T A EENIRAL ARCRIVES, EXCEPT AS NOTED

civil aviation was subservient to the monsoon.

Since the rains, which be ginmid-June, have typically abated by early September, the subcontinent’s

first regularly scheduled airmai] service wasto have been Inaugurated on September 15,1932,

But that year, the rain and lashing wind persisted, making the Juhu airfield, Bombay’s first

airport,a quagmire. In those days, the field was little more than adried mud flat on the Indian

Ocean coast, north of what was then the city centér, and in what is now the hub of India’s

famous film industry, Bollywood. It took another month before the airfield dried out enough

to permit the first flight of the new service, a ven

national carrier. :
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frame, and pomaded hair, he
looked like Errol Flynn. Fi-
nally, in October, after three
years of lobbying the British
colonial government, Je-
hangir Ratanji Dadabhoy
Tata, known to millions of
IndianstodayasRD, board-
edasecond-hand Puss Moth at Drigh Road
airportin Karachi (in what is now Pakistan)
for the flight to Bombay. Equipped with
only a pair of goggles and the slide rule
he used for navigating,J.R.D. took off with
120 pounds of mail. He stopped as planned
in Ahmedabad, the halfway point in the
600-mile journey. “Twas fuelled by Burmah
Shell out of 2 gallon tins brought to the
airfieldina bullock-cart,” JR.D.remembered,
according to materials in the Tata archives.
“My only thought was to be on my way
as quickly as possible so as to reach Juhu
on schedule...and I managed to take off
after 20 minutes in Ahmedabad aftera
lemonade and a brief talk to the press.”
The flight to Bombay (today, Mumbai)
was “bumpy and hot” but otherwise un-
eventful, except for what an interna] Tata
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"“No document has ever given me a
greater thrill,” said J.R.D, Tata of his
pilot’s license (above), He would found
India’s first international airline. Opposite:
DC-3s over the Taj Mahal circa 1950.

Group review of the founding of the airline
describes as the “killing of a bird which
flew into the cabin of his machine.”

LAST YEAR, I visited Air-India Tower, the
company’s headquartersin South Mumbai,
and was surprised to see that JR.D. Tata,
who died in 1993, retains a large presence
in the company. His picture adorns the
walls of many offices, his office furniture
isstillin use (and treated like sacred relics),
the screen savers on most computersscroll
inspirational Tata quotations, and a bust

ture that would grow into Air-India, the

of the man guards the build-
ing’s main doors. Kamaljeet
Rattan, the airline’s spokesman,
told me that when VIPs or
high-ranking government
employees call, their visits al-
waysbegin with a ceremony
during which the statue s giv-
enaflower garland, a tilak (a
daub of sandalwood symbol-
izing the third, or mind’s, eye)
isapplied to his forehead, and
Hindi devotional songs are
sung. (Never mind that Tata
wasn’t himself a Hindu.)
Employees who remember working
withJRD. describe him asa saintly presence,
in whom the staff was in awe. They recall
him speaking quickly but quietly, with a
slight French accent, and being prone to
philosophical asides. They recount feeling
sadness when Prime Minister Morarji
Desai unceremoniously sacked him in
1978, without providing a reason.
Longtime AirIndia executive Surendra
Gupte told me he thought of JR.D. “like
agod.” He wasn’t kidding; underthe glass
on his desk were three pictures: two of
the Indian god of knowledge, Ganesh, the
other of .R.D. Tata. Gupte remembers
JR.D. as a man who, while boarding an
AirIndia flight, refused to jump the queue;
someone not afraid to take a meeting at
his house in his Ppajamas or get under the

OCTOBER/NOVEMBER 2011 AIR & SPACE | 59




60

hood of a troublesome automobile or put
areassuring hand on the shoulder of a
young executive—things that would be
anathema tothe typical status- and class-
obsessed Indian tycoon.

He wasn’ta pushover, though, according
to Captain D. Bose, an Air-India pilot who
served as the airline’s managing director
from 1984 t0 1987 and now chairs the JR.D.
Tata Trust. Bose says Tata “suffered no
fools,”and Would not hesitate to cut down
an employee with a caustic remark for

- saying something JR.D. disagreed with.

“He took aminute interest in the airline,”
said Bose. “When he was on a flight, he
would walk up and down the plane with
hisnotebook and latér write me letters out-
lining his suggestions. I remember once
he asked me to research when we should
serve the cheese course in first class. He
wasn’t sure what to do because he said the
French served it after dessert, but the Italians
served it in between dinner and dessert.”
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On the anniversary
reenactment (above),
Burmah-Shell
assembled the original
team of men who had
fueled Tata's aircraft
30 years earlier. The
record-setting flight
(Tata, right, with
‘unidentified man,
1932), noted the
press, received a
"hearty reception.”

