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It was a love of the air and sky and flying, the lure of adventure, the appreciation of beauty. It lay beyond the descriptive words of men—where immortality is touched through danger, where life meets death on an equal plane; where man is more than man.

—CHARLES LINDBERGH,
The Spirit of St. Louis, 1953

This is a nasty, rotten business.

—ROBERT CRANDALL,
American Airlines, 1994
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PROLOGUE: THE TIGHTROPE

Flying is an act of conquest, of defeating the most basic and powerful forces of nature. It unites the violent rage and brute power of jet engines with the infinitesimal tolerances of the cockpit. Airlines take their measurements from the ton to the milligram, from the mile to the millimeter, endowing any careless move—an engine setting, a flap position, a training failure—with the power to wipe out hundreds of lives. “A wink, a single gesture, is enough to topple you from the tightrope,” wrote Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, the great French author and aviator.

This book is about the men who try to earn a profit from the tightrope act.

Like jet flight itself, the business of transporting people from city to city by air unites the massive with the microscopic. At the beginning of each day 4,500 giant aluminum vessels start their engines and fling themselves into the air over the United States. With paying passengers aboard, they fly at nearly the speed of sound to their destinations, disgorge themselves, fill up again, and fly on. They repeat this process through the day a total of 20,000 times, lacing the skies over America with a canopy of exhaust trails. Airline technicians monitor every cubic foot of atmosphere via satellite, to the point of logging each individual lightning bolt over the continental United States. At the end of the day the airplanes cool down for an evening of gentle inspection and intricate care, like thoroughbreds after a hard day of training, having carried well over one million riders.

Repetitiveness on this scale means that success and doom occur in the margins of the airline business: bad business decisions have a way of becoming catastrophic; good calls look in retrospect like acts of genius. It costs anywhere from seven to fourteen cents to fly one passenger a mile, and with nearly a half-billion passengers a year flying nearly a half-trillion miles, the pennies have a way of disappearing quickly.

This frenetic daily exercise is repeated with such consistency and efficiency that the failures of the system call attention to its reliability. Many flights arrive late, of course, but in the majority of cases they do so in order to assure that an even greater number of passengers will arrive on time. Tragically, airliners do crash, although this happens so infrequently that a person is statistically less likely to die on a jet flight than by choking on a meal.

The airline industry reached this level of ubiquity within the space of human memory, making it younger than telecommunications, moviemaking, or automobile manufacturing. Yet already flying has become part of the furniture of modern-day American life, taken as much for granted as running water or interstate highways. Previously accessible only to the comfortably fixed or to those traveling on expense accounts, flying, in barely a decade’s time, has become more affordable than driving. Although cars arc often called the foundation of American culture, by the mid-1990s more adult Americans had flown in airplanes than owned automobiles.

Yet behind the commonplace routine of an airplane flight today arc 25 years of pandemonium and confrontation-bankruptcies, labor strikes, lawsuits, liquidations, fare wars, firings, fines, mergers, divestitures, and congressional showdowns—any of which may reappear at any moment. The airlines have experienced more than their share of traumas, to be sure, but every crisis is rooted in a larger pressure bearing down on global culture or economics. The airlines of America (and a few overseas) provide an uncommonly clear window through which to view the social and economic upheavals sweeping the globe.

They cannot help revealing these changes, often in exaggerated ways. Airlines are service, information, and capital goods businesses all in one. They sell one of the few products consumed while it is being produced, right before the eyes of the customer. They exploit technology on a scale exceeded by no industry except perhaps medicine. They form the vital core of the world’s biggest industry—travel and tourism, which accounts for one out of every 15 jobs. Airlines are managed as information systems and operated as networks. They embody, and can help us understand, some of the vexing paradoxes of modern economic life—why the value pricing revolution has given consumers unparalleled economic power, for instance, while at the same time causing the living standards of so many to decline.

The airlines also provide vivid case studies in corporate strategy. The terrific sums of capital at stake and the numbing repetitiveness of their operations make airlines uniquely sensitive to the commands of management. Even a question of substituting chicken Parmesan for chicken divan becomes a vital corporate matter—to say nothing of deciding to which continents an airline should fly, what fares it should charge, how many jets it should buy, or whether it should assent to the demands of a union or instead allow employees to go on strike. The thinness of the industry’s margin of error is evident in how many names have vanished from the roster: Eastern, Pan Am, People Express, Frontier, Braniff, and Air Florida, to name some whose unhappy fates we will follow in this book. But we will also chart some sagas of achievement made possible by the leverage of the airline business—Southwest Airlines, for one, whose success formula has enabled it to earn fabulous profits from rock-bottom fares.

The union of devilish details and “godlike power,” as Lindbergh found in the act of flying, makes commercial aviation compelling for yet another reason: the anthropology of the executive suite.

The men who run the airlines of America are an extreme type; calling them men of ego would be like calling Mount McKinley a rise in the landscape. Airlines demand a single strategic vision, lest the delicate choreography of airplanes, people, timetables, and finance break down. The airlines both attract and promote executives obsessed with control, who flourish at the center of all decision making.

The marginal economics of the industry—the proximity of success and failure to every decision—also breeds executives who love risk, who crave victory, and who are ruthlessly averse to defeat. The multitude of airline statistics causes chief executives to compete to the decimal point, as if they were comparing batting averages. Commercial aviation is, as Robert Crandall of American Airlines once told a Senate hearing, “intensely, vigorously, bitterly, savagely competitive.” In the Darwinian process of the executive suite, the higher the rank of the executive, the greater his lust for the fight, and the greater the stakes. “Most executives,” says Robert W. Baker, who grew up in an airline family and became a top executive at American, “don’t have the stomach for this stuff.”

At the highest level, at the airlines that matter, barely a dozen people have played this game in the past 25 years—a small group of white men who made the industry their sandlot from the late 1960s to the mid-1990s. Although it was through their efforts that flying became inexpensive and commonplace, they entered the industry at a time when flying was special and when the men in charge were looked upon as demigods of the industrial world. Thus it was that after leading the first voyage around the moon, astronaut Frank Borman turned down high-ranking job offers from the White House and elsewhere to become one of 43 vice presidents at Eastern Air Lines, in hopes of one day becoming its president.

