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ABSTRACT 

A PUBLIC AIRPORT FOR THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA: THE HISTORY OF 

WASHINGTON DULLES INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT 

Ray W. Clark, Choose an item. 

George Mason University, 2017 

Dissertation Director: Dr. Zachary Schrag 

 

On November 17, 1962, President Kennedy dedicated Dulles International 

Airport. Located on the border of Fairfax and Loudoun Counties, Dulles International 

was the world’s first airport built to accommodate jetliners. Despite this distinction, the 

airport languished for the next ten years. This dissertation examines the reasons behind 

the airport’s failure to attract passengers and what led to its eventual success. First 

planned in the years immediately following the second world war the region’s second 

commercial airport was to be completed by 1955. However, the initial location for the 

airport in Burke, VA proved unpopular, forcing the Civil Aeronautics Administration to 

halt construction until it found an alternative location. One difficulty in locating a site for 

the airport was the resistance on the part of the Civil Aeronautics Administration and its 

successor the Federal Aviation Agency to modify their plans to adapt to political and 

community demands. Dulles’ design incorporated several innovative features this agency 
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considered necessary for all future airports and planned to use this new airport as the 

example for others to follow. This inflexibility was grounded in the high-modernist 

mindset of the government. This mindset was also present in the architect selected to 

design the terminal building, Eero Saarinen. Saarinen also sought to change how the 

traveling public used airport terminals by giving the passengers who used the buildings 

priority over the aircraft. The result was an airport 26 miles from the White House that 

had to compete with National Airport for passengers and saddled with a terminal building 

the airlines found impractical. 

The eventual success of the airport came after three events in the mid-1980s. 

First, the growth of suburban Fairfax County, especially Northern Fairfax County, 

brought businesses and residents closer to Dulles than they were to National. Second, 

airline deregulation brought on hub-and-spoke route networks. Dulles’ size and 

configuration made it an ideal hub provided it abandoned Saarinen’s mobile lounges for 

conventional concourses. The third event was a new master plan for the airport that did 

just that when it proposed building a midfield concourse. A final obstacle to the airport’s 

success, the cumbersome funding process necessitated by being federally owned, was 

removed when Dulles and National Airports transferred from federal control to that of the 

Virginia chartered Metropolitan Washington Airports Authority. 
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PREFACE 

One of the most striking and identifiable airport terminals in the United States is 

at Washington Dulles International Airport. Dulles International, opened in 1962, is the 

world’s first airport built specifically to accommodate jet airliners. The Federal Aviation 

Agency—the builder and original operator of the airport—wanted the terminal at its new 

airport to be both a symbol of the new era of jet flight and a grand entryway into the 

nation’s capital. The Finish-American architect Eero Saarinen satisfied these 

requirements with a building that he described as representing the “airport’s soul.”1 Even 

today, over fifty years after its dedication, this building dominates the airfield and the 

surrounding countryside, just as it did when it first opened. While Saarinen’s masterpiece 

currently presides over a busy, successful airport such was not always the case. For two 

decades following its dedication Dulles was underused earning it a reputation as a white 

elephant. What follows is the story of the building of this first of its kind airport, why it 

initially failed to attract passengers along with the broad community support usually 

associated with municipal airports, and its eventual rebirth as a successful enterprise. 

Few technologies have contributed more to shaping our modern world than the 

turbojet airliner. Just as the railroads provided the mobility that helped transform the 

United States in the nineteenth century from an agrarian society to an industrial urbanized 

                                                 
1 Walter McQuade, “Birth of an Airport: John Foster Dulles International Airport,” Fortune 65 (March 

1962): 92–97. 
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one; air travel provided the mobility that assisted the nation’s transformation from a 

national to global society. Besides the airliner itself, nothing symbolizes air mobility 

more than the airport. With this being the case it is surprising that a robust historiography 

documenting the evolution of the airport from cow pastures to large international 

transportation hubs of today does not exist. Interestingly, aviation history in general also 

lacks a large professional historiography. 

The initial meeting of the Smithsonian Institution Press’s Aviation History 

Advisory Board in May of 1988, noted that while a large number of published works on 

aviation history existed they tended to be narrowly focused on the evolving technology of 

aircraft. What was needed was a historiography that took a broader view of the field 

looking at the “social motives, aims and second-order consequences of the aviation 

enterprise.”2 What was needed was fewer enthusiast histories and more contextual and 

interdisciplinary histories. Despite this call for change a broader aviation history in 2013 

Janet Bednarek found that it remained a small component within the larger fields of 

military, technology, transportation and business history.3 As key as airports are to 

aviation—every flight originates at one and eventually lands at one—their history is even 

more meager. There are more historical works devoted to railroad terminals than to 

airports. Like aviation history in general, airport histories are small components within 

larger fields such as architectural, urban, transportation and business histories. 