“His main characteristic was humility;”
said Gupte. “And he led by example. Even
after he was sacked, he held no grudge at

all. His burning desire was that the airline'

would thrive and retain its past glory. The
most amazing thing about him was his
love for the airline. It was his baby.”

J.R.D. WAS THE SON of Ratanji Dadabhoy
Tata (R.D.), who wasarelation of Jamsetji
Nusserwanji Tata, the founder of the so-
called House of Tata. Jamsetji was a Parsi,
one of some 110,000 Indian Zoroastrians,
whose ancestors fled Persia and settled in
Gujarat (now a state in western India)
more than 1,000 years ago. Jamsetji made
his fortune in textiles and weaving, but
soon branched out. In the generations
before JR.D.ascended to the chairmanship
of the Tata Group, the company established
India’s first iron and steel companies, a
hydroelectric power company, and the
Indian Institute of Science.

Born in Parisin 1904 to a French mother,
the young JRD—*Jeh” to his friends and
family—spent summers in Hardelot, in
northern France. One of the Tatas neighbors
was Louis Blériot, the Frenchman whoin
1909 would make the first airplane flight
across the English Channel. Blériot built
ahangaron the beach,and JR.D.found an
early influence in Blériot test pilot Adolphe
Pegoud. “To me Pegoud was one of the
bravest and most foolhardy men that ever
lived,” Tata told R.M. Lala, his biographer.

JRD.moved to Bombay in 1925, where
he took an unpaid apprenticeship with
Tata Group. (He ascended to the chair-
manshipin 1938, a position he held until
1991, overseeing the Tata empire in addition
to retaining the chairmanship of Air-India.)
When a flying club opened in Bombay,
he gothis pilot’slicense in 1929, becoming
the first pilot in India to do so, after only
three hours and 45 minutes in the air. Of
the achievement, he told Lala: “No document
hasever given me a greater thrill than the
little blue and gold certificate delivered
to me on 10 February 1929, by the Aero
Club of India and Burma on behalf of the
Fédération Aéronautique Internationale.
The fact that it bore the Number 1 added
to my pride in owning it.”

Ayear later, Tata participated in the
Aga Khan Prize race, in which the Muslim
leader offered £500 to the first Indian to
fly solo from England to India or vice versa.
Tata took up the challenge, flying a Gipsy
Moth from Karachi to the airfield at Croydon
in England, by way of Basra, Gaza, Cairo,



Tripoli, Naples, Rome, Marseilles, and Paris,
His competition was a Sikh, Manmohan
Singh, and an 18-year-old pilot named
Aspy Engineer, who would later become
the chief of staff of the Indian air force,
and who won the race.,

THE TATA NAME is everywhere in India.
In Mumbaiit’s on cars, trucks, billboards,
and skyscrapers. The Tata Group has sub-
sidiaries dealing in virtually every com-
modity:automobiles, mobile telephones,
steel, shoes, life insurance, fertilizers, salt,
bottled water, lentils. About the onlything
they don’t have anymore is an airline.
In the nationalized airline Air-India,
the visible record all but expunges the
Tata name—and JR.D.’s legacy. “Today’s

Air-India pilots are not thinking about

JRD.”Bose said. “When I was flying, JR.D.
Wasa constant presence. Asa young man,
you're busy with your flying and your
career. They don’t have time to reflect on
the airline’s founder.”

Theleafy Tata “campus”in Pune, about
110 miles east of Mumbai, is a company
headquarters that, among other things,
servesasa training compound for hospitality
workers in Tata hotels, the flagship of

which is the Taj Mahal Palace, the Tuxury
hotel adjacent to the Gateway to India in
Mumbai. At the Tata Central Archives
there, Ifound early Tata Air Lines documents,
amongthema 1933 speech Tata gave about
air travel to the Bombay Rotary Club.
“Up to the end of 1929,” Tata told his
audience, “apart from a few experimental
flights, commercial aviation proper could

On October 12, 1932, Tata, carrying “'a
couple of pitifully small bags of mail,”
inaugurated airmail service between
Karachi and Bombay. A year later, the
airline was delivering mail by the
truckload (below). .
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have been suitably described byazeroso
faras[India] was concerned, Considering
the relatively advanced stage which air
transport had reached by then in most of
the other countries of the world, it may
be asked why India of all countries should
have been so conspicuously backward.
Were there any obstaclesin the way peculiar
toIndia with which other countries were
not handicapped?”

Never one to mince words, Tata answered
his own question: “Lack of vision and ini-
tiative on the part of Government.”

India, Tata believed, was ripe foraservice
tofly mail and passengers. “Climatic con-
ditions (for the greater part of the year),
nature of the ground, distances, inadequacy
of railways and roads, keenness of the
people are allin her favour,” Tata told the
Rotary Club.