For the most part these airline chieftains launched their careers at roughly the same starting point: early in the jet age, a time when flying conferred membership in the “jet set.” Men still boarded airplanes in jackets and ties, while women (if they flew at all) wore white gloves and hats. As middle managers these executives worked with fabulously expensive machines, toy models of which they once played with. They supervised pilots steeped in the chain-of-command culture of the military—men who were trained to salute—and flight attendants chosen for their faces, their figures, and their servility. Conducting sensitive missions for the U.S. government and otherwise fulfilling the national interest, they had access to the power corridors of Washington. It was, in short, a career that went to one’s head.

Through diverse paths these men rose to become only the third generation of management in the history of the airline industry. They were of an age and of a type. They knew each other well, variously forming alliances and making enemies of one another, all of them stricken with the same infatuation with aviation and all of them committed to achieving personal triumph.

As they began to reach the top—just as most of them were attaining their hard-fought ambition to “run something,” as they often put it—the rules of the game were utterly transformed by Congress. More precisely, the rules were eliminated. In their heyday as a special industry, the airlines had carried on their business through a tedious, federally supervised process; it was as if the airlines were chess players required to clear their moves in advance with an arbiter committed to taking the contestants to a draw. In short order in 1978, for reasons that few fully understood at the time and that almost no one recognizes now, the airlines were loosed into a capitalistic free-for-all. The name given to this change was deregulation.

Although most of the airline chieftains resisted deregulation, it did, in fact, play squarely into their win-at-all-costs instincts as businesspeople. Fares plunged, and with them the surfeit of onboard service. It became fashionable (and remains so) to decry deregulation as misguided public policy, but the fact is that deregulation was inevitable. “But,” the nostalgic persist in asking, “was it of net social benefit or detriment?” The answer is neither. Deregulation was a massive exercise in the redistribution of wealth, a zero-sum game in which not billions but trillions of dollars in money, assets, time, convenience, service, and pure human toil shifted among many groups of people, from one economic sector to another.

The most remarkable aspect of this upheaval is that so few men determined who won and who lost and in what proportions. This book tells the story of those men.

Each of them reacted differently to the same set of economic forces. Some, such as Bob Crandall of American, used technology to create new competitive weapons; others relied on more conventional weaponry, such as the 9 mm handgun that Frank Borman strapped to his ankle as labor strife mounted at Eastern. Some, such as Donald Burr of People Express, sought to manipulate their workers with promises of love and trust in the workplace; others, such as Richard Ferris of United Airlines, told his workers to do things his way or not at all. One, Frank Lorenzo, borrowed enough money to seize control of the greatest flying armada ever assembled to that time; another, Herbert Kelleher of Southwest Airlines, borrowed almost no money and procured as few planes as necessary. The globalization of the industry added another dimension to the range of strategic responses: Ed Acker of Pan American abandoned some of the most storied and valuable airline routes in the world, while Stephen Wolf of United Airlines and Sir Colin Marshall of British Airways created two of the world’s first global megacarriers, defining the shape of the airline industry into the next century.

In the end most of these men were exiled from the executive suite. Though many had made themselves fabulously rich before departing, most were not in the game principally for the money.

The story of their entwined careers reveals many of the larger laws of the business world: that the same overweening ambition that drives so many executives to the top also assures their failure; that when executives form emotional attachments in business, whether to people, markets, or machinery, they deprive themselves of their best business judgment; that those who know an industry best are the most likely to take for granted, and ultimately ignore, its most inviolate principles; that although the rebuke may be slow in coming, greed, in the end, is almost always punished; that economics, in short, overpowers ego.

Just as they reflect the excesses of business in so many other respects, the airlines bespeak these lessons in spades.


CHAPTER 1
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TAKEOFF

In 1923, two decades after the Wright brothers’ triumph at Kitty Hawk, flying remained a godlike act of derring-do. People in small towns across North America eagerly awaited visits by barnstorming pilots traveling in troupes called flying circuses. The barnstormers would draw people into an open field with a show of looping and wing walking, then work the crowd for paying passengers; the going rate was $5 for a 10-minute ride. Families traveled miles by oxcart to witness the display; the schools would let out. In the era of Grant Wood’s American Gothic, the barnstormers introduced a generation of rural America to the modern age. The intrepid who actually went up for a ride experienced a thrill they never forgot.

Among the busiest of these aviation entrepreneurs was a quiet 21-year-old from Minnesota named Charles A. Lindbergh. Standing six foot two, he was known to his friends as Slim. Lindbergh was peculiar among the barnstormers. The others were mostly World War I air veterans who taunted death and lived high. Lindbergh, however, analyzed the risk of a stunt against its value in drawing a crowd. He resisted anything that might unsteady his hand or dull his reflexes, including the pilot stock-in-trade of liquor and coffee. Plainly, Lindbergh was in the game for something else. He studied the wind currents of the Rockies, the storm schedules of the Mississippi Valley, and the technical vagaries of his airfoils and engine. He scouted the countryside for well-drained fields where he imagined the airports of the future would rise, giving birth, as he enjoyed imagining, to “airlines radiating in every direction.”

Intent on buying an airplane more advanced than his fabric-covered biplane, Lindbergh took unusual care to shepherd his expenses. He also worked diligently to maintain his income, particularly when other showmen began offering discounts. “I barnstormed over into Wisconsin but found that someone had been carrying passengers for half-price there,” he wrote as a young man. “So I left southern Wisconsin and turned toward Illinois.” Happily, Lindbergh soon landed steady pay, flying the airmail between St. Louis and Chicago.

His decision to undertake the fabled New York-to-Paris flight was financial, motivated by a $25,000 prize. Likewise did his backers have commerce in mind. A St. Louis banker, handing Lindbergh $15,000 in financing for his transatlantic airplane, used the occasion to ask, “What would you think of naming it the Spirit of St. Louis?” On another occasion the same banker made it plain that men of finance, not pilots, had the larger role in the capital-intensive world of aviation. “You’ve only a life to lose, Slim,” he told Lindbergh. “I’ve got a reputation to lose.”

The success of Lindbergh’s 1927 flight to Paris “Well, I made it,” he announced, before being absorbed by the throng—sparked the Beatlemania of its time, except that it was much bigger. Major league baseball games came to a halt. Radio announcers sobbed. A skywriter emblazoned the Manhattan horizon with the words “Hail Lindy.” The New York Evening World nominated the flight for “the greatest feat of a solitary man in the records of the human race.” A new dance called the Lindy hop was born. Such a crowd followed Lindbergh into an elevator that his jacket sleeve was ripped off by the human pressure. By some estimates half of the population of the United States would physically lay eyes on him at one time or another. Time magazine, naming him its Man of the Year for 1927, declared, “Lindbergh is the most cherished citizen since Theodore Roosevelt.”

