


  CHAPTER ONE


  The Cold War


  THE PATH TO WAR


  For a period of more than 40 years, the United States and the Soviet Union threatened each other with nuclear annihilation. The confrontation touched the entire planet. Though conflict came terrifyingly close at times, the two superpowers never directly fought each other in a shooting war. Both, however, engaged in proxy wars supporting client states in places like Korea, Vietnam, Angola, and Afghanistan. Elsewhere across the globe, with varying degrees of success, indigenous forces allied to the West combated communist-inspired uprisings in Malaya, Hong Kong, the Philippines, China, and Nicaragua.


  In essence, the Cold War was a clash between worldviews, between civilizations—and each side viewed it as such. Pitted against American free-market capitalism was the centrally controlled command economy of Soviet communism. The contest shaped world politics for decades, driving the foreign policies of both nations and propelling a nuclear arms race, massive military establishments, and intense technological, political, and economic competition. Eventually, two enormous military alliances—the North Atlantic Treaty Organization and the Warsaw Pact—stood face-to-face across the continent of Europe and by extension elsewhere throughout the world.


  The causes cited for the Cold War are almost as numerous as the legions of scholars who have analyzed and written about it over the years. Some trace its antecedents all the way back to the closing days of World War I. When the tsarist regime collapsed and the Kerensky government was subsequently overthrown in March 1918, Lenin accepted German peace terms (the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk) and withdrew Russia from the war on the side of the Allies. Relatively small numbers of British and American forces were sent to Russia ostensibly to protect supplies intended for tsarist and Kerensky forces that had been dispatched prior to the Soviet takeover. The new communist government regarded the Western actions as interference in Russian affairs and accused the Allies of tacitly supporting “White Russian” and other forces that opposed the new regime.


  Relations remained frosty for many years—the United States did not accord formal diplomatic recognition to the Soviet Union until 1933. As conditions in Europe deteriorated in the 1930s and Nazi Germany became increasingly bellicose, Soviet leader Joseph Stalin was for a time apparently amenable to supporting Britain and France in opposition to German incursions. However, when the Western Allies took no action after several German territorial moves and at Munich formally acquiesced to the Nazi takeover of the Sudetenland, Stalin’s support began to cool. In early 1939, Germany took over the rest of Czechoslovakia. Britain and France warned that any further move against Poland would be regarded as an act of war. By then, however, it was too late—Stalin had moved on.


  From the middle of the decade, Stalin had been providing Germany with strategic resources—such as crude oil, rubber, and manganese—and allowing the German army and air force to train in secret on Russian soil in violation of the Versailles Treaty.


  A week before Hitler launched the attack on Poland that started World War II, Russia signed a nonaggression pact with Germany (the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact) that promised the continued flow of raw materials to the Third Reich. In a secret protocol, the two nations agreed to partition Poland: the western half would go to Germany; Russia would occupy the eastern portion. Two weeks after the Wehrmacht struck in the west, Russian forces moved into eastern Poland. Russia also invaded Finland; demanded and received extensive portions of Rumania; and annexed the Baltic countries of Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia. Germany and Russia had essentially divided the continent of Europe between them. This duplicity was not lost on the Western Allies. Stalin’s pact with Germany would remain intact until Hitler shattered it by invading Russia on June 22, 1941.


  Despite cooperation between the major allies—Russia, Great Britain, and the United States—strains were evident during the course of the conflict. Foremost among them was Russia’s insistence on a “second front” in Europe to relieve the enormous pressure on the Red Army. At the Tehran Conference in 1943, Stalin accused the Western Allies of delaying a cross-channel invasion and was adamant that an attack be made quickly.


  Throughout the war the United States provided massive amounts of war-fighting material to the Soviet Union through the Lend-Lease program. Though the goods and equipment contributed substantially to Russia’s capability to withstand the Wehrmacht, Soviet leaders were far more influenced by the 22–28 million Russians killed during the course of the war. Russia’s historical experience had caused the nation to view security in terms of space. Once again, Eastern Europe had formed an invasion route into Mother Russia.


