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AIM

The aim of this paper is to recommend whether those who took part in the Berlin Airlift from 25 June 1948 to 6 October 1949 should qualify for a General Service Medal 1918-62, with a new clasp BERLIN AIRLIFT.

BACKGROUND

At the end of the War in 1945, the Allies divided Germany into US, Soviet, British and French Zones. Although Berlin was in the Soviet-controlled area, the city itself was also divided into the four zones.  By 1948, the relationship between the West and the Soviet Union had deteriorated sharply. Stalin was continuing to consolidate Soviet control over the countries of Eastern Europe, and had just used his tanks to invade and subjugate Czechoslovakia. On 23 June 1948, the Soviet Authorities severed all road, rail and water access to Berlin, leaving an air corridor as the only access to the City. It was clear that Stalin’s aim was to force the Allies to abandon Berlin, which would allow him to bring it under Soviet control. He correctly assumed that the West would not risk a war by forcing an armoured resupply column through to the city by road, and he did not consider it feasible for the two million inhabitants of Berlin, plus the Allied Military Garrison, to be maintained by air. 
The subsequent decision by the West to face this challenge head on, and to attempt to resupply the city by air, was bold and determined, but presented the western allies’ air forces with a huge logistical and security headache. They rose magnificently to the occasion.  Despite aggressive Soviet attempts to disconcert and disrupt the airlift, and at times atrocious weather conditions, 2.3 million tons of food and other vital supplies were successfully delivered to Berlin until the blockade was lifted on 6 October 1949. 

CLAIMS FOR BERLIN AIR LIFT MEDALLIC RECOGNITION

Although there was no recommendation by the Air Ministry in 1948 for a campaign medal to be awarded to those involved in the Berlin Air Lift, the Ministry did make a case to the HD Committee on 8 November 1948 (H.D. 4121) for the “immediate recognition of services in the Berlin Air Lift.” They pointed out that although the Air Force Cross (AFC) and the Air Force Medal (AFM) were, as a rule, only awarded in the Birthday or New Year Honours Lists, they could be granted as immediate awards in special cases. They considered that the circumstances regarding the Berlin Airlift were sufficiently exceptional to justify immediate awards: “The aircrews on this service are working at high pressure under very difficult conditions. Very heavy loads are being carried and the aircraft are operating in all weathers. A very high standard of devotion to duty is required from all concerned and the Air Ministry feel that a few awards for outstanding flying service would make a substantial contribution to the maintenance of morale.” The Air Ministry also stated that there was no question of a lowering of standards; it was only the exceptionally deserving cases that they wished to deal with in advance of the New Year Honours List.   The numbers the Air Ministry had in mind for immediate awards were ten AFCs and ten AVMs.  

In fresh papers dated 26 November 1948 the Air Ministry again submitted the request for exceptional awards: “The Berlin Air Lift is an operation of such exceptional intensity and hazardous nature that the allotment proposed is fully justified as a temporary measure. The Air Ministry are satisfied that each award will be fully earned.” and: “The Air Ministry regard these services in the Berlin Air Lift to be very different from ordinary non-operational flying because of the very quick turn round it will be necessary to enforce. Furthermore, the troublesome inquisitiveness of the Soviets Fighters has been a very disturbing influence.” The Committee approved the award of the ten AFCs and the 10 AVMs on 1 December 1948 but proposed that the next half yearly list of awards to the RAF should be reduced accordingly.

Military Secretary Lt. General Sir R. Mansergh separately requested that Army personnel employed on the air lift should also be considered for suitable awards, and suggested an allotment of OBEs and BEMs should be sanctioned for this. The Treasury however objected to this Army claim: “The intention of the Air Ministry was to restrict any special list to the AFCs and AFMs which, as Members of the Committee are aware are granted ‘For exceptional valour, courage or devotion to duty whilst flying, though not in active operations against the enemy.’ There do not appear to have been any special hazards connected with work on the ground in the Army which would warrant the submission of a recommendation for a special list.” 

The following year, in May 1949, Mr Sydney Shephard M.P. tabled a Parliamentary Question asking “if a medal was to be issued to persons taking part in the Berlin Airlift?” The Prime Minister, Mr Attlee, and the Secretary of State for Air discussed this question, and the reply given was “No.” The argument behind the rejection was that: “The award might have some value from the point of view of morale in the RAF. On the other hand the issue of a service medal for a humanitarian operation like the air lift would be without precedent in times of peace. It might be argued that the award of a service medal for the RAF air crews might tend to give the operation a military and perhaps even an aggressive character.” 

It is relevant that by May 1949 there had only been two clasps issued to the General Service Medal 1918 after the Second World War – 

S.E. Asia 1945-46, which was for operations in Indonesia and Java, and Bomb and Mine Clearance 1945-49.  Both these awards were recognised to be related to the aftermath of the Second World War.

