soviets.  The Airlift was popularly called, “Operation Vittles”.
So now comes my story.  One of the American pilots was a 28 year old name Gail Halvorsen, who proved again that an act of kindness – his good deed for the day – could have a huge impact.  

He arrived at Berlin’s Tempelhof airport on July 17 on one of the C-54 transport aircraft and walked over to a crowd of children who had gathered at the end of the runway to watch the planes land and take off. He introduced himself and they started to ask him questions about the aircraft and their flights. As a goodwill gesture, he handed out his only two sticks of gum and promised that he would return and drop off more.   Before he left them, a child asked him how they would know it was him flying over, and he replied, "I'll wiggle my wings."

The next day, on his approach to Berlin, he rocked the aircraft and dropped some chocolate bars attached to a handkerchief parachute to the children waiting below. Every day after that the number of children increased and he made several more drops. Soon there was a stack of mail in Base Ops addressed to "Uncle Wiggly Wings", "The Chocolate Uncle" and "The Chocolate Flier". It wasn’t long before other pilots started dropping candy as well and when news reached the US, children all over the country sent in their own candy to help out. Soon, the major manufacturers joined in. In the end, over three tons of candy were dropped on Berlin in what was popularly called “Operation Little Vittles”.
It is generally believed that Halvorsen's actions had a substantial impact on the postwar perception of Americans in Germany, and it is still, over 60 years later, pointed to as a symbol of German-American relations.

Never underestimate the power of a “good turn”.  