JR.D’s partnerin the new venture was
Nevill Vintcent, a South African aviator
and former Royal Air Force pilot. Bornin
1902, Vintcent was a pugilist and an early
proponent of flight in India, flying all over
the subcontinent in the 1920s asa surveyor
and barnstormer. In fact, it was Vintcent
who took a proposal for an Indian airmail
service to the Tatas. “Thave tried to stress
the fact that if Tata Sons are given this
route it will give a great fillip to commercial
flying in India,” Vintcent wrote of his ne-
gotiations with the governmentina 1931
letter to JR.D. “If the route is state operated

Tata (above, circa 1960) wrote copious memos to his staff about everything from
inflight coffee (“it tasted like bean soup”) to crew hairstyles (one stewardess “had an
enormous hair bun at the back, larger than her whole head. She looked ridiculous™).
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Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru joins Tata and his wife Thelma in Jamshedpur in
1958. Tata and Nehru had a fraught relationship; Tata thought his airline was “treated

shabbily” during the nationalization process.

I maintain that it will effectively puta
stop to any further efforts by private firms
to develop other routes, as they will argue
that after the spade work has been done,
the state reaps the benefit. Ialso maintain
that private enterprise will develop flying
far more quickly than the state can hope
to do, and will consequently provide more
openings for Indians in this profession.”

In March 1929, just six weeks after J.R.D.
received his license, Tata Sons Limited (as
the conglomerate was called then), with
Vintcent as a partner and chief pilot, sub-
mitted to the colonial government its first
proposal for establishing a regularly sched-
uled airmail service to peninsular India.
Tata Aviation Services would extend the
existing service, which Imperial Airways,
the precursor of British Airways, provided
from England to Karachi. There at Karachi,
the Tatas’ airline would collect the mail
and fly it to Bombay and Madras (now
Chennai). One of “twosingle engined Amer-
ican planes”—according to an internal Tata
Group history—would connect with Im-
perial Airways in Karachi once a week,
weather permitting, and fly to Bombay, a
journey that would take around eight hours,
compared with nearly 45 hours by rail. -

The entire airline would consist of two

airplanes, two pilots,and two ground en-

gineers, one “apprentice” (meaningan In-

“people want to go home. So do I,”
grumbled the 78-year-old Tata in 1982
after the 50th anniversary reenactment
of his pioneering airmail flight.
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dian) engineer, four coolies, and two chowki-
dars, or guards. And all of this for the gov-
ernment investment of just 100,000 to
125,000 Indian rupees (worth about
$680,000 today), the bulk of which J.R.D.
said would be recoverable through the
extraairmail postage. Still, the government
pleaded poverty.

Despite the Depression-induced austerity,
the British government was keen to open

the subcontinent to airmail service. At.

the time, the French Air Orient Company
operated a service between Marseillesand
Saigon, and the Royal Dutch Line’s KIM
was operating between Holland and the
Dutch East Indies. Due to government re-
strictions that JR.D. found “incomprehen-

sible,” mail bound for India and Burma
was permitted to be carried by both of
these services only as far as Karachi, where
itwasloaded onto a train bound for Calcutta,
even though the aircraft were also bound
for Calcutta.

 Finally, Tata and Vintcent made an offer
the British couldn’t refuse, offering to start
the airline at almost no cost to the gov-
ernment. On April 24, 1932, Tata Air Mail
was born, with the signing of a 10-year
contract. The deal involved no government
subsidiary, only a small stipend per pound
of mail carried. Under the agreement, Tata
Aviation Services would get free use of
government aerodromes, but if the service
was infrequent or unreliable, it could be
cancelled. Furthermore, Tata Aviation Serv-
ices was required to employ British subjects
and use British airplanes—somuch for the
“American” aircraft. Tata and Vintcent
bought another Puss Moth, this at a time
when other civil air transport services were
already using four-engine Armstrong Whit-
worth Atalantas.

After landing at Juhu on that first flight,
the mail that was to continue to Madras
was transferred to the second Moth, flown
by chief pilot Vintcent, who spent the
night in Bellary (about 500 miles away)
before continuing on to Madras, on south
India’s east coast. An internal history says
simply: “This marked the beginning of
the Indian air transport.” '

IN 1933, ITS FIRST FULL YEAR of op-
eration, Tata Aviation Services flew 160,000
miles, ferrying 23,800 pounds of mail and
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freightand 155 passengers on the Karachi-
Bombay-Madras route. In 1936, the company
introduced Waco biplanes, and in 1937
added service to New Delhi. The next year
it was renamed Tata Air Lines.