  A hint of the approach that would later guide Russia’s postwar actions occurred during the Warsaw Uprising in August 1944. As the Red Army advanced toward the city, the Polish underground rose up in an attempt to rid themselves of the Nazi yoke. Stalin denied aid to the insurgents, holding his forces outside the city while preventing the United States and Great Britain from coming to their assistance. Apparently seeing the uprising as an opportunity to weaken opposition and ease the way for his own subsequent occupation of Poland, Stalin stood by as the Polish underground army fought for 63 days until it was crushed by the Nazis and the city was destroyed.


  When the “Big Three” Allied leaders—Stalin, Roosevelt, and Churchill—met at Yalta in February 1945, they attempted to define the post-war framework. Although there was modest agreement in some areas, they were unable to resolve differences regarding the occupation of Germany, reparations, and loans.


  The conference saw extended debate regarding the composition of Poland’s postwar status. During the war, two Polish governments in exile had evolved. One was a communist regime supported by Stalin. The other, favored by Roosevelt and Churchill and based in London, was democratic in principle. While Roosevelt and Churchill pushed for self-determination for Poland and other nations of Eastern Europe, they were confronted by the reality that hundreds of thousands of Russian troops occupied the territory and that the Soviets exercised de facto control over that entire half of the continent. In the end, the two Western leaders were forced to accept a rather vague and toothless “Declaration of Liberated Europe” proclamation that promised self-determination after the war was over. As events would reveal, obsessed with security concerns and in a dominant “boots on the ground” position, Stalin would never allow the provisions of the declaration to be carried out.


  At Potsdam in July and August 1945, immediately following the end of the war, the leaders—the Western Allies now represented by Truman and Attlee (who replaced Churchill during the course of the meeting) discussed zones of occupation and the future development of Germany and Eastern Europe. Again, the differences proved irreconcilable. The Allies wished to rebuild Europe, particularly Germany, to enable it to become a democratic hub of economic and political affairs. Stalin’s aim was control and domination; he eventually built a system of satellite states subservient to and dependent upon the Soviet Union.


  In the coming months the separation between the powers widened. When the United States created the World Bank and International Monetary Fund to help spur recovery, the Soviet Union declined admission. On June 5, 1947, the United States announced the Marshall Plan, offering economic assistance to all European countries willing to participate. Stalin’s view, though, was of a bipolar world. The USSR refused to join, and at his behest, the satellite states declined also.


  In February 1948, a brutal Soviet coup d’état in Czechoslovakia brought further hardening of positions. In June of that year, Russia cut off surface-road access to Berlin, denying food, water, and supplies to American, British, and French sectors of the occupied city. The Allied response, the Berlin Airlift, was the first major confrontation in the shadow war that would last generations. Many more would follow, among them the Berlin Crisis, the Berlin Wall, Checkpoint Charlie, the Cuban Missile Crisis, and various proxy wars around the world. All were overshadowed by the looming presence of nuclear weapons.


  Debates concerning causes of the war and factors that contributed to it have persisted over the years. John Lewis Gaddis, the great historian of the Cold War, acknowledges extraordinary circumstances and faults on both sides, but places considerable responsibility on Stalin.


  “Geography, demography, and tradition contributed to the outcome but did not define it. It took men, responding unpredictably to circumstances, to forge the chain of causation; and it took Stalin in particular, responding predictably to his own authoritarianism, paranoia, and narcissistic predisposition, to lock it in place.”
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  Forgotten Leader: William H. Tunner


  The Miracle from the Sky
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  In China, Germany, and Korea, Tunner led three of the most consequential airlifts in military history. The success of the Berlin Airlift gave America and its allies “the first victory of the Cold War” and may have saved Europe. U.S. AIR FORCE—AIR FORCE HISTORY OFFICE


  For America and its allies, the Berlin Airlift was the first victory of the Cold War. For 15 months the future of Europe had teetered on the brink. With the citizens of Berlin threatened by a blockade that shut off all access to the city by road, rail, and river, the stakes were enormous not only for them but indeed for the entire continent. In the early days of the crisis, General Lucius D. Clay, commander of the Office of the Military Government and military governor of Germany, stated, “[If] Berlin falls, West Germany will be next. If we withdraw, our position in Europe is threatened and [the Soviet Union] will run rampant.”


  On June 24, 1948, the Soviet Union blocked all land and water approaches to Berlin. The Soviet action was the culmination of a series of disputes that had fractured the Allied powers’ war-winning alliance. Quarrels precipitated by currency reforms and a score of issues big and small shattered hopes for an enduring peace.


