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Los Angeles Municlpal Airport was officially dedicaled on June 7, 1930. The flower girl stands before Hangar No. 2:3.

LOOKING AT Los Angeles Internacional Airpore (LAX) today,
it 1s difficult to visualize what it might have been like over 50
vears ago. Today this multimillion-dollar facility is capable of
handling most modern jer aircraft. One of the busiest airpotts in
the world, over 28 million people used LAX last year. Yet who
could have predicted back in the 1920s, when airplanes were
made of little more than fabric and wood, that this relatvely
obscure field near Inglewood would one day become a jer-age
terminal, Even more remarkable, che city of Los Angeles has
operated an airportt on this spot since 1928, This year marks the
50th anniversary of Los Angeles International Airport. To trace
the history of LAX we have to go back ro the very beginnings of
commercial aviation

Los Angeles, it seems, has always been fascinated by airplanes.
In 1910 the nation’s first air meet was held at the Dominguez
Rancha. Over 40,000 people came out to sce such pioneer
aviators as Charles Willard, Glenn Curtiss, and Louis Paulhan
perform. The Los Angeles Times called Paulhan's flight from
Dominguez to Santa Anita and back ‘'the greatest sporting
cvent the world has, perhaps, ever seen ! Glenn L. Martin was
building gliders in an abandoned church in Santa Ana as early as
1907, By 1915 Martin operated a small airplane factory near the
286

site of what is now Los Angeles International Airport. In 1920 a
former Martin engineer, a young graduate of MIT named Don-
ald W, Douglas, opened up his own aircraft company in the back
room of a barber shop on Pico Boulevard. Later relocating in
Santa Monica, the Douglas Aircraft Company grew to become
one of the leading airplane builders in the country and estab-
lished Los Angeles as a center for the nation’s aircraft industry 2

In the 1920s airplanes were still something of a novelry. It had
only been 20 short years since the Wright brothers had taken off
in the first powered flight, and aviation technology had not
greatly advanced since then. The airports of that ume were “'lit-
tle more than abandoned cow pastures or the infield area of race
tracks.”"* In Los Angeles the best known air fields of the early
1920s included Venice Airport, located near the corner of Venice
and Washingron Boulevards, and Mercury Ficld and Chaplin
Airport, which were across the street from each other where
Wilshire Boulevard now meets Fairfax Avenue. The first com-
mercial airlines were ill-fated ventures which inevicably went
bankrupt or folded. in July of 1919 Syd Chaplin, Charlie
Chaplin’s brother, organized an airline company which offered
six round trips a4 day from Wilmington to Santa Cacalina Island
using a Curciss MF flying boat. When Chaplin Airlines went out



of business in the lateer part of 1920, che route between Los
Angeles and Avalon was taken over by Pacific Marine Airways.?
The life span of these early airlines was short because the public
viewed flying as a hazardous occupation,

The commercial aitline industry was not stabilized until the
federal government took an interest in aviation. The Air Mail
Acc of 1925, betrer known as the Kelly Act, encouraged the
growth of commercial aviation by taking the delivery of air mail
out of the hands of the post office and offering contracts to
private companies, One of the five original air mail contracts
went to Western Air Express, which operated out of Vail Field in
Montebello, to fly the mail between Los Angeles and Sale Lake
City. Soon Western was carrying passengers as well as the mail.
Other companies also took advantage of the air mail contracts to
initiate passenger setvice. Pacific Air Transport, which flew the
route between Los Angeles and Scattle included passengers
along with the mail bags in their Ryan M-1 5. By 1929 there were
six regularly scheduled airlines flying our of L A

The Kelly Act was one of the first actions taken by the United
States government towards the development of a national policy
for aviation. The next step was the formation of a federal depart-
ment to oversee aviation activities. The Air Commerce Act of
1926 created the so-calied Aeronautics Branch within the De-
partment of Cammerce with the responsibility for making safecy
rules, providing for the maintenance of airways and navigational
facilities, and the regulation of civil aviation in general, The
1926 Air Commerce Act did not, however, provide for federal
assistance in the construction of airports.® Thus it was up to local
communities or private investors to build landing fields.

Local governments and private entrepreneuts were mote than
willing to finance the development of air transport facilities
because of the relatively minor cost involved? Aviation had
assumed a national importance after the passage of the Air Com-
merce Act of 1926, and many civic leaders did not want to see
Los Angeles left behind. It was felt that the establishment of a
public air ficld was essental to the financial well-being of the
city. Analogies were commonly drawn between the municipal
operation of an airport and the development of harbors or roads.
As one article argued:

If we cannot furnish adequate facilittes for the use of air-
craft, we cannot hope for rapid development in this kind
af transportation. Al this point we must expect our local
government 1o step mto the breach and supply the needed
landing fields, just as it has supplred the good roads for the
automobile

The Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce began to vigorously
push for the creation of a municipal airport. On Ocrober 20,
1926, the Chamber published a sutvey of various landing fields
in the Los Angeles area compiled by meteorologist Dr. Ford A.
Carpenter. This report reviewed 13 potenual locations for the
municipal airpert. For each site mentoned there was a photo-
graph and a brief description of the facilities offered there. One
of the air fields listed was an area of open farm land known as
the “'Inglewood Site.’'?