A relationship that would alter the course of commercial aviation took off less than one month after the Paris flight. On that day nearly four million New Yorkers, more than half the population of the city, were thronged from the Battery to Central Park for Lindbergh’s ticker-tape parade. At the uptown end of the parade, taking in the spectacle through a window in the Union Club at 51st Street and Fifth Avenue, was Juan Trippe, a wealthy 28-year-old aviation enthusiast. Trippe resolved to see Lindbergh that very day.

Their paths were already loosely entwined, for Lindbergh owed his job as an airmail pilot to Trippe. Born in 1899 and graduated from Yale in 1921, Trippe was a large man who radiated charm. He forged enduring friendships with the scions of some of America’s great family fortunes—Sonny Whitney and Bill Rockefeller, to name two. Two years before the Lindbergh flight, Trippe had prevailed on one of his fraternity brothers, who had married into the Mellon family of Pittsburgh, to arrange a meeting with the congressman from that city, who was chairman of the House Post Office Committee. Trippe promoted a plan to shift the responsibility for carrying the airmail away from the United States Army to hired contractors. Trippe’s scheme was soon adopted, an early display of a practice later called privatization.

When bids were solicited for the first airmail routes, more than 5,000 fortune seekers inundated the Post Office, but only 12 emerged victorious. A timber magnate in Seattle named William E. Boeing, bidding low because he built his own airplanes, won the line from Chicago to San Francisco, giving birth to what would become United Airlines. Florida Airways, created by World War I flying ace Eddie Rickenbacker, picked up the Atlanta-Miami run; it later became part of Eastern Air Lines. It was also thanks to Trippe’s action that a company called Robertson Aviation received the St. Louis-Chicago airmail route, on which Charles Lindbergh served as chief pilot.

For Trippe himself, the airmail plan was fraught with unhappy irony. Though his company, Colonial Aviation, won the prized route between New York and Boston, Trippe wanted more: to bid for the route between New York and Chicago. But the cautious financiers on his board of directors feared overextension. Trippe narrowly lost a proxy fight and was thrown out of his own company.

It was only a week later, in June 1927, that Trippe found himself watching Lindbergh’s riotous welcome from the comforts of the Union Club. Despite his defeat in the boardroom, Trippe was already thinking bigger than ever. He wanted to recruit Lindbergh to his new plan, involving a company called Pan American World Airways.

Trippe broke a date with his fiancée and went to the Hotel Commodore, where 4,000 guests were attending a private party for Lindbergh following the ticker-tape parade. The young hero was already besieged with employment and endorsement invitations, eventually to total 7,000 offers. Trippe, miraculously wangling a few private moments with Lindbergh, distinguished himself from other opportunists by urging the 25-year-old aviator to accept no offers—not even from Trippe himself—until Lindbergh had hired a lawyer. Lindbergh, grateful at the display of gallantry, ultimately signed on as Pan Am’s “technical advisor” at a rather modest retainer of $10,000 a year, plus stock options.

Trippe’s fiancée, Betty Stettinius, nearly broke off the engagement after being stood up that night, but they were soon reconciled. When they married a short time later, Trippe became the brother-in-law of Edward Stettinius, a politically prominent steel executive on his way to becoming the U.S. secretary of state. Trippe had cemented his position in the three power structures that controlled success or failure in commercial flying: politics, public opinion, and finance. All he needed now were the places to fly and the payloads to carry.

Banished from his pioneering airmail company, Trippe forswore any postal contracts within the United States. If he could not get in on the ground floor, he would fly elsewhere: he would fly the U.S. mail outside U.S. borders. Ultimately he had the choice of three destinations: Latin America, Asia, or Europe. With Lindbergh at his side, Trippe resolved to conquer all three, like three great arms stretching from America.

First came the pioneering flights to the south. In seeking the first international airmail route, from Miami to Havana, Pan Am had to bid against a more experienced aviation company, but listing Lindbergh as a participant in the project guaranteed the contract for Trippe. Lindbergh was at the controls for the maiden flight to Havana, causing a mile-long traffic jam on every road radiating from Miami Airport.

The venture was hardly lucrative, alas. Even with generous payments from the Post Office, Pan Am could not cover the extraordinary cost of buying and flying its airplanes. Though never one to brood over accounting intricacies, Trippe studied the problem and realized that he could dramatically improve the economics of airmail by coaxing a few paying passengers onto each flight. Pan Am installed wicker chairs in the rear of the airmail plane, posted a $100 fare, and promoted the Prohibition-era flight as the passage to a legal drink. “Fly with us to Havana,” went the pitch, “and you can bathe in Bacardi rum four hours from now.”

Trippe had discovered what might be called the First Rule of Airline Economics: If a plane is going to take off anyway—once the fuel is purchased and the pilot paid and the interest rendered on the money borrowed to buy the plane in the first place—any paying passenger or payload recruited to the flight is almost pure profit. The fare paid by the last passenger taken on board represents a fabulously lucrative rate of return. But in Pan Am’s case, Trippe had proved ahead of his time. Though Pan Am sold a Havana ticket to Al Capone, the wicker chairs flew mostly empty.

More interested in power than profit, Trippe remained undeterred. He continued flying the airmail to Cuba and, with Lindbergh, departed Miami in September 1929 to blaze a trail more deeply into Latin America. The commercial imperative was strong: U.S. investment was surging in South America, Wall Street was racking up bond underwriting fees there, and Washington was anxiously noting an outbreak of German influence on the continent (thanks partly to the birth of European air service to South America, via West Africa). Along the Pacific coast of South America Trippe and Lindbergh flew accompanied by their brides—the hemisphere’s most romantic celebrity newlyweds. Wearing elegant civilian clothes instead of flying breeches, they drew torch-bearing and flag-waving crowds so great that at one point Lindbergh could not find enough clearing to land. Local political figures welcomed them not only as dignitaries but as saviors: Pan Am’s service would enable much of South America to skip past the costly development of a railroad industry. (Neither did it hurt that Trippe’s first name, taken from an aunt named Juanita, gave him a vaguely Latin air.)

At every stop on the South American journey Trippe dispatched a report to a public relations operative in Miami, whose florid press releases would help fix Pan Am in the public mind as the most important airline in the world.