  Surrounded by more than a million and a half Soviet troops, the Western Allies responded to the provocation with what some would later label a miracle: an unprecedented airlift that supplied the world’s fifth largest city—2.5 million people at the time—as well as occupation troops and several thousand other foreign nationals, with all of their daily needs. Everything was flown in: food, medical supplies, construction equipment, fodder for cattle, provisions for the animals in the city zoo—everything.


  It would turn out to be the greatest humanitarian aviation event in history.


  Through three 20-mile-wide air corridors, planes flew around the clock. Eventually, operations became so proficient that the tonnage exceeded the amount that Berlin had received before the blockade began.


  When the Russians finally opened the barriers and Operation Vittles (as the American portion of the airlift was labeled) ended, more than 124 million air miles had been flown and 2.3 million tons of supplies had been delivered. And, with all that the outcome portended for the future of Europe, the city had been saved. In a turbulent, threatening international climate, humanitarian relief delivered by air had helped preserve the peace. Seldom has America’s “soft power” been so superbly employed.


  The architect of the miracle in the skies above Berlin was Air Force Major General William H. Tunner.


  Berlin in the summer of 1948 was a scene from the Inferno. Twenty percent of its buildings were totally demolished. Seventy percent were shattered, minimally usable for shelter. Though damaged, the remaining 10 percent were, with work, suitable for occupation. Hospitals had been destroyed, and more than half the city’s industrial base had been blown up or removed to the Soviet Union by Russian occupiers. (Troops from the Western Allies—the United States, Great Britain, and France—were not allowed to enter Berlin until eight weeks after Germany’s surrender.) None of Berlin’s 87 sewer systems was functional. Almost all of the city’s electricity was generated in the Russian zone. Plots inside the city could produce only 2 percent of the food its population needed to survive. For the rest, inhabitants were dependent upon produce imported across areas controlled by the Russians.
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  Berlin Air Corridors and Primary Airlift Bases


  In April, in response to a series of earlier threats and provocations, General Clay had ordered supplies for Western Allies’ military garrison to be delivered by air. Later called the “little lift,” the effort was placed under then-Lieutenant General Curtis E. LeMay, newly assigned as commander, United States Air Forces in Europe. Using available C-47 aircraft with a three-ton load capacity, the “little lift” sustained the 6,500 members of the American garrison through the late spring and early summer. Clearly, however, if a total blockade was imposed, additional planes and personnel would be required. Though the small garrison was kept supplied, the operation was not particularly smooth or without problems. LeMay and his staff were bomber and fighter experts—indeed much of the Air Force’s postwar inventory comprised those types of aircraft. Experience in conducting airlift on a major scale—such as would be necessary to provision an entire city—was lacking.
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  Berlin Aerodromes


  It appears from Russian documents released in recent years that in the spring of 1948, Soviet Premier Joseph Stalin decided that a blockade of West Berlin would inexorably bring the entire city under Russian control. Increasing pressure was applied, building throughout April and into May with incidents near the air corridor, disputes about communications equipment, and periodic disruption of air traffic. As events transpired, it was the introduction of a new currency aimed at stabilizing the monetary system in the western zone—the Russians had undermined the existing currency by printing unrestricted amounts—that precipitated Stalin’s action.


  On June 24, concurrent with large military maneuvers around the city, the Russians severed land and water routes into the city. The following day, Soviet officials announced that they would no longer supply food to German citizens living in the city’s western zones. Electrical power was shut off the same day. Later assessments generally conclude that Stalin probably did not want war. More likely, he anticipated that the blockade would humiliate the Western Allies and force them to negotiate on his terms.


  As the siege began, General Clay and his staff were fairly confident that the Allied military garrison could be supported by an “air bridge” to the encircled city. All 2.5 million citizens living in the western zone were an entirely different matter. Certainly the needs of the city could be met only for a few days under existing conditions. The Air Force had only two squadrons of C-47 aircraft that could be used as cargo carriers. Indeed, the Air Force had only 104 cargo planes available in all of Europe. The RAF was similarly strapped (only 25 cargo planes), and the French had only a handful of carriers of assorted types.


  Still, authorities at the highest levels of British and American governments—President Harry S. Truman was directly involved—determined to hold the city and, if possible, supply it through the air. A joint planning team was established and met for the first time on June 30.