At that time the Inglewood field was little more than a level
section of ground wherte tenant farmers grew wheat, barley, and
beans. Local flycrs occasionally used the spor as 2 makeshift land-
ing sirip, The Inglewood site eventually became known as Mines
Field, after William W. Mines, the real estate agent who han-

On August 25, 1929, the city's new alrport was visiled by the famous
dirigible, the Graf Zeppelin, on its record-breaking round-the-world
flight. {Los Angeles Department of Airporis)

dled the offer of this property to the City of Los Angeles.

The active promotion of the Inglewood site as a potential air-
port began in June 1927, when a group of local citizens, realiz-
ing the importance of having a major air terminal located near-
by, began to push for its development. This group was led by
George Cleaver, an oil lands developer; Frank D. Parent, chair-
man of the Aeronautics Committee of the Inglewood Chamber
of Cemmerce and president of the Centinela Valley Improve-
ment Association; and Harry Culver, real estate promoter and
founder of Culver City. These men managed to obtain an option
on the Inglewood site and began to hatch plans for a **super-
airport’’ to be buile chere, which would include a manufacturing
center as well as air ficld facilities, They attempted to interest the
Ford Motor Company in 1nvesting in the field, and even con-
vinced William B. Mayo, Ford’s chief engineer, to come out and
inspect the property. A letrer was also written to the Daniel
Guggenheim Foundation for the Promotion of Aeronautics ask-
ing for funds to develop the Inglewood airpott plan. Both Ford
and the Guggenheim Foundation refused to invest in the proj-
ect. This, however, did not deter the Inglewood boosters. Harry
Culver helped Jack Maddux, the owner of 2 local Ford car dealer-
ship, to organize a commercial airline company. On July 21,
1927, the Maddux Airline Company began passenger service be-
tween Los Angeles and San Diego using Ford Trimotors. At first
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the airline operated out of Rogers Arrport (on what is now Cren-
shaw Boulevard), but it was Maddux's intention to mave to the
Inglewood field as soon as facilities were developed thece. In a
brilliznt act of promotion, the Inglewcod group was able to ia-
duce Chartles Lindbergh 1o land a Maddux Trimotor at the Ingle-
wood site. Having brought considerable attention to the field,
the Inglewood promorters began to press the Los Angeles City
Council to select the site as the location for the municipal air-
port.t®

The Los Angeles City Council had been slow in considering
the airport issue, Their inacuvity, however, was shattered in May
1927, by Chatles Lindbergh's electtifying solo flight across the
Atlantic in the SpRIT OF ST Louis. This achievement made
Lindbergh a hero of international stature and gave the United
States aircraft industry 2 needed boost, enhancing the reputacion
of Ametican aviation and convincing the public of the impor-
tance of the airplane as a new means of transportation. In Los
Angeles the excitement generated by Lindbergh's flight moti-
vated the City Council to move forward with the selection of
possible sites for a municipal airport.'* [n July 1927, the City
Council began accepung bids from owners or agents who wanted
their property considered as a lecation for the field.

The Inglewood field was not the only property in competition
for the municipal airport. In all, a total of 27 sites were onginally
offered to the City. Of these, eight were selected by the City
Council for serious consideration. They were Vail Field, the Ban-
dini site, Hellman Field, and the El Monte site, all on the east
side of town; Sesnon and the Van Nuys site, both in the San Fer-
nando Valley; and the Dominguez air field and Mines Field,
which were located in the southwestern portion of the city. The
City Council wanted to operate mote than just one airport in the
Los Angeles area. It was advocated that one air field site should
be located near downtown, one in the San Fernando Valley, and
one in the southwestern section of the city.

The City Council then requested that the municipal Bureau of
Budget and Efficiency produce a detailed survey of the eight
sites under serious consideration. These reports, completed by
the end of 1927, deseribed each site by giving its name, owner ot
agent, and location. Then the sites were rated on wind condi-
tions, fog, power lines and obstructions, physical features, clear-
ing and grading, landmarks, accessibility, available services, and
fice protecuon. Of the eight sites only Sesnon, Van Nuys, and
Mines were located within the city Iimits. Mings Ficld reccived
the best score overall, closely followed by Van Nuys, Sesnon, and
Vail Fietd 12

Relying mainly upon the Bureau of Budger and Efficiency
reports, as well as their own investigations into the matter, the
Finance Commiitee of the Los Angeles City Council atrempeed
to select the three best available sites for the location of the
municipal airports. Unfortunately the Finance Committee was
unable to reach total agreement over which fields the City
should acquire. When the Committee submitted its recommen-
dations to the City Council on March 16, 1928, the majority
report, presented by Councilmen Arthur Alber and Charles Ran-
dall, stated that the City should purchase the Hellman site as the
downrown airport, the Sesnon tract in the San Fernando Valley,
and Mines Field to serve the southwestern area, The
Committee’s minority ceport, given by Councilman Peirson M.
Hall, agreed with the sclection of Mines Field, but suggested
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that Van Nuys should be the airport for the San Fernando
Valley. As to a field close to downtown, Hall felt that the martter
should be postponed for future discussion, although it was
known that he favored the use of the Guffith Park landing strip
in this regard .13

On March 23, 1928, the City Council met to resolve the dis-
agreement over the selection of airports. It was decided that Vail
Field, rather than the Hellman, should be the site to serve the
downtown. The selection of Vail Field was apparently influenced
by pressure applied by the Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce,
the Los Angeles Times, and Western Air Express.' It was also
decided that the Sesnon tract should be the air ficld for the San
Fernando Valley. Mines Field, the only location that both
minority and majority reports of the Finance Commictee had
agreed upon, was casily picked as the third airport.

