
THE BERLIN CANDY BOMBER 

 

 
 

 

The Inspiring Tale of 

'Uncle Wiggly Wings' 
 

The year was 1948... That summer the Soviets blocked overland access to 
the Western-held sectors of Berlin. Led by the US Air Force, the Western powers 
quickly launched a massive airlift to provide food and fuel to the beleaguered city.  
 
The Berlin Airlift, also called 'Operation Vittles' lasted 462 days. After almost a 
year, the humiliated Soviets ended the blockade. Operation Vittles was 
augmented by a deluge of tiny parachutes; thanks to the Berlin Candy Bomber.   
 
One of the many American pilots who repeatedly flew to Berlin's Tempelhof 
Airport was Lieutenant Gail 'Hal' Halvorsen; a native of Provo, Utah, and a 
devout Mormon. One day, while waiting for his aircraft to be unloaded, he walked 
to the end of a runway to photograph other planes making the approach to land. 

 
There he found a group of children 
standing behind the perimeter 
fence, watching the endless stream 
of aircraft that were delivering the 
supplies that Berlin desperately 
needed to survive. Unlike many 
children in war-torn Europe, the only 
thing they begged him for was a 
continuation of the airlift. Touched, 
Halvorsen dug into his pocket and 
gave them a couple of sticks of 
gum, which they carefully divided, 
so that each child could have a bit.    
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He also promised to return the next day with more treats and told them he would 
drop packets of candy during his final approach. The children asked how they 
could recognize his airplane from all the others. He said: 
 
"Don't worry; as I approach, I'll wiggle my wings". 
  
Thus was born the inspiring and enduring tale of 'Uncle Wiggley Wings'; a 
wonderful example of 'from small things, big things can happen'.   

 
Back at his base in the American sector of 
divided Germany, Halvorsen improvised small 
parachutes by tying strings to the corners of 
handkerchiefs to hold one or more candy bars. 
The next day, he released a few of his promised 
packages on final approach to Tempelhof, and 
soon joyous children were clutching their candy.  
 
Soon, large crowds of children gathered each 
day to retrieve more of Halvorsen's repeated 
airdrops. At first, his superiors were not too 
happy with his unauthorized activity. But Berlin 
newspapers applauded and publicized the 

unselfish act. Sensing the morale-building result of Halverson's kindness and 
ingenuity, the USAF airlift commander approved continuation of what semi-
officially became known as 'Operation Little Vittles'.  
 
Halverson and his crew were soon 
joined by others in their squadron, 
buying out the local commissary's 
supply of handkerchiefs and candy. 
Hours were spent assembling the 
little parachutes by hand, using 
Halvorsen's bunk as a factory.     
 
When word of this example of 
'service before self' got back to the 
squadron's home base in Alabama, 
the base commander there 
declared that any handkerchief 
seen on base would be 
requisitioned for Operation Little 
Vittles. Then, handkerchief makers 
and the American Confectioners 
Association began supplying huge 
amounts of their products to the 
cause.  
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School children in several states augmented the efforts of the air crews in 
Germany, assembling thousands of candy parachutes. Naturally, once the USAF 
got involved, they created regulations for production of the tiny parachutes.  
 
Each handkerchief had to be fifteen inches square and attached to a single bar of 
candy by four pieces of string, each sixteen inches long. Each assembly also had 
to include a note, printed in German, asking that the parachute be turned in to 
American military personnel at the airport for reuse. 
 
By January of 1949, dozens of air crew had dropped a quarter of a million of 
them over Berlin. As one astute young Berliner later told Halverson: "It wasn't just 
chocolate. It was hope."    
 
Halvorsen's impetuous good deed was further repaid when he began to receive 
handwritten letters from grateful children. Many of them, like this one which he 
has saved were simply addressed to 'Uncle Wiggley Wings'.   

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The Berlin Airlift statistics are simply 
astounding. Operating in all kinds of 
weather, American and British transports 
touched down at Berlin's airport every three 
minutes. Collectively, they delivered 2.3 
million tons of cargo during the blockade, 
including enough coal to enable Berliners to 
survive the harsh winter of 1948/1949. 
 
Operation Little Vittles' contribution to this total was twenty-three tons; literally, a 
drop in the bucket [pun intended]. But still, that's a lot of candy. 
 
After the Berlin Blockade ended, Halvorsen rotated back to America and 
remained in the USAF. He married very soon after returning to the states and 
raised five 'candy-grabbers' of his own.  
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The year was 1969... Halvorsen would go on to serve in several domestic 
and overseas assignments with the air force. No doubt, he was thrilled to be 
named commandant of Tempelhof Air Base twenty years after the Berlin 
Blockade had become history. 
 