  Perhaps equally as important, Major General William H. Tunner was appointed to lead the airlift effort. Tunner was acknowledged as the Air Force’s (if not the world’s) preeminent air transport specialist, having guided the monumental airlift effort in the China-Burma-India Theater in World War II. His leadership of the flights from India to China over the Himalayas—“The Hump”—provisioned Chinese and Western armies holding back the Japanese.


  Meanwhile, calls went out for additional C-47s and C-54s, a four-engine aircraft with a cargo-carrying capacity of 10 tons. The British began augmenting their aircraft—primarily Avro Yorks with a smattering of Lancasters and other types as well. RAF Short Sunderland flying boats soon joined the operation. Their presence was vital. Their interiors had been treated with anticorrosion chemicals, and they were the only Allied aircraft capable of carrying salt to the city.


  At the same time, Air Force B-29 bombers were sent to Great Britain. It is now generally concluded that the threat of nuclear weapons likely dissuaded Stalin from attempting to take Berlin by force. Instead, he would try to starve it into submission.


  Food commodities had been stockpiled in anticipation of a crisis, but the amounts varied widely: two and a half weeks for milk, meat, and potatoes; three and a half for flour; about eleven for sugar.


  Early estimates of requirements for food-related substances to feed the city at minimum levels amounted to more than 1,500 tons each day. But far more would be needed: coal, liquid fuel, medical supplies, tools, building material, newsprint, among almost countless other items large and small. Perhaps, it was thought, about 3,500 tons each day would be needed to sustain the city at near subsistence levels. Soon after, that figure was determined to be insufficient. In actuality, something closer to 4,500 would be needed to save Berlin. Whatever the final tonnage turned out to be, it clearly exceeded the present capacity of the air assets on hand. Planners knew there might be operational and technical problems in addition to overriding political issues. For example, once allied aircraft were over the city, they would have to share airspace with several Russian airfields in near proximity. The flight patterns of some of those aerodromes intersected with airlift routes into Tempelhof and Gatow, the two existing airfields in the western zone.


  As the program was being organized, Tunner worked for a time from his office in Washington, DC, where he was deputy commander, Military Air Transport Service. When Tunner arrived on July 28, he brought with him enormous energy, unprecedented expertise in air logistics, and a conviction that Berlin was a “battle” the Allies could not afford to lose. He also demanded perfection, saying that he wanted to make the airlift “as inflexibly systematic as a metronome.” Indeed, like a metronome operating around the clock, aircraft flew 200 miles an hour, positioned three minutes apart over entrance and egress corridors devised by Tunner.


  Two weeks into his tour, an incident later termed “Dark Friday” showed Tunner at his decisive best and prompted a revision of procedures that would sustain the remainder of the airlift. On August 13, horrific weather generated a series of incidents: one crash, several missed approaches, and a dangerous stacking problem above the city. Tunner, personally flying that day, radioed all aircraft to return to their bases. Henceforth, any aircraft that missed an approach would be sent back through a central corridor—there would be no more stacking. Like a conveyor belt, aircraft would fly at the same speed with three minutes of separation along two eastbound corridors. Those who missed landings would fly back to the west through the designated space to their point of origin, then pick up their place in the corridor pattern and be rerouted back east to Berlin.


  Tunner’s innovation, one of many that would follow, made an enormous difference. Where stacked aircraft could take as many as 90 minutes to land, Tunner’s system sent the planes straight in, one behind the other, at three-minute intervals, achieving 30 landings in the same 90-minute time period. Other changes followed. Ground-controlled approach capabilities were substantially improved. All flights were conducted on instrument flight rules. Once on the ground in Berlin, pilots would remain in their aircraft. No time would be wasted—weather and other flight information would be sent to pilots in their cockpits. Lunches and snacks were provided at planeside by mobile snack bars. Eventually, turnaround time—landing, unloading, and takeoff time—was reduced to 25–30 minutes.


  While the bulk of the airlift was handled by American and RAF planes and crews, Tunner also integrated a modest number of civilian contract carriers (altogether, 25 private charters would be used) as well as French, Australian, New Zealand, and South African units into the effort. U.S. Navy crews, aircraft, and maintenance technicians were also employed in a major way. Coordination issues with different aircraft types and load capacities as well as air traffic control and dispatching questions were addressed by the establishment of a Combined Airlift Task Force commanded by Tunner with headquarters in Wiesbaden.