The Los Angeles City Council then passed an ordinance on
April 4th, which placed a $6 millron aicport bond issue on the
May 1st ballot. This was for general obligation bonds to purchase
land for the municipal airports, within or withour the city lumits,
and for the construction of the necessary facilities. The wording
on the bond issue was vague and no specific sites were men-
tioned. As a result the proposition failed to carry. 13

Although the City Council had originally favored the acquisi-
cion of three airport sites, the failure of the May bond issue made
chis economically unfeasible. It was therefore decided chat only
one location should be purchased. On June 25, 1928, Mines
Field was selected as L. A.'s municipal airport. Mines was chosen
because it had been highly rated by the Buteau of Budget and
Efficiency; both reports of the Finance Committee had found it
acceptable; and because it had recently been selected by the
California Air Race Association as the site of the 1928 Nauonal
Air Races to be held in September. '8

When the Nauonal Aerenautics Association first announced
the approval of Los Angeles as the host ciry for the 1928 National
Air Races, a frantic search had begun for an appropriate facility.
The California Air Race Association narrowed the choices down
to three sites: Long Beach. El Monte, and Mines Field. In April
1928, it was decided thar the air races would be held ac Mines.
This decision was influenced by the selection of Mines Field by
the Los Angeles City Council in March as one of the three loca-
tions for the municipal airporr, and by the lobbying efforts of
Frank D). Parent, one of the promorers of the Inglewood field 17

All during che summer the field was made ready for the ait
races. Mines Field lacked proper fucilities; there were no build-
ings, hangars, ot permanent runways, Clifford Henderson acted
as Managing Director and helped ovetsee the preparations,
Three runways were laid out, graded and oiled, grandstands
were erected, a large cxposition building of lumber and canvas
was constructed, fencing was put up, roads leading to the field
were paved, utilities were installed, and sanitacion facilities were
provided. The air races were held berween September 8th and
16th, with a total of $125,000 1n prize money being offercd. The
highlight of the air show was the surprise appearance of Charles
Lindbergh with the Army Air Corps exhibition team known as
the “Three Musketeers.” Lindbergh was replacing Lt. ].J.
Williams who had been killed 10 a tragic crash while performing
a stunt during the third day of the meet. The air races proved to
be a temendous success, as over 200,000 people flocked o
Mines Field to see Lindbergh fly e



LOS ANGELES MUNICIPAL AIRPORT: 1928-1837

At the conclusion of the air races the City of Los Angeles took
over the operation of Mines Field, The lease for the airport,
which had been approved by the City Council in August, was
signed on September 26, 1928, The tract, to be a mile square,
was acquired in two parcels. The southernly 480 acres were
leased from James R. and Pauline Martn, and the northernly
160 acres wete leased from the Los Angeles Extension Company,
of which Martin held an interest. The terms of the lease called
for the City to rent the land for 10 vears, with an option to buy,
commencing on October 1, 1928, The rental for the firsc vear
was 396,000, and $124,000 a year was to be paid for the re-
mainder of the lease '”

There were several reasons why the City chose to lease Mines
Ficld rather than purchase the property outright. The defeat of
the May bond issue meant that the acquisition of a municipal
airport was not an overwhelmingly popular 1ssue. The City
Council could ill afford to proceed with the development of an
air field without the backing of the electorare, and it was much
safer politically to lease the land. Such a lease would allow the
City to experiment with municipal airport operations and decide
whether or not the Mines site was suitable. It was known that
some people opposed the selection of Mines Field, and because
of intense pressure from various interests lobbying for other
sites, the Council was afraid to make a long-term investment ina
single atrport property.

The Los Angeles City Department of Airporrs (DOA) was
created on September 25, 1928, when the City Council adopted
Ordinance No. 61,923, which was 10 go into effect on October
1st. Some members of the Council had favored the formation of
a five-member ‘' Airport Commuission” to supervise the opera-
tion of the Department_2® When the final ordinance was drawn
up, however, the provision for an independent commission was
omitted. The Director of Atrports was to be the chief administra-
tive officer of the DOA, but he was directly responsible to the
Finance Commiuttee of the City Council. Thus the City Council
held the real power over the operation of the airport, retaining
the right to pass all rules and regulations and to approve all
leases.