While Trippe pursued his lofty ambitions overseas, the mail contractors operating inside the United States absorbed themselves in the more worldly concern of making a buck. The Post Office paid the airlines by the ounce but charged the customer by the envelope. Thus Eastern Air Lines found it profitable to stuff envelopes with wet blotters and send them by airmail; the shipping fees from the Post Office exceeded the cost of buying the stamps. Similarly did Varney Speed Lines (later Continental Airlines) introduce a line of Christmas cards weighing a full ounce in its principal hub city of Boise. Other airlines began conducting internal correspondence by registered airmail, as regulations required the Post Office to secure even a single registered letter in a sack with a 16-ounce lock.

Though costly to the government, airmail soon became smashingly popular, fostered in part by the spread of telephones and other instant communication devices, which pressured businesses to speed up their paperwork. A 23¢ airmail stamp made it possible to post a document in Peoria on Thursday afternoon and have it on someone’s desk in New York Friday morning. As the economy of the late 1920s swelled on a tide of credit, banks realized that airmail paid for itself many times over when shipping money drafts and other interest-sensitive instruments. Manufacturers and distributors found that sending samples by airmail drew more attention to their products.

And businesspeople themselves began flying. The world’s busiest airport in 1930 was in the oil boomtown of Tulsa, Oklahoma, which served more airline passengers than London, Paris, and Berlin combined. Gary Cooper, Clark Gable, and Sonja Henie were early fliers, as much for the publicity value as for the time saved in transit. But instead of demystifying air travel, its use by public figures only added to its mystique. Mary Pickford once stepped from a transcontinental flight in Kansas City, telephoned her astrologer in New York, and announced to the assembled press that the “stars weren’t right” for her continued travel.

Airplane travel still seemed an unnatural act, and it wasn’t a good bet statistically either. People flying in 1930 were roughly 200 times more likely to be killed than the passengers of forty years later. Navigation aids were rudimentary: pilots often followed railroad tracks, until one too many of them failed to notice the approaching tunnels. The death of the beloved Notre Dame football coach Knute Rockne in a 1931 TWA crash in Kansas was a devastating setback in public confidence. There were hazards on the ground as well as in the air: before 1930 at least a dozen people were killed by walking too close to whirling propellers.

The airlines did their best to relieve the anxieties—the terrors, perhaps—and other discomforts of flying. Passengers riding alongside the mail from San Francisco to Chicago on Bill Boeing’s infant United Airlines got a parachute, a helmet, and goggles. Carriers distributed cotton balls to dull the earsplitting roar of the piston engines. Motion sickness was frightful, afflicting about half of all passengers; American gave passengers ammonia as a tonic for nausea, and some airlines hosed down their cabins between flights. Research showed that gaily colored interiors only intensified the anxiety of passengers; for decades aircraft cabins were therefore decorated in gray and other discreet tones.

No one better appreciated the challenges—and the virtues—of drawing passengers into the mail planes than Walter Folger Brown, a powerful Republican Party leader and confidant of Herbert Hoover. Brown was nothing if not an organizer. A Harvard-trained lawyer, he had headed a presidential commission that recommended creating two Cabinet agencies—the Defense Department and the Department of Health and Education—from a hodgepodge of other far-flung departments. He wore a top hat so high that his limousine required a specially outfitted roof. Brown sought and received an appointment from President Hoover as postmaster general, a position that made him czar of the airmail system.

Increasing passenger traffic, Brown reasoned, was the one sure way to wean the airlines from postal subsidies. But public confidence could be inspired only by big, financially secure carriers committed to safety, maintenance, and training, not by the fly-by-night operators abounding at the time. Brown changed the rules so that the airlines received payments based not on the weight they carried, but on the distance they flew and the volume of space they maintained in reserve for the mail. This system guaranteed the airlines a minimum payment every time a mail plane left the ground, and the bigger the plane, the greater the payment. Though an outright gift to the airlines, Brown’s scheme gave them the incentive to order the sturdier and more costly planes then in development—planes, he hoped, that would help convince a wary public that it was at last safe to fly. Brown had codified the First Rule of Airline Economics into government policy: Once the flight was paid for, any additional payload was pure gravy. Letter carriers soon began distributing promotional handbills for select airlines. “Fly with the airmail!… Fly with American Airways,” one read, promising a 10 percent discount on round trips.

Having revolutionized the economics of the industry, Brown in 1930 turned his attention to its geographical structure. An outpouring of capital, loosed by the long-booming stock market and the Lindbergh hysteria, had turned the airmail routes by the early 1930s into an inefficient and illogical labyrinth. Brown’s compulsion for order was offended. Instead of a crazy quilt of routes, he imagined clean lines running east and west, eliminating the circuitous zigzag of connecting flights by which one airline handed off mail to the next. To effect his plan, Brown went to Congress for the power to award postal contracts regardless of the amount bid. Then he called the principal airline operators to Washington and ordered them into a conference room with a map of the United States. For two weeks he cajoled them to swap routes, trade shares of stock in each other, and do whatever else it took to eliminate duplication, irrationality, and competition—in short, to divide the market to the exclusion of everyone who had not been invited to the meeting. A United official at one point turned to a lawyer and asked whether this activity might violate the Sherman Antitrust Act. “If we were holding this meeting across the street in the Raleigh Hotel, it would be an improper meeting,” the lawyer answered. “But because we are holding it at the invitation of a member of the Cabinet, and in the office of the Post Office Department, it is perfectly all right.” The Post Office, in fact, issued daily press releases about the conduct of the conference, to which no one paid much attention.

Guided by Brown at each turn, the operators emerged from their meetings with 90 percent of the nation’s airways laced into three unbroken lines running from New York to California. United Aircraft & Transport controlled the northernmost route, via Chicago. Transcontinental & Western Air, or TWA, had the center route, via St. Louis. American Airways was given the southern line, via Dallas. A fourth company, Eastern Air Transport, emerged with the routes running north and south along the Eastern seaboard.

The Big Four were born.

Everything was fine until an enterprising Democratic senator, Hugo Black (one day to become a Supreme Court justice), decided to hold hearings into the status of the airmail and learned of the postmaster general’s activities three years earlier. The meetings at the Post Office Department were now cast as a grand conspiracy, dubbed the “spoils conference.” Meanwhile the Democrats, led by Franklin Roosevelt, had seized the White House. So at 9:13 A.M. one morning in 1933 federal agents wearing synchronized watches stormed 100 airline offices around the country and carted away boxes of evidence. Roosevelt with great fanfare fired the private airlines and restored the mail routes to the army.