  For the first six months of Operation Vittles, two Berlin airfields supported the lift: Gatow in the British sector, and Tempelhof in the American zone. At the end of the year, Gatow became the world’s busiest airport. Operations went on around the clock, with landings every three minutes and a ton of freight handled every 53 seconds. Workers hurried to begin unloading as soon as chocks were placed under an aircraft’s wheels.


  In December, Tegel in the French section was also opened to airlift traffic. Construction of Tegel was a story in itself. All the heavy equipment necessary to build the aerodrome had to be flown in. None of the existing aircraft was large enough to carry, for example, an intact road grader, cement layer, or water truck. Equipment of that sort was disassembled, flown in piece by piece, reassembled, and quickly put to work. (A new power plant was constructed using the same method.) Tegel was completed in three months. For many years, it served as Berlin’s central air terminal. Meanwhile, amid ongoing operations, runways and support facilities at Gatow and Tempelhof were repaired and expanded. Massive underground fuel tanks were constructed at Gatow to store fuel offloaded from arriving aircraft.


  To maintain aircraft engaged in almost continuous operations, Tunner established additional repair facilities at Burtonwood, Great Britain, and manned it with some of the Air Force’s best technicians brought in from maintenance centers in the United States. Locally, Tunner began using former Luftwaffe maintainers—highly skilled and motivated by paychecks and extra rations. Rather quickly, maintenance and local periodic inspection times were cut in half.


  American C-54s and British Avro Yorks continued to handle the largest portion of the airlift traffic. However, both air forces integrated the few available larger aircraft into the flow when possible. The United States began using C-82 transports (though only five were available), and in August began employing one C-74 Globemaster.


  As work went on, with experience and the influx of additional planes and crews, daily tonnages increased markedly. In December, British crews made their 50,000th landing at Gatow and delivered their 100,000th ton of cargo. At Tempelhof, the Americans broke the 100,000-ton threshold in September. By the end of 1948, Tunner had nearly 10,000 officers and men devoted to airlift operations. Concurrently, Tunner established a tour length and crew-rotation schedule to improve safety and minimize fatigue.


  As the lift went on, improvements were made in packaging and insights gained regarding weight and space requirements for various foodstuffs. Interesting lessons were learned in unusual areas. In all of West Berlin only 3,000 cows had survived the war. In order for each to produce five liters of milk each day, 800 tons of food had to be flown in daily to preserve Berlin’s cattle. Food for the animals at the Berlin Zoo also had to be delivered.


  For Tunner and other airlift authorities, balancing requirements would by necessity be a major focus throughout the crisis. Each day Berlin needed more than 1,500 tons of food to survive. The city’s public services needed 2,500 tons of coal. During winter months, an additional 550 tons of coal was needed to heat residences. Newspaper production was eventually suspended. Rolls of newsprint weighed four tons each; food was given priority. Medical supplies were also given precedence. Each month the city needed 20 tons of plaster of paris, thousands of yards of X-ray film, massive amounts of ether, and about 1,300 gallons of medicinal alcohol.


  Despite herculean efforts, for the first few weeks of the lift—the period prior to Tunner’s presence on scene—Berliners were receiving only about 40 percent of the food and supplies they had been consuming before the blockade began . . . and winter was coming.


  Tunner was relentless in ramping up the tonnage delivered to the city. Instrument instruction was emphasized at stateside bases, reducing training time for newly arriving crews. At the height of the lift, more than 45,000 Berliners were engaged in off-loading aircraft, maintenance, runway repair, and other airlift-related activities.


  Routes and corridors had been regularized early on. Airlift flights were flown from Rhein-Main and Wiesbaden in the American Zone and from six bases in the British sector, which served as the terminus for the northern and central routes—the two shortest air corridors.


  By September and October, the goal of 4,500 tons per day was being consistently met. By then, Tunner had standardized the U.S. fleet, using C-54s except in emergencies. With a 10-ton cargo capacity, the Skymasters were bringing in more than 5,000 tons daily. British aircraft added another 1,500. In peak conditions, 800 aircraft landed daily at the three airfields. C-47s were unloaded in three and a half minutes. C-54s took seven and a half. Eventually, 312 C-54s out of the Air Force’s total inventory of 441 were devoted to airlift activities. On February 18, 1949, the one millionth ton of cargo was delivered to Berlin.