Clifford Henderson, formerly Managing Director of the Na-
tional Air Races, was appointed the first Director of Airports on
October 16, 1928, at a salary of $400 a month. The offices of the
Department of Airports were located in City Hall, and che staff
consisted of Henderson, a secretary, 2 Superintendent of Air-
ports, and two airport attendants. The first Superintendent of
Airports was Ralph T. McKinnon, Henry G. Bakes was hired in
December 1928 as one of the first airport attendants, and he was
actually stattoned ar Mines Field to perform the various mainte-
nance and police duties. Because of the lack of adequate facili-
ties, Bakes was forced to work out of a phone booth for the first
few months of the airport’s operation.2! Although the field was
officially known as Los Angeles Municipal Airport, it continued
to be called Mines Field until afrer World War II.

One of the first goals of the newly created Department of Air-
potts was the acquisition of another airport closer to the down-
town. Tt was suggested that the City take over the operation of
the landing strip at Grffith Park. This air field was used by the
Air Service of the California National Guard chrough a special

In 1936 Las Angeles Municipal Airport once again hosted the National
Air Races. (Los Angeles Depariment of Airports)

arrangement with the Los Angeles City Park Board The idea, as
formulated by cerrain members of the City Council led by Pier-
son M. Hall, was for the Griffith Park air strip to be used s an
auxiliary field to supplement Mines Field. This idea mer with
heated criticism. The Park Board and Municipal League of Los
Angeles, among others, were both strongly againse the taking of
park land for use as a downtown air depor. This opposition
forced the Department of Airports to abandon its plans for a
Griffith Park Airpore.??

Because the City Council was unable to use the Griffith Park
ait strip, the Deparument of Airports was left with Mines Field as
the only municipal airport. After having just taken over the
operacion of Mines Field, the DOA soughr to build proper facil-
ities there. In 1929 the first permanent hangar was constructed
at the airport by the Curtiss-Wright Company, This Spanish-
styled building, known as Hangar No. 1, housed the flying
school ran by the Curtiss Flying Service. Later that same year the
City of Los Angeles buile its first hangar at Mines Field. This
structure, known as Hangar No. 2-3, was really two separate
hangars connected by an administration building with a tower
and beacon on top. This was not used as a control tower, since all
air traffic was directed from the ground with the use of flags.
With the completion of Hangar No. 2-3, the offices of the
Department of Airports were moved from City Hall to the
municipal arrport on Novernber 1, 1929.

At this time the first permanent runway was constructed. The
runways built for the 1928 Air Races were merely graded scrips of
adobe ficld covered with oil. Whenever it ratned they rturned
into muddy quagmires and could not be used. So in 1929 the
Department of Airporss laid out a 2000-foot-long runway which
was graded and covered with decomposed granite and oil. Be-
cause they lacked a roller, the airport crew gathered rogecher as
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many automobiles as possible and drove them up and down the
runway to pack it in. The City of Los Angeles then erected two
more hangars at the airport. Hangar No. 4 was built in 1930 and
occupied by a flying school run by Larry Talbert. The last of the
City's otiginal airport complex on the south side of the field was
Hangar No. 5, completed in 1931, and used by Pacific Aeromo-
tive as an aircraft engine repair shop.22

During the Department of Airports’ first year of existence
there was a major shakeup in its managemenc. In April 1929,
Clifford Henderson, the first Director of Airports, resigned
under pressure to take a full-time position as Director of the Na-
tional Air Race Association. Henderson had been criticized for
spending too much time dealing with cthe Nartional Air Race
Assoctation and not enough ume with the Department of Air-
ports.2¢ The job of Directar of Airports eventually went to Colo-
nel Richard Barnitz, a retired Army Air Corps man. Mines Field
was officially dedicated as Los Angeles Municipal Airport on
June 7, 1930. Later that same year the City renegotiated the
terms of the lease of the airport property. The lease was extended
1o cover 50 years and the City had the option to purchase the
land at $3250 an acre unul Seprember 30, 1935, and $3500 an
acre until September 30, 1940,

The first decade of operations at Mines Field was a troubled
period. The airport failed to develop as planned into a major air
transporr centet, and it was used primarily by flying schools,
repair shops, airplane agencies, and private pilots. Funds were
not forthcoming from an apathetic electorate or a tight-fisted
City Council to finance improvements there. As the Great De-
pression descended upon this country, Los Angeles Municipal
Airport, like airports throughout the nation, found itself in a
financial crisis and operating at a loss. During the Depression
the Depattment of Airports was poorly managed. The Directoc
of Airports, Richard Barnitz, was an alcoholic and frequently ab-
sent from his job. The aitport was actually run by his assistant,
Woodruff DeSilva. One former airport employee remembered
“‘that consciously or unconsciously Colonel Barnitz was opposed
to the airport development because he was afraid it would be-
come very quickly too big a job for him to handle.”’#

During the 1930s the aicpore met with some very serious criti-
cism. Many people believed it was located too far from the center
of town and that no one would use so isolated a field. The Rever-
end Robert P. Schuler, who had a large radio following in Los
Angeles, was particularly vocal in his opposiuon to Mines Field.
Commercial aitline companies showed little desire 1o lacate at
Los Angeles Municipal because the facilities offered chere were
inadequate to handle commercial traffic. Most of the major ait-
lines flew out of Grand Central Airport in Glendale or United
Air Terminal (later Lockheed) in Burbank. Originally Maddux
Airlines had planned to operate out of Mines Field. However,
when the City Council was slow to fund atrport development,
Maddux decided he could do better elsewhere and so he moved
his airline to Grand Central Airport in February 1929, Because
the municipal airport failed to actract commercial airlines or
generate a respectable revenue, it was scon branded a *‘white
¢lephant, "2

