
fore China Clipper flights actually reached 
the Asian mainland, and even then, Hong 
Kong would be the end of the line. 

In the '30s-and until WWII aircraft de- 
sign and experience proved it wrong-con- 
ventional aviation wisdom was that long 
haul air passenger and freight service re- 
quired huge flying boats. 

The reasoning had nothing to do with the 
ability to ditch at sea in case of emergency. It 
was just that long distance planes were slow, 
lumbering and needed tons of fuel. Bur- 
dened by their own gasoline, they took an 
incredibly long time to get airborne. Run- 
ways on land just weren't long enough for 
the 30 seconds or more of taxiing needed for 
takeoff. The answer seemed to be the quiet 
harbors and bays, natural runways a mile or 
two in length, and flying boats-half air- 
plane, half schooner. 

Pan American drew up specifications for 
the flying boats it would need to cross the 
Pacific. Two manufacturers accepted the 
challenge. Russian -born Igor Sikorsky was 
the first to deliver his new S-42 planes to Pan 
Am in 1934. They would be used to test the 

Pacific route, but in the end were used mostly 
on other flights. 

Soon afterward, Glenn L. Martin's firm 
delivered, for $1.2 million, three newly de- 
signed M -130s, which would become fa- 
mous as the China, Hawaii, and Philippine 
Clippers. 

Training personnel and setting up a series 
of bases on the islands cost Pan American 
Airways twice as much as the planes. There 
were supply and repair facilities to establish, 
45 -room hotels to build (Clipper flights were 
made in five daily stages, with overnight 
stops), landing docks and radio navigation 
and communications stations to construct. 

Radio navigation wasn't new, of course. It 
was first tried on an overseas flight in June 
1927, when Army Lts. Lester Maitland and 
Albert Hegenberger tried to "ride" a radio 
beam from Oakland to Honolulu. When the 
plane's radio receiver failed, the pilots had to 
resort to celestial navigation, dead reckon- 
ing and luck to find the Hawaiian Islands. 

Round -the -world pilot Wiley Post proved 
in 1933 that he could circle the globe with- 
out a navigator, using only the beacon sig- 
nals from a series of so-called localizer beam 
antennas. 

But for scheduled flights with paying pas- 
sengers, Pan Am had to have a fully reliable 
radio navigation system. They invested 
heavily in longwave equipment as advanced 
as the technology of the time permitted. 

Even so, Pacific flying was not without 
danger. Two years after the Clipper's first 
flight, aviatrix Amelia Earhart and veteran 
navigator, Fred Noonan (a member of the 
first China Clipper crew) were lost on a Pa- 
cific crossing and were never heard of again. 

For two-way communication, the Clip- 
pers relied on shortwave radio, ruggedly 
built but relatively low powered, 50 watt 
transmitters. In the radio compartment, just 
behind the flight deck were aluminum alloy 
racks, grooved benches into which trans- 
mitter and receivers slid easily, connecting 
with fixed, rear -mounted plugs. A typical in- 
stallation weighed about 145 pounds and 
the quick -in, quick -out mounting permitted 
easy inspection, repair, or replacement of 
radio gear. 

A rotatable longwave loop antenna was 
used for radio direction finding and naviga- 

tion. The communications receiver and 
transmitter used a wire antenna, stretched 
between the tail of the plane and a six-foot, 
streamlined duralumin mast projecting above 
the fuselage near the front of the aircraft. 

So that November afternoon, the first 
China Clipper, with Capt. Edwin Musick at 
the controls, roared off toward Hawaii with a 
crew of seven, 3,200 gallons of gasoline, 
two tons of mail -110,000 letters, most of 
them sent by stamp collectors-but no pas- 
sengers. The airline was taking no chances. 
The first paying passenger would not get a 
seat on a Clipper flight for nearly a year. 

During the long night that followed, radio 
messages from the outbound flying boat 
came back to the Alameda terminal's com- 
munications room. Most were routine- 
Musick's reports of changes in altitude and 
fuel consumption. 

The broken clouds became a solid bank 
below, reflecting the silvery moonlight. 

"We haven't seen the water since 7 

On the Clipper's "bridge," top photo, are 
the two pilots who handle the flight controls 
with the aid of the navigator, lower photo, 
who sets the course. Capt. Edwin Musick, 

(insert), the ship's chief. 

SIKORSKY S-42 "Clipper"flying boat. The first test hops across Pacific were in this craft. 

THE MONITORING MAGAZINE April1985 / POPULAR COMMUNICATIONS / 27 

www.americanradiohistory.com