SUBSEQUENT CLAIMS FOR BERLIN AIR LIFT MEDALLIC RECOGNITION

In December 2000 a renewed claim for a medal for the Berlin Air Lift was made. The reply given was as follows: “There is no appropriate medal available for an exercise which was not carried out in the face of the enemy; but was rather a humanitarian action in support of the civilian population of Berlin. Under the convention agreed some 50 years ago, we do not re-visit cases like this when the actions in question occurred more than five years ago.” 

In October 2002 the claim was raised again, by an individual campaigner, following the report by the Sub Committee on the grant of Honours and Awards chaired by Lord Guthrie to consider the retrospective award of the Suez Canal Zone Medal. The reply given by Sir Hayden Phillips GCB, then Clerk of the Crown in Chancery, was that: “The award of a medal to the Suez veterans would not set a precedent for other retrospective awards and while I have noted what you say about the Berlin Airlift I do not think there are grounds for re-examining the case for the award of a medal to those who took part in it.” It does not look as if the issue was referred separately the MOD again at the time.
In November 2003 when the question was raised yet again, Sir Hayden replied as follows: “Lord Guthrie’s Committee, while not looking at other groups, did say that in their view, proposals for medals made more than five years after the campaign in question should only be considered where there was evidence that the relevant Commanding Officer had put forward a medal proposal at the time, but there is no record of that proposal having been considered by those who would have been responsible for deciding on its merits. The Committee on the Grant of Honours and Decorations and Medals took the same view and the Prime Minister endorsed the recommendation. So I do not think it would be right to revisit the matter now.” 

In summary, it would appear that, although in 1948 a strong case was made by the Air Ministry for individual awards to be made in recognition of the exceptionally difficult circumstances involved in the Berlin Air Lift, there was no submission for a general medal to be awarded. Subsequent to the agreement to award the individual medals on the 1st December 1948 there has been a continuing campaign for medallic recognition by a general award, mainly by one persistent individual campaigner, but this claim has always been rejected. The grounds for this rejection were that in November 1948 the Prime Minister had rejected the idea of a medal; that this decision had been endorsed by the H and D Committee; that the Berlin Air Lift was a humanitarian operation rather than a military one and there was no precedent for humanitarian awards; that the Commanding Officer at the time had not recommended an award for the Berlin Air Lift; and that the grant of a medal at this stage would breach the “Five Year Rule.”

It is worth noting finally that the United States did award a medal for the Air Lift in July 1949, and that the Australian Government did the same in October 1995.

The case for a further review

One key factor taken into consideration when deciding on the award of a medal is the degree of risk. Analysis of the risk involved in this operation runs as follows.

The British aircraft, flown by both RAF and Civilian Crews, had to fly the supplies along a narrow 23-mile corridor with a ceiling of ten thousand feet. Within 24 hours of first deployment, squadrons were operating 24 hours a day, seven days a week. The risks were clear. Even before the airlift began, on 5 April 1948, a Mig fighter had struck a civilian Viking airliner in the corridor, which crashed, killing all the crew. There was in fact no incident of direct Soviet attacks on Allied aircraft during the airlift, but a most aggressive campaign of harassment was put in place. Anti-aircraft exercises were carried out close to the air corridor; navigational aids were removed, which meant that the Allied pilots had to rely on a single beacon; Soviet fighters continually “buzzed” the Allied aircraft; and searchlights were shone in the eyes of the pilots as they landed. 

The principal problem, however, was often not the Soviet military but the weather – for long periods thick fog and heavy rains made conditions in the air very difficult. In the course of the Air Lift the RAF reported more than 100 accidents, ranging from collapsed undercarriages to engine failures. There were 34 fatal casualties among the RAF and Civilian Aircrew. 28 U.S. aircrew were also killed. 
The second key factor when deciding on the award of a medal is the degree of rigour for those involved. 

British participation in the Berlin Air Lift consisted both of RAF aircraft and civil transport aircraft contracted to assist. Over the course of the Air Lift the British and Americans carried over 2.3 million tons of material into Berlin, principally food, coal and liquid fuel, and exported 35,000 tons of goods in the opposite direction. They also carried 60,000 passengers into Berlin and 168,000 people in the opposite direction. British aircraft flew more than 30 million miles (or 63 round trips to the moon), spent more than 210,000 hours in the air (or 24 man-years), and consumed some 25 million gallons of aviation fuel. The intensity of operations, particularly in the early stages, meant that the aircrews worked twelve to sixteen hour days, often for long periods without rest days, flying between two and four return trips each day (a single leg in or out was about an hour’s flying time). Later it was laid down that no crew should fly more than two sorties in any 24-hour period and that they should not exceed 100 hours per month.   
Because the Air Lift was designed to maximise the limited number of runways available in Berlin, it ran to a very strict schedule, which meant strict separation in height and distance, much as at a busy modern airport like Heathrow. In 1948 and 1949, however, the radio and radar navigation aids available to achieve this were far less sophisticated, so that the pilots bore a far greater burden of responsibility. They were also flying aircraft which required much greater manual effort to fly, were much less reliable, and were far more susceptible to weather conditions than modern aircraft.
STRATEGIC IMPLICATIONS OF THE BERLIN AIR LIFT