The competirion from rival airports was intense. Owners of
other air ficlds hoped that the City would choose to terminate its
lease of Mines Field and transfer its operation of a municipal air-
port to another site which could offer better facilities. Certain
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segments of the population diszpproved of the City extending
its ownetship of public utilities. In 1935 a suit, supposedly in-
spited by Grand Central and United Atrports, was brought
against the City of Los Angeles to invalidate the lease of the
municipal airpert.?? Tt was argued that the lease of Mines Field
should be voided because the citizens of Los Angeles had never
been given the opportunity to vote on the issue. The case was
sctled in the City's favor when the State Supreme Court de-
cided that it was well within the powers of the Ciry to lease a site
for a public airport.

There were a few bright spots during the gloomy eatly years.
The famous dirigible, the GrAF ZrPPELIN, landed at Mines Field
on the night of August 25, 1929, on its record-setting trip
around the world. The airpore also hosted the National Air Races
wwice during the Depression, in 1933 and 1936.

While Los Angeles Municipal Airpore did not succeed in be-
coming a base for commercial operations during the 1930s, it
did manage to ateract atrcraft manufacturing firms. The first air-
plane company to locate near the municipal airport was Maore-
land Aircraft, Inc.?® Unforeunately the Moreland company failed
to produce a profitable airplane and went out of business in
1932, At that time the Moreland building, which was locaced
opposite the airport on what is now Imperial Highway, was
taken over by the Northrop Aircrafc Company.

The Northrop Aircrafc Company was the second of three com-
panies with that name created by John K. Northrop in the course
of his long cateer in aviation. It was organized in 1932 by Nor-
throp in partnership with Donald Douglas. The company moved
its operations into the Moreland plant in January 1932, in 1934
the Northrop Aircraft Company vacated the Moreland building
and moved into the Pickwick Nightcoach building located near-
by in El Segundo, adjacent ro the airport. In 1938 John K. Nor-
throp resigned from the firm in order to form his own company,
and the Northrop plant was completely taken over by the Doug-
las Aircraft Company and became known as the El Segundo
Division of Douglas Aircraft.??

The Department of Atrports’ biggest coup of the Depression
was the lease of 20 acres at the southeastern corner of Los
Angeles Municipal Airport to North American Aviation, Inc., in
1935, James Howard “'Dutch’” Kindelberger, the newly ap-
pointed president and general manager of North American, had
becn chief engincer for the Douglas Atrcraft Company in Santa
Monica and believed that Southern California offered the ideal
conditions for the aircraft industry. Along wich James R. Martin
and other L.A. airport proponents, Kindelberger was able to
convince the board of directors of North American to approve
the move from Dundalk, Maryland, to Los Angeles. Temporary
quarters were established in the old Moreland building, and in
January 1936 the new factory was opened at the municipal air-
port 3¢

The North American lease had been negotiated primanly by
James R. Martin. Richard Barnitz, the Director of Airports, was
otally kept out of the affair because Martin did not feel he was
competent. James R. Martin had a considerable investment in
the airport property. As owner of the land he stood to gain only
if the airport was successful and the City was happy with the
lease, It has been estimated that Martin probably spent fifry
thousand dollars to help get the airport going. 3!

In spite of its burgeoning role as a center for aircraft manufac-
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Aarial view looking northwasi, circa 1841, {G.P. Macha Colleclion)

turers, Los Angeles Municipal Airport sull had not developed
proper air transport facilities and no scheduled airlines used it.
Harold Stoty, an aide to James Martin who was in charge of
public relacions for the Department of Atrports, sought to adver-
tise the airport’s potential for commercial traffic. In 1934 Dr.
Ford A. Carpenter had written a report which praised the
weather conditions ac Municipal Airport. Story included the
Carpencer article 1n a document which was published by the
DOA and distuributed to various airlines. 32

In 1935 Transcontinental and Western Air, Inc., hired Dr. Irv-
ing Krick, a well-known metecrologist from the California Insti-
tute of Technology, to substantiate the claims made by Carpen-
ter. On the basis of the Krick report, TWA indicated a desire to
transfer its operations to Los Angeles Municipal Airport. Ameri-
can Airlines also announced its intentions to move there, The
airlines sought to move because hoth Grand Central and Unired
Airports were proving too small to handle the new generation of
airplanes, such as the DC-3, which were being produced in the
mid-1930s. L.A. Municipal with its flat 640 acres, the largest air-
pott in Southern California in terms of size, and favorable wind
conditions offered an excellent spot for a furure major air ter-
minal. By 1937 all five of the major airlines serving the city had
agreed to move there,

