
The crisis of Berlin has certainly led to a definitive division of Europe 
that will last forty years, but the mission to overcome it has  sym-
bolized solidarity in a situation of stark contrast between East and 
West, the so-called Cold War. That mission represents the will to 
overcome the differences and the previous rivalries in the name of 
brotherhood, human dignity and human promotion, in the name of 
common welfare. 
In our initiative to remember the Airlift events we want to celebrate 
these values that are now in danger of disappearing. We often tend 
to keep memory of divisions and negative episodes linked to World 
War II and we forget about the foundations of contemporary 
Europe. The Berlin Wall has gone down in history and it will be 
probably remembered forever. Conversely, the Berlin Airlift has 
been forgotten by many. 
Now that the trend is to draw borders, we should just turn back and 
think about the behavior of men and women involved in the 
“Operation Vittles”. From them people could learn not to limit 
themselves to keep what they own jealously, but to help others 
achieve what they deserve. 
We must not be afraid of walking down the streets of encounter 

and solidarity, of building bridges between people and populations.  
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On the 70th anniversary of the Berlin  Airlift (June 
1948 - September 1949) an  exhibition comme-

morates the event and reminds us of the impor-
tance of creating bridges between peoples and 

cultures. 
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May 8, 1945. After six long years of war, the Third Reich officially 
surrenders, following the capitulation of Berlin at the hands of the 
Soviets. Cities do not exist anymore. Buildings are reduced to shreds 
of the glorious constructions they once were. 
The casualty toll is horrific in all European countries, even more in 
Germany: 4 million deaths, 7 million soldiers imprisoned and over 
22 million Germans are left without a home. What remains of the 
German power is split among the winning nations, as agreed in 
Yalta in February 1945. 
Berlin, symbol and capital of the Nazi dictatorship, is divided into 
four zones of occupation: the Soviet, the American, the English and 
the French.  
A new battle is starting, a battle against hunger and cold: children 
wander in the streets, adults rummage through garbage. 
The several difficulties Berliners have to face due to the lack of sup-
plies barely move the Soviets. On the contrary, they are determined 
to seize the industries that have survived the bombings and move 
them to Russia. 
On the other hand, the Americans and the English hope that the 

German economy, assisted by financial aids coming from abroad, 

will rise again, to later become a symbol of the European restora-

tion after the war. Therefore, while in West Berlin the population is 

being constantly aided, in East Berlin Stalin re-enacts the dismantle-

ment and annihilation of both the economy and the Berliners. Ten-

sions between the Americans and the Soviets result in actions and 

counteractions, provocations 

and displays of power, without 

ever coming to direct conflict, 

thanks to the atomic bomb de-

terrent. These are the years of 

the Truman Doctrine and the 

Marshall Plan: the Cold War has 

already begun. 

Such disagreements reach the apex on June 24, 1948, when the So-

viets block road and rail networks as well as the energy supplies to-

wards West Berlin. 

With this provocative manoeuvre, the Soviet leader hopes that the 

besieged people will surrender, which would lead to the annexation 

of the Western part of the German capital to the enormous Soviet 

territory.  

The Americans and the British respond immediately: rejecting the 

hypothesis of a military intervention to force the Soviet siege, two 

days later they undertake a humanitarian mission named  

“Operation Vittles” or “Planefare”, better known as “Berlin Airlift”. 

Such operation consists in daily air supplies of tonnes of food and 

coal for the citizens of West Berlin. There are three  air corridors as-

signed to the Allies: two directed from Western Germany to Berlin 

and just one going in the opposite direction. 

However, the original idea is hard to carry out: there are few air-

crafts which can be designed for cargo transport and the Berlin 

Tempelhof airport is inside the city, close to private houses and 

other buildings. In the first month of the Airlift, 7,000 total tonnes 

of supplies have been delivered, far beneath the 5,000 tonnes daily 

requirement. A great amount of accidents occur, due to aircrafts 

collisions or crashes. 

The situation improves when some changes are made in the organi-
sation, thus allowing logistics improvements and a constant in-
crease in the amount of stocks transported to Berlin. 
The result of about 280,000 flights, made possible by thousands of 
volunteers, is reached. Some of them are the same pilots who 
bombed the city a few years before and now continuously expose 
themselves to deadly dangers, in perpetual tortuous flights ham-
pered by the Russian fighters. 
The will to go on is born from the awareness that the Airlift opera-
tion is a battle: "If we leave Berlin, much of our prestige in Germany 
and in central Europe would go with us. If we mean (...) to hold 
Europe against Communism, we must not budge." (American Gen-
eral Lucius D. Clay). 
That mission becomes more and more popular, attracting both 
adults and children; everybody 
staring at the sky breathless, 
looking for the 
“Rosinenbomber”: 
somebody waiting for food,  
others for sweets. 
The Airlift goes on for the whole 
winter, despite the bad weather 
conditions and problems of any 
kind, allowing Berliners to sur-
vive. Friendships between Anglo-Americans, French and Germans 
are born: former enemies start collaborating. 
The Airlift ends in September 1949, some months after the official 
removal of the Soviet blockade of the city (declared in the night be-
tween May 11 and 12). The Allies in fact, fearing that the Soviets 
could change their mind, decide to carry additional thousands of 
tonnes of food to Berlin to guarantee a valid food supply. 
When the Airlift operation ends, around 2 million tonnes of provi-

sions are estimated to have been delivered by 441 airplanes flying 

back and forth. 