Bednarek’s article listed no airport histories in the ten years she surveyed. 

                                                 
2 James R. Hansen, “Aviation History in the Wider View,” Technology and Culture 30, no. 3 (July 1989): 

643–56. 
3 Janet R. Bednarek, “Open Sky: The Broad Range of Recent Scholarship in Aviation History,” Mobility in 

History 4, no. 1 (January 2013): 89–94. 
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A recent search of ProQuest’s Digital Dissertations illustrates this dearth of 

airport histories. Using the search term “airport” and looking for it in the abstracts this 

search returned just over 1,500 entries worldwide between 1905 and 2016. All but ten of 

these dissertations were in engineering, architecture, management, urban planning and 

other topics as diverse as rhetoric and adult education. Of the remaining dissertations, 

only three were histories about airports and only one of these was written after 1995. The 

remaining were histories on diverse topics that discussed the role of the airport as it 

impacted their broader subject.4 

The situation is not any better in the published literature. Many works with 

airports as their subjects are architectural histories. The problem with these works is they 

equate the airport terminal with the airport as a whole. There is a justification for this 

approach since the airport functions a node where travelers transition between ground and 

air transportation with the terminal the focus of that transition. How terminals perform 

this function and how the means of accomplishing it have changed over time is of interest 

to architects since they consider their buildings as machines for performing specific 

functions. In the case of the airport terminal, its task is the efficient handling of 

passengers and luggage between air and ground modes of transportation. Two excellent 

examples of these architectural histories are Gordon’s Naked Airport: A Cultural History 

of the World’s Most Revolutionary Structure which treats the subject on a global scale 

and Szurovy’s The American Airport which focuses on airports in the United States. 

                                                 
4 Two examples of these are “Going Stealth: Transgender Bodies and U.S. Surveillance Practices” by Toby 

Cason Beauchamp (2010) and “Our Most Precious Resource: Groundwater Remediation and 

Environmental Justice in South Tucson, 1940–1999” by Corey Elissa Hartman (2013) 
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Where these architectural histories fall short is their failure to place the terminal 

building in a more expansive context. Airports are more than just their terminal buildings. 

They are built by communities to support the local economy and bring prestige to the 

city. A dramatic terminal building may assist with the later but does little about the 

former of these two motivations. The much larger story for any airport must look beyond 

the terminal building to include why and how the airport was built, the effect it had on the 

life and economy of its metropolitan region and in general did it fulfill its builder’s goals. 

In the words of urban planner and historian Nathalie Roseau “airports’ history must 

integrate a history of their urban, social and economic context.”5 

The only two monographs which place the history of airports in this larger context 

are Bednarek’s America’s Airports: Airfield Development, 1918-1947 and Bloom’s The 

Metropolitan Airport: JFK International and Modern New York. Even what might seem 

to be associated works like Van der Linden’s Airlines and Air Mail: The Post Office and 

the Birth of the Commercial Aviation Industry which examines the federal government’s 

role in the growth of the air transport industry makes no mention of the attempts by some 

cities to attract air mail routes by building of airports. Bednarek’s work looks at several 

municipal airports built in the United States during the early years of civil air transport in 

this country. From this study, she concludes that these airports were built by local 

governments or governmental agencies using local revenue sources, for the most part, to 

attract first the air mail and then other air commerce to their cities. Where she falls short 

is that she does not follow through documenting the long-term success or failure of these 

                                                 
5 Nathalie Roseau, “Learning from Airports’ History,” Mobility in History 4, no. 1 (January 1, 2013): 95–

100. 
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first generation airports. This failing is important because technological developments 

brought about by World War Two made most of the airports in her study obsolete forcing 

their municipal owners to raise new funding so they could either expand and modernize 

their old airports or build new ones. How different cities and airport authorities handled 

this challenge would complete the story of these first airports. 

Bloom’s book does perform this function for New York City. This study is a 

comprehensive look at John F. Kennedy International Airport—originally called New 

York International but commonly referred to Idlewild International. Bloom does not just 

document how local politicians addressed the problem of an obsolete LaGuardia Airport, 

but documents the airport’s impact on the entire New York metropolitan region by 

addressing such subject as transportation networks and traffic patterns, the growth of the 

suburbs, environmental concerns, and the economy of the region. In this way, Bloom 

places the story of the airport in a more encompassing context. He also discusses the 

ongoing efforts to ward off obsolescence at JFK International. 