The airlines were well aware of the many shortcomings of Los
Angeles Municipal Airport, and they asked the City to make im-
provements there before they moved to the field. The City of Los
Angeles, lacking che necessary funds, sought assistance from the
federal government. During the Depression the United States
government attempted to stem the tde of growing unemploy-
ment by pouring money into public works projects. Airports
were one type of public works to benefit from President Roose-
velt's many New Deal agencies. In 1935 Los Angeles received

$558,000 from the Federal Emergency Relief Administration for
improvements at Mines Field such as a new runway, grading,
and a sewage system. The City also applied for $1,240,271 in aid
from the Works Progress Administration to continue to upgrade
the airporr. In October 1935, the allocation of WPA funds was
withheld by the United States Bureau of Air Commerce because
Los Angeles leased rather than owned the airport property. Un-
less title to the land was acquired, Los Angeles could not partici-
pate in the federal program for airport improvements. 34

Stunned by the Bureau of Air Commerce's decision, the City
Council began te consider the possibility of purchasing the air-
port property. Finally, on September 29, 1937, the Council
adopted a motion to acquire fee title to the municipal airport for
$2.692,162.41, including incerest at 4% percent to be paid in
installments over a 10-year period.? Having raken over full
ownership of the airpore, the City soon received its allocation of
WPA funds. An extensive program of airport improvements was
undertaken throughout 1938 and 1939. Conscruction was begun
on a4 new paved east-west runway to be 300 feer wide and 4650
feet long. New sewer lines were put in on the north side of the
ficld. a new water main was installed on the cast side, and che
powet lines on the westerly boundary of the airport were re-
moved.

LOS ANGELES AIRPORT: 1937-1946

In 1937 Fletcher Bowron became mayor of Los Angeles. His
predecessor, Frank Shaw, had left the office in scandal, but he
had been an airport enthusiast. Shaw had personally gone to
Washington to argue for federal aid for L.A. Municipal. Bow-
ron, who opposed public ownership of utilities, was at first disin-
clined to support airport development. *'I might just as well tell
you,'" Bowron said to ane of his aides shortly after his election,
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North American Aviation’s flight line, cirea 1944. Note BF-109G facing
camera, left center. (G.P. Macha Collection)

“'that T am proposing to do away with the muniapal airport and
just abolish the Department of Aurports. 1 don'c think chat s a
proper municipal enterprise.’'?* Bowron, however, soon
changed his mind and became converted 1nto an airport propo-
nent, working hard for the passage of bond issues to improve it.
During the Bowren administration the DOA shook off the prob-
lems caused by the Depression, and the seeds were laid for
future airport expansion.

In an attempt to allow the Department of Airports to exercise
a greater measure of autonomy ever airport operations, the new
mayor recommended char the City Council creaie a three-
member Board of Municipal Airport Commissionets. On March
14, 1940, the Cuy Council approved Ordinance No. 82,511,
which provided for the threc board members to be appointed by
the mayor, subject to the confirmation of the Council. The ordi-
nance did not change any of the financial procedures of the
Department of Airports, and the Board could not act independ-
ently of the City Council. The first persons to be appointed to
the Board of Municipal Airport Commissioncrs were Robert
Gross, Wayne Fisher, and Zach Farmer. Gross, the Commis-
sion’s first president, was head of Lockheed Aircraft Company
and thus had considerable experience in aviation matters.

In December 1940, Colonel Richard Barnitz finally retired,
ciung health reasons. Woodruff DeSilva then took over as Direc-
tor of Airports, On July 9, 1941, the City Council gave the air-
port the official title of Los Angeles Airport by adepting Ordi-
nance No. 85,109, The DOA hoped that by changing the air-
port's name the common usage of *'Mines Field”” would be dis-
continued. The name Mines Ficld was felr to have negative con-
notations, harking back to the financial troubles of cthe 1930s.

The further expansion of Los Angeles Airport into a major air
terminal was interrupted by the outbreak of World War II. The
construction of a new administration building and terminal
complex on the north side of the field was halted because of war-
time material shortages, During the war miluary operations
dominated the activities at the airport. In January 1943, the City
turned the actual operation of the airport over to the federal
government, *‘for the duration.”” The hangars and offices were
taken over by the Army and Navy air transport services. LA,
Airport became the delivery base for the thousands of miliary
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aircraft being produced by North American, Douglas, and other
nearby airplanc firms. To hide the vast amount of military activ-
ity accurring there, and o protect the facilicies from a feared at-
tack, the airport was camouflaged to look like a farmhouse from
the air.