Roosevelt’s move to embarrass the Republicans quickly turned into a bloody spectacle, for the military pilots no longer had the equipment or training to carry out the job. Within weeks 12 army fliers perished, five in the first week alone. The demure Charles Lindbergh took time from his trailblazing on behalf of Pan Am to harangue Roosevelt publicly, setting the nation’s two most beloved public figures against one another in a conflict that would last their lifetimes. An editorial cartoon showed FDR hiding from a dozen skeletons wearing goggles and flying caps. Stricken by the first political crisis of his presidency, Roosevelt soon relented, restoring the airmail to private contractors. To save face, Roosevelt decreed that none of the previous contractors could hold any new routes—a thoroughly impractical requirement, since so much of the industry had been swallowed by the Big Four or driven from business in the wake of the spoils conference. Roosevelt therefore looked the other way when American Airways changed its name to American Airlines, Eastern Air Transport became Eastern Air Lines, and TWA added “Incorporated” to its name—all to qualify themselves as different companies. (United did not have to alter its corporate identity because subsidiaries had held the offending contracts.) The incumbent airlines preserved virtually everything they already had, although in this round of bidding two scrappy regional airlines managed to sneak into the airmail business. One, named Braniff, snared the Dallas-Chicago route. The other, named Delta, grabbed Atlanta-Chicago. It was, at least, a foot in the door.

Lawful or not, the manipulations of Walter Folger Brown prepared the airlines to handle an onslaught of paying passengers. But the public still needed convincing. It needed comforting—and a strong dose of marketing. It would get both from Cyrus Rowland Smith, the president of American Airlines.

Like Trippe, Smith was born in 1899. Like Trippe, he had learned to fly. But where Trippe flourished by uniting technology and politics, Smith, a drawling and hard-drinking Texan known to all as C.R., did so through a combination of technology and salesmanship.

With backing from Wall Street, American had gobbled up dozens of failing airlines around the country, including the airmail contractor that had employed Charles Lindbergh as chief pilot a few years earlier. In doing so American had built itself into the largest airline holding company in the United States, but the operation was far from seamless. When he became president in 1934, Smith’s biggest challenge was the ragtag fleet, which included practically every species of airplane flying at the time. Smith vowed to move toward a single aircraft type.

The state-of-the-art passenger airplane was the DC-2, with seven window seats on either side of the aisle (in addition to an airmail compartment). It was a perfectly good airplane except that it never seemed to make money. Smith, an accountant by training, determined that with a few more seats installed (or with berths on night flights, as a “sleeper” plane) the DC-2 could operate in the black. On Smith’s demand Douglas Aircraft in 1935 worked feverishly to make the plane wide enough to accommodate berths or 21 seats-three seats abreast instead of two. The additional seven seats made all the difference. They increased the cost of operating the plane only about 10 percent but increased the seating capacity by 50 percent. An instant moneymaker, the craft was called the DC-3 (the acronym stood for “Douglas Commercial”).

It was a sleek, futuristic airplane, a flying work of art deco with rounded edges and mirrored aluminum. It looked sturdy and was—“relatively stronger than the Brooklyn Bridge,” American boasted. The use of sleeper berths on night flights helped to demonstrate the tranquillity of the ride. American sold its first sleeper ticket to little Shirley Temple, shaming adults who remained afraid to fly. On top of everything else the DC-3, at a breathtaking 180 mph, was fast. American at one point promoted the speed of DC-3 service with a magazine ad depicting a woman in her nightgown swooning, “He still loves me! He’ll be home tonight, via American Airlines.”

By 1938 there were 250 commercial airplanes plying the skies of the United States, and their paying passengers, thanks to Smith’s DC-3, provided as much business as the mail sacks.

A new airplane was also enabling Juan Trippe and Charles Lindbergh to conduct the second phase of their three-way global thrust, this the most far-reaching of all. Pan Am was headed for China.

As soon as they brought home their first baby in 1930 (very possibly conceived during the South American trip), Charles and Anne Lindbergh began elaborate preparations to blaze the best route to the Orient. They chose “the great circle route,” from the U.S. mainland to Alaska, to Russia, and south to Japan and then China—a route mostly over land. Flying in thermal suits under the midnight sun, the Lindberghs took weeks getting to China. Treacherous fog shrouded the killer mountain peaks along the way. The route, they judged, was impractical.

Pan Am would have to fly to Asia by the South Pacific instead. The distance might as well have been to the moon.

From San Francisco, China lay nearly 9,000 miles away, with only some sandbars, coral reefs, and volcanic outcroppings along the way. The longest ocean air route in the world at the time was being flown by a predecessor of Air France over the South Atlantic from French West Africa to Brazil, and that route was one quarter the distance facing Trippe and Lindbergh. Lindbergh threw himself into the design of a new airplane capable of the flight; when Lindbergh’s son was tragically kidnapped, Trippe’s engineers completed the job. What emerged was a massive water plane with four great engines, pontoons the size of fishing boats, and ample room for airmail and passengers alike. Trippe christened the new model the China Clipper, introducing the nautical theme in commercial aviation. From that point forward, chief pilots were captains and copilots were second officers, trading in their helmets and leather jackets for officers’ hats and greatcoats bearing stripes at the end of each sleeve. Humphrey Bogart would soon star in a movie called China Clipper. And the plane itself would become a symbol for the inexorable spread of Yankee interests across the globe.

The long-range airplane solved only part of the problem. How would the clippers refuel en route? Where would the crews sleep, to say nothing of any passengers who might eventually be brought along? How would they eat? Where would they get fresh water?

In 1935, with no mail contract yet in hand, Trippe chartered a mammoth merchant ship in San Francisco and loaded it with the people and supplies necessary to create a chain of fully functioning colonies along the atolls of the Pacific. There were 74 construction workers, 44 airplane technicians, a quarter-million gallons of airplane fuel, food and fresh water to last for months, and five entire air bases, assembly required. Blasting away the reefs at Wake Island consumed five tons of dynamite. Tons of topsoil were brought to the barren outposts for vegetable gardens. A second expedition delivered pillows, lightbulbs, lounge furniture, beach umbrellas, teaspoons, and everything else needed for the new layover stations that Trippe was constructing; these outposts were the beginning of the Inter-Continental Hotels chain.

