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Meeting Notes – April 2015
Rusty Waughman, DFC, AFC, made his welcome return to the Society and in Paul’s introduction it turned out that our speaker had volunteered for the RAF in 1941, aged 21! He was thus at least 95 – remarkable. 
He started by telling us a tale about his long johns. Apparently you were issued two pairs – one to wear and one to wash. Having worn the first pair he thought it would be unlucky to change, so he carried on wearing them for all his ops, and would whistle for them in the morning!
Rusty commented that not many people know now about the Berlin airlift, though the Americans and Germans still celebrate what was the biggest humanitarian mission of its type. The British seem almost to have forgotten it – which seemed a shame to him. (And us.)
Rusty gave us a political overview of the situation in Germany, where the USSR wanted all of Germany, and not just their own sphere of influence, to make it a Soviet satellite.

They controlled an area 120 miles west of West Berlin, so a large amount of land. They had stopped all traffic into Berlin for eight weeks after the end of the war, and then the Potsdam Agreement allowed access into the city via three air corridors (reduced from the planned five: one from Poland and the other from Scandinavia) sourced from the Allied sectors (French, British and American). This allowed airlines to fly in, starting with six carriers. Road, rail and canal access was also established. Rusty said that the Soviets were going to be bloody-minded about the whole question of access, so that the allies would simply forget the whole thing and give in. We did not, however.
The Soviets then stopped the trains running (an excuse of checking baggage, which was obviously unacceptable to passengers); then the canals were closed (needed to build more bridges, thus restricted access); and finally the roads were affected (more road works, therefore delays). 
This started in early 1948, when a Russian Yak-3 fighter collided with a BEA Vickers Viking airliner, and all were killed. Politically it got hushed up, to avoid confrontation. The Soviets also did not like the Marshall Plan, that gave aid to western Europe, and in particular to 2,200,000 West Berliners. When supplies were stopped they had just enough supplies to last 27 days.
A British officer, Reginald (Rex) Waite, organised an airlift, utilising eight allied airfields in the French, British and American zones, and Major General Lucius Clay started to organise extra planes from the USA. The operation started on 25 June 1948, with allied aircraft flying into three airfield in West Berlin: RAF Gatow, Tegel and Tempelhof.  Chaos ensued. Aircraft used initially were the C-47s (known by us as the Dakota), and the C-54 Skymaster. The British provided 50 Dakotas initially, though no French aircraft were available. With experience gained from the Burma airlift this chaos was soon sorted, and a salvage document was written, which became the blueprint for the whole operation. (Rusty had brought a whole collection of documents along, which proved fascinating reading.)
The British used the northern corridor into Berlin, and returned mainly via the central corridor, while the Americans utilised the southern corridor, and again returned mainly via the central one. Aircraft took off at 15 minute intervals, with a flight time out of around 1:20 usually, which meant that in an eight-hour shift one could get in two trips usually, and sometimes three. These shifts were 24 hours, seven days a week. The turn around was an amazing eight minutes, with thousands of Berliners eager to unload the aircraft. Rusty reported that instrument flying was done mainly, as one had to rendezvous on your particular beacon, and that this had to be precise, and you then had to receive your landing instructions. He also reported that if you overshot it then you had to return – there was no leeway to turn and do it again: the margin was so tight! And – all this worked. 
At this point Rusty was a training officer in a flying wing, and then converted to Dakotas so he could get involved. The conversion course took about four to five hours.  He said that he had spent a fortnight on the operation, flying some 27 ops, but then his father died, so after having some leave he was not returned to the operation. Apparently there were no briefings, only ten pages of notes – which you read and then flew! The flying was strenuous, and it was altogether an exacting operation to fly, especially into Templehof, though he usually flew into Gatow. Rusty said that the crew were a pilot, navigator and a wireless operator, and that it sometimes got ‘hairy’ when Russian planes buzzed you, especially at night when they had their landing lights on and flew straight at you!
By 1949 an aircraft was landing at one of Berlin’s three airfields every sixty-two seconds! A phenomenal achievement. Rusty talked about the types of aircraft being used, and the differing payloads, eg a Dakota could carry 7,400lbs of goods, whereas the four-engined Avro York (a derivative of the Lancaster) could carry 16,000lbs. We also used Short Sunderland flying boats, flying from the Elbe to the Havel river next to Gatow, which were used mainly to bring in salt, at 6- tons a day. This was because they had corrosion-resistant hulls, and was therefore better than the other types used. Coal and flour were the other chief ingredients that were carried in. Rusty reported that a lot of children, mainly orphans from the war, were airlifted out of the city, as it was thought that conditions were going to get much harder.  
Some stats: up to 8,893 tons of necessities were flown in daily; the record for unloading a 10-ton shipment of coal was ten minutes (!), which was then beaten by a twelve-man crew, who did the job in 5:45 (!!); the USA delivered 2,326,406 tons, while we airlifted 541,937; there was only one day that flights did not go in and that was in November, due to fog and ice; there were 101 fatalities (40 British, 31 Americans, and 10 Germans), and 17 American and eight British aircraft crashed. 
The Soviets eventually called off the blockade on 12 May 1949, though flights continued until 30 September. 
The people who organised and ran the operations are still remembered with affection in Berlin, eg a street is named after Rex Waite, and a ceremony is held in Berlin every year to remember, and Rusty said that he had gone back for the 50th anniversary.
A good book to read on this is by Anthony MANN: Comeback Germany, 1945-52. 
A splendid talk once again, from a cultured and knowledgeable gentleman, and he used two maps which he handed around, plus other flying detail documents. There were lots of questions at the end, which provided yet more information (which I have included in the write-up). At the end Rusty said that he had flown a Meteor, and frightened himself, as he was looking for the undercarriage switch and was flying so fast he overshot the runway!