Although the war had curtailed the Department of Airports’
plans to improve the airport, leases were signed with the five ma-
jot airlines n June 1943, assuring the city chat che airlines
would transfer their base operations to Los Angeles Airport ar
the conclusion of the war when the new terminal buildings could
be completed. The 1940s was a time when the Depattment of
Alrports mapped out the future of L A, Airport. To coordinate
the various plans which had been formulated, and ro solicit
public support for airport expansion, the mayor set up the Avia-
tion Ways and Means Committee in October 1943, This group,
comprised of 23 civic and business leaders, was headed by Oscar
A. Trippett, a prominent local attorney. The Mayor's Commit-
tee met with the Board of Airpott Commissioners, which had re-
cently been expanded from three to five members, and a select
group of aviation experts, known as the Board of Airport Engi-
neers, The result was the formation of the Master Plan of 1944,
which Robert L. Smith, president of the Airporr Commission,
called ““the fruition of a plan which has been worked on over the
last two years . . . the distillation of many plans which were
developed, modified, refined and checked by many aviation ex-
perts.”’37 The plan showed that the airport would eventually be
expanded into a $25 million complex. The expansion was to take
place in two stages. The first stage would provide temporary
facilities on the north side of the ficld. The second state envi-
sioned a massive new complex arising on over 1800 acres to be
acquired west of Sepulveda Boulevard with parallel sets of east-
west runways to be built north and south of the terminal. To a
great extent, the 1944 Master Plan was to determine all furure
development ar Los Angeles Airport.

To finance the various improvements at the airport, the city of
Los Angeles placed several bond issucs before the public. With
strong backing from many civic lcaders the Department of Air-
ports was able to pass a $3,500.000 bond issue in 1941. These
bonds were used to pay off the purchase of the airport property.
In 1945 the voters of Los Angeles approved $12,000,000 in
general obligation bonds to be used to acquire additional land,
extend the runways, and build the intermediate air terminal
complex.

When the war ended, military acrivities ar Los Angeles Air-
pott decteased and were supplanted by charter or non-scheduled
aircraft operations. The City once again took over total control of
the airpore, and preparations wete begun to ready it for use by
commercial airlines. Work was started on the so-called *'Incer-
mediare Facilities’” on the north side of the ficld. Four rempo-
rary frame buildings were erccted to house the airline passenger
faciliies and the administrative offices of the DOA, airplane
loading ramps were buiit, and the runways were lengrhened to a
maximum of 6000 feec. On December 9, 1946, TWA, Ameri-
can, United, Pan American, and Western Airlines moved to
L.A. Airport and literally overnight began regularly scheduled
service.? Although the “Intermediate Facilities” were meant to
be temporary, it was to serve as the base for commercial air opet-
ations for 15 years.

By 1947 it had become evident that the operacion of a major
airport was too difficult a task to be constantly overseen by the



The Inlermediate Facilities at Los Angeles Airport were built on the
north side of the field after World War 1l. {Los Angeles Department of
Airports)

City Council. Tt was proposed that the City Charter be amended
to allow che Department of Airports to become an independent
authorrty within the aty government, like the Harbor Depart-
ment and the Department of Water and Power. In April 1947,
the people of Los Angeles approved the Charter revisions, giving
the DOA independent status and control over its own finances.
The Department was still run by the five-member Board of Air-
port Commissioners. The Commission was to appoint a General
Manager whose respensibilities included executing the policies
set down by the Airpore Commission and overseeing the actual
operation of the airport. The first General Manager hired by the
newly independent department was Colonel Clarence Young.
Young, who had formerly been Director of Aerenautics for the
U.S. Department of Commerce, a member of the Civil Aero-
nautics Board, and general manager of Pan American World
Adirways’ transpacific division, was highly qualified 10 take over
the reins of the DOA. Weodruff De3ilva stayed on as Awport
Director.

LOS ANGELES
1947-1978

The airpart was on its way 1o becoming a huge success. The
commencement of scheduled commercial aitline service made it
the most importane terminal in Souchern California and put the
Department of Airports in the black for the first ume. Once the
airlines had moved 1nto the intermediate facilities, the airport
began ro expand through the acquisition of additional land. The
propetty west of Sepulveda Boulevard was undeveloped and the
DOA acquired much of this land during the late 1940s. By
1949, the airport’s toral size had increased 1o over 2550 acres.

One of the problems that arose at this time was the extension
of the main east-west runways at Los Angeles Airporc, When the
runways were lengchened to 6000 feet, Sepulveda Boulevard had
to be rerouted. Still later the airport was forced to rig up a signal
to hale craffic whenever one of the Boeing Clippers took off.
These planes flew to Hawaii and when fully loaded they were so
heavy they could barely clear the end of the runway. The De-
partment of Airports had to place gates ac the end of the runway
which would be railled back whencver onc of these planes took
off 2% This problem was solved by the construction of the Sepul-

INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT:

The airlines moved to Los Angeles Airport in December 1946, and the
figld soon became the major air terminal in Southern California. {Los
Angeles Department of Airporis)

veda underpass. This project, begun in 1950, routed rtraffic
underneath the runways by way of a 1900-foot-long, six-lane
runnel. The underpass, which cost an estimated $3,400,000, was
completed in April 1953, and the south runways were then ex-
tended o 8,000 feet in length,

In recognition of the airport’s new “international’” rating
given by the Civil Aeronautics Adminsstration, the Los Angeles
City Council passed Ordinance Ne. 96,320 on May 17, 1950,
which officially changed the airport’s nzme to Los Angeles Inter-
naticnal Airport (LAX), A changing of the guard ac the top
management level occurred as well. In 1950 Clarence Young
quit to return to Pan American, and Admiral John W. **Black-
jack” Reeves replaced him as General Manager, Recves, who had
recently retired as head of the Naval Air Training Command,
served as General Manager of the DOA uaul July 1952, In Sep-
cember 1952, Robert A. McMillan, former Assistant City Actor-
ney, took over the post.