The postal contracts on which Trippe had gambled were soon forthcoming; the threat of Japanese hegemony in the Pacific made the United States government eager to foster the development of such strategically located islands as Midway and Wake. At the same moment in 1935 that C. R. Smith was preparing to roll out the first DC-3 at American Airlines, Juan Trippe watched a China Clipper soar past the half-completed Golden Gate on its maiden flight to China. In the dedication speech, the postmaster general said the achievement “rivals the vivid imagination of a Jules Verne.”

The third arm of the Pan Am empire would extend across the Atlantic, to Europe; once again Lindbergh was there to help blaze the trail. The North Atlantic was a mere puddle jump compared with the Pacific, but in this case the challenge involved political instead of geographical barriers. Unlike the undeveloped continents to the south and west, Europe had a bustling airline industry of its own. For the first time the specter of economic protectionism cast a shadow over international aviation. It would take years for Trippe to break into Europe.

But meanwhile his strategy had bifurcated the airline industry in America. While grabbing every route outside the United States, Trippe had renounced any claim to fly within it. What happened inside the borders of the United States was somebody else’s problem—nobody’s more so than C. R. Smith’s.

A moment of panic, if sufficiently frightening, can cloud the judgment of the best executive. Unfortunately, these misjudgments can have lasting consequences, as happened to C. R. Smith and a few of his colleagues when circumstances conspired to create America’s first great fare war.

The outrage generated by exposure of the spoils conference had caused Congress to institute a radical reform: contracts would go to the lowest bidder, regardless of other considerations. Quickly bids plunged.

In one case, when the Roosevelt administration offered an airmail contract between Houston and San Antonio, Eddie Rickenbacker, eager to push west in order to diversify Eastern’s north-south service, vowed to get the route even at a steep loss. Texas-based Braniff, intent on defending its territory against the Big Four, caught wind that Eastern was planning to bid less than a cent a mile. When the postmaster general opened Braniff’s bid, he stunned the room by reading the figure of $0.00001907378 a mile. As everyone shook his head, he opened another envelope. “Eastern,” he said, “bids zero-zero-zero cents.”

“That’s illegal!” cried Tom Braniff.

“The hell it is!” cried Eddie Rickenbacker.

Because Congress had put a time limit on every airmail contract, the incumbent airlines were forced continually to defend their routes against the encroachment of upstarts, intensifying the downward spiral of rates. On occasion C. R. Smith had to gamble in the commodity markets with his meager postal payments in order to make the payroll at American Airlines.

The major airlines were trapped in a conundrum. How could they buy more of the DC-3S that had so captivated the public (at a cost of nearly $100,000 per plane) unless they were assured of protection from rate wars? Yet how could they avoid rate wars when buying these costly new machines required them to defend their routes from upstarts and interlopers? The only answer, C. R. Smith and his colleagues insisted, was government administration of rates and routes. The irony of their pleading for protection from their own behavior did not deter them. Without regulation, industry’s chief lobbyist declared, “There is nothing to prevent the entire air-carrier system from crashing to earth under the impact of cutthroat and destructive practices.”

The timing of their plea was propitious. Roosevelt was in the throes of erecting government regulation on a scale unseen in American history. Congress had just been stricken with grief and outrage over the death of a beloved member, Sen. Bronson Cutter, in a plane crash and was eager to intensify safety regulation. Riding this momentum, the airlines got precisely what they wanted. The Civil Aeronautics Act of 1938 was readily adopted; it preserved all existing airmail contracts in perpetuity. The airlines had turned themselves into public utilities.

The price paid for this sinecure was the involvement of the federal government in every financial aspect of the industry’s business—every route, every rate—through a new bureaucracy, eventually to be called the Civil Aeronautics Board. The Big Four had exposed themselves to the full weight of an old-fashioned statist controller, which established its headquarters in a pillared edifice directly across Constitution Avenue from the Washington Monument. C. R. Smith and his peers had yielded this authority precisely when their businesses were poised to take off in an exciting new direction, with passengers at last beginning to overtake airmail as the majority of the business. In their panic they had traded the future against the past.

In the name of blocking “destructive competition,” the CAB simply prevented competition. Charter operators were whacked down. Regional airlines, known as “local service operators,” were allowed to serve small locales in carefully circumscribed regions, all in the interest of delivering “feeder” traffic from outlying cities to connecting flights on the major airlines. Price competition vanished; any fare change required a tedious administrative and judicial review—a process derived from the principles framing the Interstate Commerce Act of 1887, which itself had been largely cribbed from the British Railway Act of 1845. The bureaucratic compulsion for consensus caused CAB proceedings to drag on endlessly and yield random results. The role of presidential appointment in filling the five-member board heaped political pressures on top of whimsy and laboriousness.

At one point Louis J. Hector, a young lawyer from Florida, arrived at the CAB as a newly appointed board member and was immediately engulfed in a case involving the selection of a few small Midwestern towns for new air service. When the hearing examiner assembled the documents over which the board would deliberate, they stood nine feet tall. The reports were ordered condensed, after which the material spanned a mere 658 pages. Hearings were held, at which 38 members of Congress and 68 mayors and local boosters spoke. When they were over, the individual commissioners threw out the staff reports and gathered in a room with a map and some colored pencils to settle the matter. Purely to see what would happen, Hector insisted that the commission order air service to his father’s home town of Clarinda, Iowa—a town that had not been mentioned anywhere in those nine feet of documents, whose mayor had not testified, and whose citizenry had not requested air service.

No problem, the other board members said. Clarinda was immediately added. (Hector had the gumption to explain that he was joking.)

As one would expect of strong-willed American business executives, the airline chieftains began to complain about bureaucratic delays and decisions that went against them individually, but they found the system to be addictingly comfortable. Though denying the airlines significant profits, regulation at least protected them against loss, regardless of economic conditions. Airline shareholders never had to fret over bankruptcy; failure was impossible. The system freed the airlines from worrying about the cost of doing business. The airlines, creating vast internal bureaucracies of their own, told the CAB how much money they required to run their businesses, while the CAB, using the airlines’ numbers, merrily calculated the fares necessary to cover those costs, plus a modest profit.

With so little incentive to control costs, fares, predictably, remained beyond the reach of anyone but the expense account traveler or the well-to-do vacationer. International fares, regulated not only by the CAB but by a monstrous apparatus of foreign regulation, were likewise prohibitive. For the would-be passengers of the middle class, Pan Am introduced a marketing program called “Fly Now, Pay Later,” in which the Household Finance Corporation provided an installment loan contract. Flying, in short, was like purchasing a car.

