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NEW YORK TO LOS ANGELES—-
NONSTOP AT LAST!
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A wonderfully staged picture shows off TWA’s new 1049 Super Constellation. With the airline serving

Burbank, it was relatively easy to set up such photos at the same airport where the Connies were built.

(TWA/Jon Proctor Collection)

R eliable coast-to-coast nonstop flights could, the-
oretically, have begun with the introduction of
DC-4s and Constellations following the end of World
War IIL. In fact, TWA operated one “scheduled” Los
Angeles to New York nonstop on February 3, 1948,
when a fierce winter storm covered the Midwest.
Flight 12’s regular Kansas City and Chicago stops
were canceled and the Model 049 Connie covered the
2,470-mile flight in 6 hours 55 minutes.

While air travel began its rapid growth during
this time period, the number of transcontinental tick-
ets probably did not justify such flights. Although the
market was sufficient by the early 1950s, and aircraft
could stretch their legs across the country nonstop,
they did not. Why?

In his book, Howard Hughes and TWA, Robert
W. Rummel wrote that the airline’s traffic managers
argued against the longer flights, based on their
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belief that passengers wanted an en-route stop to get
out and stretch their legs, and that no one wanted to
fly nonstop across North America for up to nine
hours. Perhaps a more important reason was that
pilot contracts and U.S. federal air regulations pro-
hibited flights of more than eight hours without an
augmented crew, which would also result in addi-
tional costs to the airline. TWA operated its transat-
lantic flights this way as a matter of expediency, but
not on long domestic routes where crew changes
could be easily carried out.

When American Airlines announced plans to
begin coast-to-coast nonstop service with its new
DC-7s, TWA quickly inaugurated its own nonstop
service and upstaged the competition. On October
19, 1953, “Ambassador” Flight 2, an overnight service
from Los Angeles to New York-Idlewild, operated
with the Model 1049 Super Constellation, which
could barely cover the distance in less than eight
hours; it was scheduled for 7 hours 55 minutes.
Prevailing winds would not permit a westbound
flight within the time constraint, so a 15-minute stop
was made at Chicago for a crew change with no local
traffic allowed!

Not to be upstaged, American Airlines quickly
retaliated with DC-7 “Nonstop Mercury” flights in
both directions, on November 29. Although the
Douglas was faster than the Super Connie, and flew an
eastbound 7-hour 15-minute schedule, it could not
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reliably operate its under-eight-hour westbound time
frame, a fact quickly pointed out by American’s pilot
union but quietly ignored by federal officials. More
than a dozen modifications were carried out in an
effort to squeeze extra speed from the DC-7’s R-3350
engines, but this was not enough to resolve the dilemma.

Then, early in 1954, government restrictions were
lifted to make transcontinental nonstops in excess of
eight hours “legal,” and American revised its west-
bound schedule to 8 hours 15 minutes. While TWA
and its pilots reached agreement on overtime for duty
in excess of eight hours and began nonstops in both
directions, American and its crews deadlocked over
the work rules. Tthe entire pilot workforce walked
out on July 31, 1954.

The company’s legendary president, C. R. Smith,
on military leave at the time, returned infuriated
about the work stoppage. He quickly reached an
agreement with the pilots that called for extra pay on
flights—on DC-7s only —exceeding eight hours, end-
ing a 24-day strike. TWA retained a bit of an advan-
tage with eight sleeping berths available on its Super
Connies, unlike the DC-7’s standard “day plane”
configurations, but both carriers offered lounges and
lavish meal service. United Air Lines, which received
its first DC-7s six months behind American Airlines,
launched nonstops from San Francisco to New
York—again eastbound only —on June 1, 1954; west-
bound flights began nearly a year later.

TWA'’s 1049 Super
Constellations featured
an aft seven-seat
lounge. On longer
flights the three seats
located across the back
of the cabin were cov-
ered to provide table
space for a snack buf-
fet, as seen in this
cabin mockup photo.
(Byron Schmidt)
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