While these are the only two professional histories relating to airports, there are 

dozens of books written for municipalities, airport authorities, or local historical societies 

about their airports. An example is Peck’s Washington Dulles International Airport 

published by Arcadia Publishing whose mission is “empowering history and culture 

enthusiasts to write local stories for local audiences, we create exceptional books that are 

relevant on a local and personal level, enrich lives, and bring readers closer – to their 
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community, their neighbors, and their past.”6 Like other works published by Arcadia 

Peck’s work consists of photographs—from her personal collection and those of the 

Herndon Historical Society—with paragraph sized captions. While images are an 

important primary source, these volumes offer little if any analysis associated with them. 

Also in this group is Branigan’s A History of Chicago’s O’Hare Airport. Branigan is a 

former mechanic at O’Hare who felt the airport’s story needed telling. Like many 

enthusiast histories, he provides many facts arranged in narrative form but lacks analysis 

of why things happened the way they did or what impact they had in a larger context. He 

also does little to place O’Hare in the larger context of Chicago metropolitan region. 

Normally the historiography of a dissertation topic exposes the author to the 

analytical tools used by others. In this instance, the lack of an airport specific 

historiography does not pose much of a difficulty since the goal is to place the history of 

Washington Dulles International Airport in a context. Several books from such diverse 

fields as political science, literature, anthropology, and urban planning have airports as 

their focus and provide a set of analytical tools that when applied to Dulles Airport give 

its history this wider view. 

Central to this dissertation is the book Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes 

to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed by James C. Scott a professor of political 

science and anthropology. The cause for the failures documented in this work is what 

Scott terms “high-modernist ideology.” This ideology is present in a state-sponsored 

project that exhibits the following four characteristics: 

                                                 
6 “OurStory,” Arcadia Publishing, accessed December 2, 2016, 

https://www.arcadiapublishing.com/About/OurStory. 
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1) the state imposing administrative order on nature and society; 

2) belief that rational design of social order is possible through scientific 

understanding of natural laws; 

3) an authoritarian state willing to use its power to impose order; and 

4) a civil society that lacks the ability to resist. 

The examples Scott uses to demonstrate the high-modernist ideology more often than not 

lead to failure. Among the undertakings discussed are the collectivization of farming in 

the Soviet Union, the city of Brasilia, and urban housing projects in the United States. 

Just as important to Scott as these four characteristics are to the failure of these projects is 

an underlying attitude held by the adherents of high-modernism that the technical and 

theoretical knowledge of one or two experts outweighs practical or street level experience 

developed over many years used to criticize the undertaking. High-modernists dismiss 

these critics as either uninformed or misguided. The high-modernist knows best, and 

naysayers had best get out of the way of enlightened progress.7 

Unlike every other airport in the United States except Washington National 

Airport, Dulles International Airport was not a local project but a federal government—

i.e., state-sponsored—project. The Civil Aeronautics Administration, the Federal 

Aviation Agency—which replaced it in 1958—and its architect Eero Saarinen also 

exhibited all four of the high-modernist characteristics in their approach to the project. 

However, unlike Scott’s examples, Dulles produced mixed results. Some of the 

innovative design features such as the airfield layout were successful and became the 

template for all large international airports worldwide built after 1962. Saarinen’s Mobile 

                                                 
7 James C Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed, 

Yale Agrarian Studies (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 4–6. 



8 

 

Lounges, on the other hand, were failures that no other airport chose to adopt and which 

Dulles itself had to abandon to succeed. 

Another tool for examining the large context of Dulles International is found in 

Airspaces, a book by David Pasco. Pasco, a professor of English Literature, looks at how 

a variety of media portray airports. He considers them both “thresholds of modernity” 

and “landscapes of pre-emption.”8 One the one hand airports are necessary for the 

mobility that characterizes global society but, on the other hand, they represent a 

governmental taking of property and freedom from that society. He sums up the concept 

of pre-emption by referring to it as “creative destruction,” with the creation of the airport 

something pre-existing is destroyed.9 This destruction is more than simply the demolition 

of any existing structures to make way for the airfield. Building the airport disrupts, if not 

outright destroying, the livelihoods of those residing on the property. Construction even 

destroys the land itself by wetlands, leveling hills, filling in depressions, and rerouting 

existing transportation features like roads and rail lines. Pasco even considers aviation 

crashes into structures near airports as part of the destruction associated with the airport. 