While there, he was often remembered by the grateful German people whom he 
had befriended. On more than one occasion, he was happily reunited with a 
former 'child of the blockade'. Appropriately, a German school in a Berlin suburb 
was named in his honor. It was only the second time in history that a school in 
Berlin was named for a living namesake.  
 
In 1974, he retired from military service after thirty-
one years of service and returned to his native Utah. 
That same year, he was decorated with the Grand 
Cross of the Order of Merit of the Federal Republic 
of Germany; one of that nation's highest medals.  
 
During the remainder of his career, and in 
subsequent years, Halvorsen received many other 
honors. His actions as the 'candy bomber' have 
been cited by both German and American 
diplomatic officials as having a substantial and 
positive impact on the postwar perception of 
Americans in Germany.  
. 

Halvorsen has participated in several 
anniversary celebrations of the historic airlift. 
including conducting commemorative candy 
drops. The image on the left was made in 
1989, on the occasion of the 40th anniversary 
celebration of the airlift, when he flew a 
restored C-54 cargo plane into Berlin. 
 
At the 2002 Winter Olympics held in Utah, he 
proudly carried the German team's national 
placard into the stadium during the opening 
ceremonies. Halverson has written a memoir 
of his experiences; entitled The Berlin Candy 
Bomber. Filled with vintage and evocative 
photographs of the time of his 'finest hour', it 
is readily available for purchase on-line. 
 

Colonel 'Hal' Halvorsen is a wonderful and inspiring example of America's 
'Greatest Generation'. So it should come as no surprise that he captured the 
attention and admiration of well-known newscaster Tom Brokaw, who coined the 
phrase 'Greatest Generation'. 
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The year was 2012... On December 12th that year, the audience at the 
Mormon Tabernacle  was treated to not only a traditional Christmas concert, but 
also a moving tribute to Latter-day Saint Brother 'Hal' Halvorsen. Accompanied 
by background music softly provided by the Tabernacle choir and orchestra, 
guest speaker Tom Brokaw retold the story of 'Uncle Wiggley Wings'.   
 
He concluded his presentation as follows: “By December of 1948, the Little 
Vittles operation had gathered eighteen tons of candy from American candy 
makers, and three more tons came in from private donors as the spirit of 
Christmas descending on people everywhere, lifting them up in the joy of giving.” 
 
As the audience applauded, simulated snow began to fall from the ceiling, along 
with hundreds of pieces of candy attached to handkerchief parachutes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A bigger surprise came a few minutes later, when Brokaw introduced  Halvorsen, 
92 years young, who appeared onstage in the same flight suit he had worn on 
flights to Berlin on Christmas Day, 1948. Greeted by a standing ovation, he was 
briefly surrounded by a crowd of children dressed in 1940s style clothing. 
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Brokaw then presented Halvorsen 
with a symbolic gift...two sticks of 
chewing gum. The spry aviator 
told the newscaster and the 
audience: "Two sticks of gum 
changed my life forever. Through 
the years I've had many wonderful 
gifts, but they pale in comparison 
to the fulfillment and the 
happiness of serving others, giving 
outside of oneself." 
 
Hal Halvorsen also told of one 
dispirited German child who on a 

cloudy day in 1948 was surprised to encounter a chocolate bar, dropped from a  
airplane flying overhead. The boy later told Halvorsen he sparingly ate that 
precious candy bar in tiny bits, making it last for over a week. 
 
The boy then told his benefactor, after a pause:  
 
"It wasn't the chocolate that was important. What was important was that 
somebody in America knew I was in trouble and somebody cared."  
 
The year is 2014: Gail 'Hal' Halvorsen is now in his 94th year of a still very active 
life. At age ninety, he was still qualified to fly C-54 cargo planes. May still be 
doing do, for all I know... 
 
He and his wife currently live in Arizona, but they maintain a small ranch in Utah 
which was his first retirement home. Collectively, his five children have presented 
him with twenty-five grandchildren, who in turn have produced...to date...forty-
one great-grand children. 
 
No doubt they all have heard the Berlin Candy Bomber story more than once. I 
urge you to look and listen to Hal Halvorsen sharing his experiences in an 
interview with Tom Brokaw, following that emotional performance in Salt Lake 
City in December of 2012. You can do so via the following link:  
 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vmJ0cmxoOcE 
 
This is not just some old duffer, meandering through his past. Hal Halvorsen is 
articulate, witty and just plain inspiring. The interview also contains some vintage 
photos that further illustrate what I think is one of best Greatest Generation 
stories and tale of human kindness that I have ever discovered.  

             Bill Lee 

                         December 2014 