  A 52-day supply of prestocked coal allowed authorities to increase the daily food ration. Greater quantities of milk and sugar were especially well received, and an additional 250 calories per day improved nutrition in general. A special effort on September 18, 1948—in celebration of the Air Force’s birthday—brought nearly 7,000 tons of food and supplies to the city. At Christmas, authorities made sure that each child in Berlin received chocolate to eat. For Berliners, many of whom bordered on malnutrition, huddled in bomb-ravaged buildings, and coped with a four-hour allotment of electricity each day, even the smallest gesture was regarded as a special blessing.
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  A C-54 Skymaster on final approach at Tempelhof airfield is cheered on by an awaiting crowd. In what was to become the world’s greatest humanitarian airlift, Tunner’s planes sustained the 2.5 million Berliners surrounded by a million and a half Soviet troops. U.S. AIR FORCE—AIR FORCE HISTORY OFFICE


  In January 1949 Tunner introduced a complete integration of British and American operations to include air traffic control, communications, and installation facilities. April of that year saw a Tunner-orchestrated airlift extravaganza. In an event that became known as the Easter Parade, pre-positioned supplies and competition between units resulted in delivery of an amazing 12,900 tons of cargo. Innovations and refined procedures were introduced throughout the course of the lift. Tonnage figures rose consistently, eventually reaching an average of 8,893 tons per day. Clearly, the airlift was sustainable and working beyond all expectations.


  With the advent of the Marshall Plan, industrial and economic programs were beginning to transform the western zone of Germany and indeed most of Europe not occupied by the Red Army. The blockade was becoming an embarrassment for the Soviet Union. In a communiqué to Washington, America’s ambassador to the Soviet Union said, “Berlin blockade back-fired, airlift was a phenomenally practical and political success.”


  Eventually, Stalin acceded to the continuing futility. After dropping earlier conditions that the Western Allies not establish a West German state and that a nonaggression pact be negotiated between the adversaries, he agreed to end the siege of Berlin. On May 12, 1949, the Soviets formally lifted the blockade.


  The airlift did not end immediately. Threats of a renewed blockade persisted for some time. The military government of the western zone agreed to keep the airlift in place until a four-to five-month stockpile of essential supplies was built up. If Berlin was again placed under siege, those provisions would carry the city until another full airlift could be put in place.


  On September 30, 1949, a U.S. Air Force C-54 from Rhein-Main Air Force Base flew the last official mission. The cargo was symbolic: the Sky-master carried a load of coal. After 15 months, the airlift was over.


  The final landing brought the count of airlift miles flown to nearly 124,401,000 miles. The effort had not been without cost. There were 101 fatalities during the course of the airlift—included among them were 31 American and 40 British personnel. Several occurred prior to Tunner’s arrival. Ironically, many were sustained in ground incidents at the three aerodromes. Altogether, the Americans lost 17 aircraft and the British 8.


  As many historians have noted, the Berlin Airlift was the first victory of the Cold War. Though no shots were exchanged, the lift was very much a military operation. Success preserved the democratic enclave of West Berlin, and the aftermath helped shape postwar Europe. Several factors contributed to the victory: the political will of Western leaders such as Harry Truman, the courage of the Berliners themselves, the professionalism of the aircrews, the dedication of the thousands of support personnel, and—in a major way—the masterful guidance of William H. Tunner.


  Before and After


  Tunner was the ideal choice to command the Berlin Airlift; indeed, he may have been the only person with the requisite experience, intelligence, and drive to carry it off. Tunner’s baptism under fire in the airlift world took place in the China-Burma-India Theater during World War II.


  In March 1942 the Japanese occupied Burma, closing the Burma Road, the single route across the Himalaya Mountains. By halting traffic on the road, the Japanese shut off the flow of supplies to American and Chinese forces in western China. There, on the Chinese mainland, Allied armies sought to hold off more than a million battle-tested troops of the Japanese Imperial Army.


  An “air bridge” was soon established to transport supplies over a 500-mile route across the world’s highest mountain chain. For the remainder of the war, “The Hump,” as it soon became known, was a vital source of supplies for the embattled Allies. Though Air Transport Command steadily increased monthly tonnage figures from 2,500 early on to 10,000 a year or so later, the months prior to Tunner’s arrival were fraught with hardship and perilous to aircrews. In January 1944, every 200 trips over the three-and-a-half-hour mission resulted in the loss of an aircraft. Every 1,000 hours flown to China cost the lives of three American airmen.