Since the initiation of commetcial aitline service ac LAX, air
craffic rose continuously. In 1947 some 1,233,619 passengers
flew into or out of che airport. By 1952 that number had grown
te 2,213,887 people. While the growth of air traffic was a finan-
cial boon for the Department of Airports, it also resulted 1n a
severe overtaxing of the intermediate facilities. Plans were then
formulated to complete the development of the airport as our-
lined by the 1944 Master Plan. The DOA was unable to mouvate
the electorate to support further airport expansion, however.
Twice in the eatly 19505, once in 1951 and again in 1953, the
voters of Los Angeles rejected airport bond issues.

+

The Department of Airports realized that in order to complete
the airport according to the plans of the 1940s, a new design for
the terminal must be drawn up and another airport bond issue
passed. In 19%4 a firm of cconomic consultanis, the Aviation
Services Company, was hired to analyze the future demands
which would be made upon the airport. This firm produced a
sertes of documents, known as the Osterberg Reports, which pro-
tected future physical requirements as well as future costs and
revenues for the airpart through 1970 40 The Board of Airport
Commissionets then hired three well-known architectural and
planning firms to produce a schematic terminal design based
upon the Osterberg Reports. The so-called “‘Joint Venture'' of

293



JOURNAL Amarican Aviation Historical Society, Winter, 1978

The new air terminal at Los Angeles Inlernational Airport was bullt in
the late 1950s. Here the parabolic arch-shaped Theme Building, to
house a restaurant and observation deck, is being constructed. (Los
Angeles Depariment of Airports)

Pereira & Luckman, Welton Becket & Associates, and Paul R.
Williams attempred to lay out a terminal complex which could
handle the new generation of commercial jer planes which
would soon be in service.

Wich the plans for a new terminal in the works, the Depart-
ment of Airports went all-out t promote the expansion of the
airport. An extensive public relations campaign was waged o
convince the people of Los Angeles that new airport facilities
were desperately needed to insure the continued growth of air
travel, On June 5, 1956, a $59,700,000 airport bond issuc was
approved by 86 percent of the electorate, and Los Angeles was
on its way towards the construction of a new jet-age airport.

The terminal complex in use today was built shordy after che
passage of the 1956 bond issue on 265 acres of land the DOA
had acquired west of Sepulveda Boulevard. The first designs
drawn up by the Joint Venture proposed the loading of passen-
gers through a finger concourse system. This was eliminated and
the satellite concept adopted. Contracts for the main terminal
complex were awarded in October 1959, and work began on the
ricketing and satellite buildings in January 1960. One of the
sourhside runways (25-R) was lengehened to 10,115 feet and the
other {25-1) was extended to 12,000 feet to betrer handle jet
traffic. On the north side of the field a new east-west runway
(24-L), running 8,925 feet long, was built in 1959. A second
north runway (24-R) was completed in 1970,

The jer age was officially inaugurated at Los Angeles Interna-
uonal Arrport before the new terminal was completed. On
January 25, 1959, American Airlines opened the Los Angeles to
New York route, using a Bocing 707-123, Along with the con-
struction of the aew cerminal, the Department of Airports found
itself with a new General Manager. On May 1, 1959, Francis T.
Fox, previously the Assistant General Manager, replaced Robert
McMillan as head of the Department, In 1968 Fox left to work
for Howard Hughes, and Clifton A, Moote, the present General
Manager, took over. The new airport was officially dedicated on
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LAX today. (Los Angeles Department of Airports.)

June 25, 1961, with Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson as the
guest speaker. On August 18, 1961, United Airlines became the
furst carrier ro begin aperations out of the new terminal. By June
1962, almost all the other airlines were using the new complex.
Throughouc the 1960s air traffic grew at a phenomenal rate. As
arr traffic increased, so did airport revenues. The Deparrment of
Airports actually became financtally self-sufficient in 1963 when
a City Charter amendment was passed zllowing the Department
to issue revenue bonds.

Today the Los Angeles City Department of Airports operates
as a regional airport authority. In addition to LAX, the Depart-
ment is the proprietor of Van Nuys Airport in the San Fernando
Valley, one of che busiest general aviation zirports in the world.
The DOA also shares the responsibility of running Oncario
International Airport, through a joint operating agreement with
the city of Ontario. In 1975 Ontario International handled over
one million passengers. The fourth atrport controlled by the
DOA is the Palmdale Air Force Plant #42. The Department of
Airports plans one day to build a large international airpore on

7,000 acres of land it has acquired nexr to the Air Force facility
in Palmdale.

In rewrospect, Los Angeles owes its modern airport facilities o
the foresight of those who couid cnvision a major air transporta-
tion center arising where once tenant farmers grew beans and
harley. Despite the many problems it has faced over the years,
Los Angeles [nternational Airport conrinues to serve the com-
munity which built it. Those who appreciate the convenience of
air travel must applaud the efforts of the many individuals who
helped make Los Angeles International one of the greatest air-
ports in the world. Happy Birthday LAX!
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