Even amid a tremendous postwar passenger boom, the airlines were still carrying just a million passengers a year, barely 1 percent of the population of the United States. As a group of Cabinet agencies dryly concluded in a 1947 report to President Truman, “Present rates remain a limiting factor on the growth of traffic.”

But why should the airlines have cared? They could continue to grow simply by stimulating the huge, untapped market of people who had the means to fly and had not yet done so. Advances in aviation technology brought these people out in droves. The speed of the four-engine aircraft introduced after World War II-the Lockheed Constellation and the McDonnell Douglas DC-7—cut in half the time spent crossing the continent and the ocean. People abandoned ocean liners in droves to fly on Pan Am, and trains in even greater numbers to fly on American and other domestic airlines. The innovation of pressurized cabins enabled planes to fly over most inclement weather, encouraging more among the faint of heart to board. (Pressurized planes also made it possible to cook meat onboard without the fat oozing to the surface, widening airline menus.) These postwar planes were big 60 seats, as against the 21 in the DC-3 but there were still only a few hundred airplanes aloft in the entire country, all of them nearly full of men in suits and women in hats and white gloves.

The system of cost-based pricing had another salutary effect for the airline chieftains. Relieved of the worldly miseries that consumed executives in other industries, they could devote their energies to the infinitely more exciting pursuits of further improving passenger comforts, lobbying for more and bigger airports, hobnobbing with political and entertainment celebrities who flew in great numbers, and above all the activity they cherished most—designing and buying even bigger, faster, and more exciting airplanes.

Thus in 1959 did the jet age come to the airlines. Travel times were cut in half yet again. C. R. Smith, introducing the Boeing 707, made the cover of Time. C.R. told Forbes, “We’re going to make the best impression on the traveling public, and we’re going to make a pile of extra dough just from being first.” Internationally the first jets went into service for Juan Trippe at Pan Am. “This is the most important aviation development since Lindbergh’s flight,” Trippe declared. “In one fell swoop, we have shrunken the earth.”

In 1968, approaching age 70, Juan Trippe stood before the annual meeting of Pan Am shareholders and announced his retirement. The lines of the Pan Am route map now reached to some 60 countries—a living network that would convey more people among more lands than anything in history. Just one Pan Am route, from San Juan to New York, accounted for the vast majority of the five million Puerto Ricans who moved to the United States in the postwar years, roughly equaling, by way of comparison, the number of African Americans who migrated from the southern United States to the North in the same period. Second only to Coca-Cola in worldwide recognition, the Pan Am trademark had become a fixture of popular culture, symbolizing the exotic. James Bond flew on Pan Am in From Russia with Love. A spaceship bore the Pan Am trademark in 2001: A Space Odyssey. When the Beatles first landed on American soil, they held a press conference with the Pan Am logo conspicuously hanging behind them. Pan Am built the largest commercial office building in the world, a hulking structure defiantly set perpendicular to every other building in midtown Manhattan; Yves Montand, his arms stretched wide, serenaded midtown Manhattan from the roof of that familiar landmark in On a Clear Day You Can See Forever.

In the same year that Trippe announced his retirement C. R. Smith, also approaching 70, left American Airlines to become Lyndon Johnson’s secretary of commerce. Smith retired at a time when his company no longer had bragging rights as the biggest airline in the free world. That distinction had passed to United Airlines, which was building itself into a colossus on the strength of acquisitions and the most successful marketing jingle in transportation history: “Fly the friendly skies.”

Smith and Trippe did not know it at the time of their retirements in 1968, but after coming so far in only 30 years, their great companies were now on the edge of an abyss. The lockstep march of technology and economic progress was about to break formation. And the regulatory system they had created to guide this march would now suffocate the airlines instead.

On January 15, 1970, First Lady Patricia Nixon stepped on the frozen, windswept tarmac at Dulles International Airport near Washington and peered up. “My goodness!” she exclaimed. “Look how high it is!” Towering before her stood a bulb-headed 747 jumbo jet, trimmed in the trademark sky blue of Pan American World Airways—“the ark,” as the dignitaries on hand pronounced it. “The potential impact of the 747 upon the future of mankind is so great,” said a CAB official, “that it is difficult to identify another incident with which it may be compared in the entire history of transportation.”

Climbing the dedication platform in a belted blue coat and white leather gloves, Mrs. Nixon came nose to nose with the leviathan jet. Because a sophisticated radar system was tucked into the tip of the plane, there was no way she could be permitted to heave a magnum of Dom Perignon against it. So instead Mrs. Nixon pulled a lever intended to release a spray of red, white, and blue water against the jet. The lever, unfortunately, got stuck, and the intended spangle did not materialize.

A few days later in New York, with the plane fueled and ready for its first commercial flight, a small clutch of picketers thronged the terminal at Kennedy Airport. “No more dirty planes!” “Clean air now!” “You can’t get to heaven on a 747!” Tourists and gawkers further crowded the gate area. The delicate operation of ticketing and boarding several hundred people broke down in the pandemonium. Just as bad, mechanics could not shut the rear door of the plane. The maiden voyage of Clipper Young America was already hopelessly late.

Finally, as the London-bound 747 pulled away from the gate, Capt. Robert Weeks watched a cockpit thermometer cross the red line at 1,000 degrees. Engine number four was overheating. Back to the gate the aircraft rolled and ingloriously disgorged all the passengers and baggage loaded into her with such difficulty. “It’s marvelous,” the wife of TV producer David Susskind, one of the unlucky passengers, muttered sarcastically. “A dozen bathrooms and no engines.” By the time an alternate 747 had been loaded, the orchids pinned to the flight attendants were dead.

The Boeing 747—and to a lesser degree its brethren widebodies, the McDonnell Douglas DC-10 and the Lockheed L-1011—would devastate the airline industry, bringing it as close to disaster as the government had ever permitted. The planes were simply too big. Although there had been airplane gluts in the past, each generation of new and bigger planes was always ultimately filled with newly converted passengers coaxed into the air by the latest breakthrough in speed or comfort. This time it was different. Most everyone who had the means to fly was already doing so. A threefold increase in airplane size was too much airplane by a factor of at least two.