When on 25 May 1949, in answer to a Parliamentary Question, Prime Minister Attlee effectively made the decision not to award a medal, the Berlin Airlift was still continuing and the subsequent strategic implications of the operation could not have been fully known. We now know that the failure of Stalin to force the Allies out of Berlin marked the watershed of Soviet expansion in Europe. The West had come to the conclusion that a robust military response was necessary to match and confront Soviet aggression and Berlin was the first example of this determination. The USA abandoned any pretence that it could stick to an isolationist policy. NATO was created. The defence of Berlin’s viability was one of the earliest and most crucial victories in the “Cold War”, sustaining not only the West Berliners but also cementing the foundations of a succesful West German State and ultimately facilitating, in 1989, the reunification of Germany. In other words, the success of the Berlin Air Lift significantly reshaped the political and military structure of Europe to the West’s advantage. 

One of the reasons for the rejection of the origin claim for an award was the public line that the airlift was a “Humanitarian Operation” not a “Military Operation.” This may have suited the politics at the time, because the Allies wanted to scotch any impression that they were engaged in military confrontation with the Russians. But in retrospect ‘humanitarian’ does not look like an adequate description in any sense. For example, if the airlift had not provided the food, fuel and logistic support for the Berlin Military Garrison in Berlin, their tenure in the City would have been at serious risk. Certainly, if the population of Berlin had suffered from a drastic loss of food and fuel, pressure on the Allies to withdraw and allow the Russians to supply the civilian population would have been considerable. The humanitarian aspects of the airlift are self evident, but of equal if not greater importance to the Allies was the political and military necessity to maintain their presence in Berlin. 

CONCLUSION

The decision in 1948 to supply the Berlin Military Garrison and the Berlin population of two million people with food, fuel and domestic supplies, posed a huge challenge for the RAF.  In November 1948 the Air Ministry recognised the exceptionally arduous and dangerous flying conditions imposed on the aircrews, both RAF and Civilian, and requested immediate medallic recognition i.e. before the routine New Year and Birthday Honours Lists.  The HD Committee agreed this request, although it denied extending immediate awards to the Army.

There was no recommendation for a campaign medal for the Berlin Air Lift operation; it was less than three years from the end of the Second World War and there were no real precedents for dangerous operations which involved risk and rigour like the Berlin Air Lift, but did not involve combat operations. At that time it would have been normal for the “Commanding Officer” to recommend individual awards rather than a general medal.

The subsequent rejections of claims for an award were based on the presumptions that the Berlin Air Lift was a “Humanitarian” operation rather than a “Military” operation and that any award would break “The Five Year Rule.” Both these assumptions can be contested. As we have seen from other cases, the Five Year Rule should not be an obstacle to the award of a medal if the circumstances are compelling in other ways.
Certainly in November 1948, when the claim for an award was rejected, there was no full comprehension of the ultimate strategic significance of saving Berlin from falling under Soviet domination.

RECOMMENDATION

Sir John Holmes’s original Report on the criteria for campaign medals recommended that, where circumstances could be shown to be exceptional, there should be greater readiness to review previous decisions than had been evident in the past.  Paragraph 30 of the report outlines the kind of exceptional circumstances he had in mind, including the following:

· Evidence that the issue was never properly considered at the time.

· Significant new information becoming available that had not been considered previously.

I believe that a strong argument can be made that the issue was not properly considered at the time, and that if those concerned had been aware of the full significance of the operation and its consequences, and less concerned about the public, non-military presentation in the particular political circumstances of the time, they might well have come to a different conclusion. The criteria of risk and rigour seem to me to be met, even though there was no direct military engagement with the enemy. 
It is therefore recommended that the General Service Medal 1918 - 62 with clasp BERLIN AIRLIFT should be awarded for at least one day’s service to all aircrew, RAF and Civilian, who took part in the Berlin Air Lift operation from 25 June 1948 to 6 October 1949 inclusive, or to their next of kin. It is estimated that the numbers involved are less than than 1000 in total, which means that the costs of the new clasp should be relatively modest. The MOD still have stocks of the GSM 1918-62.