  Tunner arrived on September 3, 1944. His mission was twofold: increase the tonnage of materials flown to China and reduce the horrific accident rate. Tunner brought with him a hand-picked staff and made immediate changes. An extensive, rigorous checklist procedure for Hump pilots was put in place. Aircraft maintenance was revamped. Each Hump base specialized in one type of aircraft repair. Specialized crews were trained to perform specific maintenance functions.


  The change reduced inspection time by a quarter; aircraft utilization rates skyrocketed.


  Quarters for crews and support personnel were abysmal when Tunner arrived. Immediate modifications improved living conditions while innovative programs instilled unit pride. Tunner was the first—or most certainly one of the first—to devise a mobile PX operation and place it on the flight line. As he would later in Berlin, Tunner revamped the crew rotation policy to improve stability and continuity of operations. Eventually, he lobbied for, and began to receive, the military’s C-54 aircraft. Safe to fly and with a large cargo capability, the C-54 would also become Tunner’s aircraft of choice in Berlin. Soon after he arrived, his staff developed a second route into China called the “Low Hump” and widened airlift corridors from 50 to 200 miles.


  The results were quick and extraordinary. Accident rates dropped, morale improved, and tonnage increased astronomically. On October 12, 1944—a month after Tunner’s arrival—Hump tonnage exceeded 24,000 tons, over 20 times the amount airlifted less than two years earlier. Before Tunner returned to the United States on March 16, 1945, accident rates had been cut by 75 percent despite a doubling of hours flown.


  Before


  Born July 14, 1906, at Elizabeth, New Jersey, Tunner graduated from West Point in 1928 and chose aviation as his branch of service. He received his pilot’s wings at Kelly Field, Texas, the following year. Tunner’s early service—before his wartime assignment channeled him into airlift—was typical of that of many of his contemporaries. He was first assigned to a bomber unit at Rockwell Field, California, where he concurrently gained his first bit of experience with transport aircraft (a Fokker tri-motor). After a short time as an instructor pilot at Randolph Field, Texas, he moved to staff duties before being transferred to the Canal Zone as an observation pilot. In Panama, he held down staff and operations duties in addition to flying. In 1937, back in the States at Lawton Field, Georgia, Tunner served as adjutant while continuing to fly observation aircraft.


  After attending an Air Corps Tactical School short course in 1939, Tunner was given his first command. It was a small one, a recruiting billet in Memphis, Tennessee. As war approached, Tunner, now a major, was assigned to the Personnel Division of the Office of the Chief of the Air Corps in Washington, DC.


  In June 1941, Tunner became a key figure in creating the Air Transport Command. Only the second member assigned to the fledgling organization, he had advanced by the end of the year from adjutant to personnel officer to executive officer. By March 1, 1942, he was a full colonel.


  As the military expanded and the war assumed global proportions, the mission of the Transport Command changed significantly. Originally envisioned as an organization whose main purpose was to shuttle newly built aircraft from factories to bases across the country, necessity drove it toward a far larger and more consequential role—supporting allied military operations worldwide.


  The delivery of men, weapons, supplies, and equipment through the air to combat zones around the globe would become the mission the new command was most remembered for. However, the delivery of aircraft from factories to bases remained an important part of the organization’s charter. In April 1942, Tunner adopted a plan devised by Nancy Harkness Love, his executive troubleshooter, and established what was initially known as the Ferrying Command. As the organization’s first commander, Tunner launched the Women’s Auxiliary Ferrying Squadron (WAFS), using highly qualified women pilots to move planes from factories to airfields where they were turned over to military units. In August 1943 the WAFS program merged with Jacqueline Cochrane’s Women’s Flying Detachment to become the renowned Women’s Air Force Service Pilots (WASPs).


  Tunner was promoted to brigadier general on June 30, 1943. The following year, he was chosen to command the supply mission from India to China. After a quick inspection trip in mid-1944, he wrapped up his duties in Washington, DC, and returned to the CBI Theater to take charge of “The Hump” mission on September 4, 1944.