In 1940, Nevill Vintcent traveled to Eng-
land to meet with Lord Beaverbrook, who
asked Tata Sons to supply the Ministry of
Aircraft Production with 200 Tiger Moth
training airplanes. Vintcent headed to the
de Havilland factory in Canada to learn
how to produce the aircraft; when he re-
turned to India, Tata Sons built a factory
attheir own cost. A few months later, the
Ministry of Aircraft Production decided
itdidn’t want Tiger Moths, and asked Tata
Sons to build 400 Horsa gliders instead.
Vintcent headed back to England to make
preliminary production arrangements.
On the return flight, hisbomber was shot
down and he was killed. Several months
later the ministry sent a telegram to Tata
Sons cancelling the Horsa contract.

Despite the devastating loss of Vintcent,
the airline expanded after the war, when
JR.D. entered a partnership with the Indian
government, which bought a 49 percent
stake in the airline, with an option to buy
another two percent. In 1953, citing a
policy of nationalizing all transport services,
the Socialist-leaning government exercised
the option, and the airline was nationalized.

J.R.D. RETAINED the chairmanship of
Air-India until 1978, but nationalization
neversatwell with him. Ina 1953 telegram
to Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru, he
wrote that the “nationalisation scheme
isnotsound and will not result in the cre-
ation of an efficient and self supporting
air transport system....[And] I can only de-
plore that so vital a step should have been
taken without giving usa proper hearing.”
(For his part, Nehru noted in a letter JR.D.
Tata’s “evident distress” on learning that
nationalization had taken place.)

“He had enormous popularity through-
out his own country and the world in the
early 1970s,” said the late R.E.G. Davies,
former air transport curator at the National
Air and Space Museum. “He was well re-
spected in the industry ata time in which
aviation services were almost entirely
dominated by European and U.S. airlines.
He managed to lead an indigenous Asian
airline into the top ranks, and the recognition
he received was both technical and social.
Technical, because the Air-India fleet was

always modern and competitive. Social,
because thanks to the efforts of him and
[then AirIndia commercial director] Bobby
Kooka, the onboard service was both
elegant and efficient—and very Indian.
Atthe heyday of Air-India, J.R.D. Tata was
one of the most respected and adored
leaders of any airline in the world.”

ON OCTOBER 15, 1982, 50 years to the
day after Tata Aviation Services’ inaugural
flight,a 78-year-old ].R.D. Tata, dressed in
the light blue safari suit that had become
his late-period trademark, took off from
Drigh Road in Karachi in a Leopard Moth
(a suitable Puss Moth couldn’t be found)
bound for Bombay to commemorate the
birth of Indian civil aviation.

J.R.D. had appointed Captain Bose to
organize the flight. Bose remembers the

Afterward, ] R.D. told reporters that this
flight too was uneventful.

“Ten minutes before the scheduled hour
of 4 o’clock,” according to an account pub-
lished in the Bombay newspaper Mid-Day,
“Mr.JR.D. Tata’s Leopard Moth was sighted
over Bombay. But being a stickler for punc-
tuality, he hung on over the horizon till
the appointed hour.

“Then he came over the old Juhu airport
and, like any other young daredevil airman,
he swooped low over the [tent] holding
some 1,500 invitees.... Then, taking a full
circle, the Leopard Moth made a perfect
three-point landing.”

When asked by reporters after the
flight why he did it, ].R.D. expressed sen-
timents echoing the ones that led him
to form India’s first and most enduring
airline. “Ifelt rather shaken that in recent

At Air India's headquarters in Mumbai (above, left), Tata's bust guards the main doors.
During VIP visits, the statue is draped with garlands and Hindi devotional songs are sung.

board meeting in which Tata announced
that he wanted to reenact the journey.
“There was silence all around,” Bose said.
“No board member dared open his mouth,
but we all thought it was a dangerous
idea,” given J.R.D.’s age.

Bose was charged with finding the air-
plane, then coordinating with de Havilland
onitsrefurbishing. “Once this was done,”
said Bose, “he didn’t want anything to do
with me. He wanted to be in total control
of the flight, and he didn’t want to be
made to feel that he was in any way in-
capable of handling it himself.” In fact,
Surendra Gupte, who worked closely with
JR.D.on the 50th anniversary celebrations,
told me that J.R.D. confided to him before
the flight that he had recently suffered a
mild heart attack and that his doctor
advised him against making the flight.

times there was a growing sense of dis-
enchantment in our land,” he said, a pos-
sible reference to the country’s stalled
economic development at the time.
“There was a loss of hope, aspirations,
and enthusiasm and a fall in morale
amongst our youth. This flight, L hope,
will rekindle a spark of enthusiasm and
the desire in them to do something for
the good of our country.”

Today’s Air-India passengers may join
in JR.D.’s wish. The carrier has fallen on
hard times of late. Its legendary cabin
service and punctuality isin decline; a de-
livery of a Boeing 787 Dreamliner has been
deferred because of lack of cash; and the
company is in talks with banks, hoping
to restructure 200 billion rupees of debt.
The elegance for which Air-India was once
known has faded. —4~
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