The financial stakes too had increased by orders of magnitude. Pan Am’s $550 million order of 747s in 1965 ranked as the largest single commercial purchase ever conducted by a private corporation; other airlines’ orders for 747s and other jumbos were nearly as large. It might not have been quite so bad except that the first 747s were delivered smack in the face of the deepest recession to hit the United States since World War II. Soon the Arab oil embargo made the gas-guzzling jumbo jets all the more uneconomical. National Airlines got rid of its first two 747s within a year. At least one airline parked a 747 and rented it out for business meetings, on the ground. Pan Am tried to borrow money from the Shah of Iran.

And it began to dawn on the executives of aviation that so long as all those mammoth aluminum vessels were being hoisted into the air with empty seats, it might pay—they just might be money ahead—if they offered a few of those empty scats at … a discount. They were as keenly aware of the First Rule as Trippe was when he installed wicker chairs in his early mail planes to Cuba: Every additional paying passenger puts more money on the bottom line.

To the extent the CAB permitted, which was not much, the airlines experimented with special discounts, mostly on a standby basis to assure that they would be used only by discretionary, last-minute passengers—customers who otherwise wouldn’t be flying. “Youth fares” came into vogue, although they caused a backlash from middle-aged passengers who presumed the youthful passengers to be draft dodgers and drug abusers; for a time, in 1969, United opposed youth fares because it had a policy of providing transportation only to people who “look, act, and smell normal.” “Family fares” were introduced, although in an early display of political correctness such programs were usually judged by the CAB to be “discriminatory.” Most such discounts succeeded in filling a few empty seats, which made them worthwhile, but still the jumbo jets flew half empty. Financially 1970 was the worst year in the history of the airline industry, with losses totaling $150 million.

The airlines might have eased their financial plight by flying their planes on additional routes, but the CAB denied them this opportunity as well. Additional routes, the CAB reasoned, would only cause the airlines to order still more planes, which would only worsen the capacity surplus. No, the agency decreed, it was better to let the airlines increase fares to cover their losses. This solution, of course, only drove more potential passengers away. Perversely, it further worsened the capacity excess by enabling the airlines to buy even more new airplanes—which, in turn, required even more fare increases.

The glut worsening, their fares scrupulously identical, the airlines began competing on service and amenities to a level unseen before or since. American installed a 64-key Wurlitzer piano in its jumbo jet lounges, with Frank Sinatra, Jr., at the keyboard on the inaugural flight. United staged “happenings” in its 747 lounges, featuring caricaturists, guitarists, and wine tastings. Taking product segmentation to the extreme, Continental’s Hawaii flights featured the Diamond Head Lounge in first class, the Polynesia Pub in coach, and the Ponape Lounge in economy. Intent on enlivening the lounges even further, Continental scheduled appearances of a “folk-rock-pop” band called the Pineapple Splits.

The lounge wars gave way to the food wars, which in turn led to the booze wars. Northeast Air proclaimed itself “the all-steak airline to Florida.” Delta introduced steak with a champagne accompaniment. National Airlines came back with free drinks of any kind. Eastern, though it had initially attacked free liquor flights as “unconscionable,” immediately matched the policy. Continental began serving free Chivas Regal in coach, supplementing its famous “Dagwood” sandwich cart. American wound up pouring so many Bloody Marys that it made millionaires of the people who bottled Mr & Mrs T Bloody Mary mix. American’s aircraft mechanics noticed that in some jumbo jets the bulkhead wall in the back of the plane was freshly gouged every day; it turned out that the flight attendants were required to get the liquor cart out at such an early stage in the ascent of the flight that they could stop the carts rolling backward only by ramming them into the wall.

Each new gimmick also added a layer of regulatory absurdity in Washington. The price of every drink, the rental cost of every movie headset, the number of seats installed abreast, the square footage of the lounges—every last detail required the approval of the CAB.

The CAB reached its low point when President Nixon appointed a new chairman, Robert D. Timm, a wheat farmer and GOP stalwart from the state of Washington. Timm abandoned even the pretense of trying to balance the airlines’ interests against those of everyone else. He vowed to increase fares even more, to double the industry’s rate of return, to crack down anew on the charter operators. He permitted the carriers to meet among themselves to decide which routes to cut back—a reduced-scale replay of the spoils conference 40 years earlier.

Before long the barons of the industry, grateful for Timm’s sensitivity to their interests, invited him along for an exclusive golf junket in Bermuda. The press caught wind of the junket, and Timm was soon ousted as chairman.

In a burst of reform he was replaced by John E. Robson, a career Washington bureaucrat unknown to the airline industry. Robson was a short and small-boned man with a deep, loud voice and a cocksure manner. He was not the typical patronage appointment: Robson was a Harvard lawyer with an undergraduate degree from Yale. He had been around the Beltway a few times, working as a staffer in Lyndon Johnson’s White House and as a Transportation Department undersecretary in the Nixon administration. Robson did not particularly care about the GOP. He did not, in fact, harbor any passions about the airline industry, much less about airline regulation. Robson came to work every day hoping to have some fun.

Robson was shocked at how deep the agency had sunk. Staff morale was shot. The other four commissioners were so consumed with consensus building and political back-scratching that each new decision seemed to have no effect except to ratify the previous one. It reminded him of something out of The Last Hurrah. As if to reflect its more dubious status, the CAB had been moved out of the grand old building facing the Washington Monument into an eyesore of an office building on a rise along Connecticut Avenue, just above the hangouts and hookers of Dupont Circle.

Robson brought in another career political bureaucrat, Howard Cohen, a former White House personnel officer. During the evening the two of them sat in Robson’s corner office, with its panoramic view of the rush hour commuter traffic clogging Dupont Circle, and wondered aloud how it had come to this. An industry managed by intelligent, seemingly capable executives—why did they so freely delegate their affairs to an agency of government? Those executives—they were the ones with the jobs and the capital at risk; why didn’t they make their own decisions about how best to nurture them? What did a couple of Beltway careerists know about the airline industry anyway?

Robson resolved to shake things up, if only for the entertainment value. He encouraged the staffers who were questioning the agency’s role to bring their misgivings to the forefront of the agency’s deliberations. He brought in consultants to examine the foundations of CAB policy. Robson also began publicly posting his daily appointment calendar, a list that the trade press often published. Suddenly, the airline chieftains who had always formed a line outside the office of the CAB chairman were nowhere in evidence on Connecticut Avenue.

Robson was intent on learning the basics of the industry. If the executives would not come to him, he would visit them, to find out how the airline industry really worked. Where his investigations would lead, Robson had absolutely no idea.

Robson scheduled a fact-finding trip to Texas; some interesting things were happening there, he was told.
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