  Fortunately for the Air Force, Tunner was retained in airlift-related duties following the war. On January 1, 1946, he was named inspector general of the Air Transport Command before assuming a series of air division commands. He received his second star in July of that year.


  In September 1947, the Air Force became a separate military service. Concurrently, the Military Air Transport Service was formed by combining the Air Force’s Air Transport Command with the Navy’s Naval Air Transport Service. In March 1948 Tunner was named deputy commander of the new unit. He was serving in those duties when Air Force Chief of Staff General Hoyt Vandenberg—reacting to the inadequate and somewhat haphazard operations employed to address the five-week-old crisis in Berlin—appointed him to run the airlift.


  After


  Berlin demonstrated the utility of having a military air arm capable of transporting men and materiel for long distances on short notice. If there was any remaining need to reinforce that lesson, the conflict in Korea provided it only a few months later. Within days after the war began, Tunner flew to Tokyo to take over a newly formed organization—the Combat Cargo Command. The new command quickly began providing support for General Douglas MacArthur’s Inchon landing and for the paratroop drops that followed. (MacArthur awarded him the Distinguished Service Cross on the spot.) In the four and a half months that Tunner commanded the provisional unit, the Combat Cargo Command flew 32,632 sorties, delivered 136,170 tons of cargo, carried 155,294 troops, and evacuated 72,760 casualties sustained by the United Nations forces. Though his time in Korea was relatively brief, Tunner pioneered the use of helicopters in airlift operations.


  When U.S. Marines made their gallant fighting withdrawal from the Chosin Reservoir, Tunner’s crews dropped bridge sections and bridging equipment to help the Marines walk out together as their commander, Major General Oliver P. Smith, had vowed.


  In January 1951 Tunner returned from Korea to assume duties as deputy commander of the Air Materiel Command. In 1953, now a lieutenant general, he returned to Europe, this time as commander, United States Air Forces in Europe. He held that job for four years during the height of the buildup of NATO air forces. A Pentagon posting followed as deputy chief of staff for Operations at Headquarters, U.S. Air Force. July 1958 brought Tunner’s final assignment. It was one to which he was indeed well suited: commander, Military Air Transport Service (MATS).


  The commander, MATS, position provided an ideal forum for his articulate, impassioned support for increased airlift capabilities. Tunner became a particularly strong advocate for the development and deployment of the C-141 Starlifter as the primary jet transport for the Air Force.


  Tunner’s tenure at MATS came at a critical juncture for the future of military airlift. The senior Air Force hierarchy at the time was dominated by “bomber generals” who viewed the command’s primary role as supporting strategic bomber deployments and assisting Strategic Air Command to reestablish its forces in the early stages of a nuclear conflict. Opposing that view were numerous political and military leaders (primarily Army) who saw the need for worldwide deployments of air and ground forces in all types of conflict. Tunner was firmly on the side of “flexible response” advocates, but he recognized that the Air Force’s existing inventory of aircraft was woefully inadequate to carry out that mission.


  On March 8, 1960, congressional hearings regarding national airlift opened in Washington, DC. Chaired by Representative L. Mendel Rivers (D-SC), the hearings provided a forum for members of the so-called Congressional Reform Movement who favored additional funding for non-nuclear forces to give the United States more diplomatic and military flexibility. In addition to Rivers, the Reform Movement’s influential members included Representative Carl Vinson (D-GA), chairman of the House Armed Services Committee; Senator Dennis Chavez (D-NM), chairman of the Senate Appropriations Committee; and several others, including Lyndon Johnson and John F. Kennedy. Opposed by members of the administration who favored precedence for nuclear forces, early witnesses testified to the need for airlift planners to give equal priority to the requirements of limited war. Army Chief of Staff General Lyman L. Lemnitzer told the committee that the Army had a firm requirement for the capability to move two infantry divisions (25,000 soldiers and 40,000 tons of cargo) by air to any point on the planet within four weeks. Follow-on Air Force witnesses testified that the service’s existing inventory, both by type and numbers, was vastly inadequate to handle that mission.


  With the hearings underway, Tunner sought to provide the committee with a real-world example of the existing shortfalls in military airlift. With Lemnitzer’s concurrence, Tunner arranged a large-scale exercise in which thousands of Army personnel would be flown from 14 U.S. bases to Puerto Rico. For two weeks beginning in March
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  Forgotten Leader: Bernard A. Schriever
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