A final analytical tool comes from the recent discovery of mutual ground by 

urban and rural historians in the United States. Initially, the historians of those spheres 

interpreted the boundary between as urban and rural absolute. This boundary existed at 

the outer edge of the suburban band that surrounded the urban core. For urban historians, 

this boundary represented the beginning of history as urban civilization extends its 

frontier into new territory. They concentrated their attention on the culture, society, and 

                                                 
8 David Pascoe, Airspaces (London: Reaktion Books, 2004), 27, 71. 
9 Ibid., 73–74. 
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politics of those who lived in the suburbs and the social, economic, and political forces 

that caused them leave the urban centers to establish themselves on the urban edge. They 

saw the suburbs as the frontier of metropolitan space with several scholars even invoking 

the spirit of Frederick Jackson Turner to describe this new frontier. These outer suburbs 

were thus the edge of urban space with the territory beyond considered free space into 

which the suburbs and for the purpose of this history airports could expand. Their flaw, 

like that of Turner, was that they did not see this free space as inhabited by people who 

had any influence upon the metropolitan society or who had anything to contribute to it.10 

Conversely, historians of rural America saw expansion into the suburbs as the end 

of history with the elimination of farm-centered society. For these scholars, rural America 

was primarily agricultural and had little in common politically or culturally with the 

urban centers. At times they even portrayed the rural and urban cultures in conflict with 

one another. For these historians, suburbia was also the boundary where their area of 

study ended.11  

While these two types of historians were reluctant to cross this “suburban border” 

the residents of these communities did so on a daily basis. The market for the agricultural 

products of the rural region was the urban center. Centers of political and economic 

power, which impacted on the rural region, were located in cities, not the countryside. 

                                                 
10 See Kenneth T Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the United States (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1985); Joel Garreau, Edge City: Life on the New Frontier, 1st ed (New York: 

Doubleday, 1991); Carl Abbott, The Metropolitan Frontier: Cities in the Modern American West, The 

Modern American West (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1993). Note how the word frontier even 

appears in the title of these works. 
11 As examples of this separate rural culture see: Emery N. Castle, “Rural Diversity: An American Asset,” 

Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 529 (September 1993): 12–21; David 

Vaught, “State of the Art: Rural History, or Why Is There No Rural History of California?,” Agricultural 

History 74, no. 4 (Autumn 2000): 759–74. 
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Furthermore, the rural zone contained more than agriculture products that were of use to 

the inhabitants of the urban center. Resources required by industry, minerals, timber, and 

the like, came from the rural zone. The transportation infrastructure needed to bring those 

resources to markets and to connect disparate urban zones with each other across rural 

regions. Recognition in recent years that there exist an inter-dependency of urban and 

rural upon each other has brought a new approach to interpreting the history of these 

regions. 

Recent thinking by urban and rural historians has them reaching across the 

suburban barrier, just as the resident were, seeking a more unified approach. The result is 

the creation of a metropolitan region that includes the urban core, the suburban fringe, 

and the rural hinterland. This metropolitan region creates “a category of analysis midway 

between the local community and the national polity—an area defined by the twin 

processes of rural centralization and suburban decentralization.” The influence of the 

urban core seems to extend well beyond the suburban boundary into the adjacent rural 

territory making it into a metropolitan hinterland. At the same time, this hinterland is tied 

albeit loosely politically, economically, and culturally to the core.12 As will be shown this 

latter concept was functioning in 1951 when the federal government sought to plant a 

second airport for the District of Columbia in rural Fairfax County Virginia. Failure to 

appreciate the leverage that rural residents could exert to stop this project lead to a seven-

                                                 
12 In addition to the article by Needham and Ward cited above see the essays in Kevin Michael Kruse and 

Thomas J.Sugrue eds., The New Suburban History, Historical studies of urban America (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2006). 
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year delay in the start of construction on the new airport in addition to its relocation to 

even more rural and distant Loudoun County. 

Three recent works provide specific insight into the politics, economics, and 

development of the Washington Metropolitan Region. Addressing the suburban history of 

this region are Ceruzzi’s Internet Alley: High Technology in Tysons Corner, 1945-2005 

and Banham’s The Fight for Fairfax: A Struggle for a Great American County. Internet 

Alley describes how several private firms located along the Dulles International Airport 

Access Highway and around Tyson Corner which specialized in providing analytical, 

management, and computer support to the federal government drove the change of 

Fairfax County from rural to suburban. The Fight for Fairfax deals with the same period 

as Ceruzzi but looks at Fairfax County as a whole—Ceruzzi concentrated of a portion of 

the northern part of the county. Banham details to tension between long-term residents of 

a rural Fairfax and those living in the new suburban developments. The final book is The 

Great Society Subway: A History of the Washington Metro. In this book, Professor 

Schrag addresses several of the unique issues concerning government community 

relations in the National Capital region when dealing with a large public works project. 

The first chapter that follows will look at how the Civil Aeronautics 

Administration reached the decision to build a second civil airport for the National 

Capital region and what was required to get Congressional approval for the project. This 

chapter also introduces the decades-long feud between the federal government and the 

city of Baltimore about the necessity of such an airport given the dedication of 

Baltimore’s new international airport, Friendship International, weeks before approval for 
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the Civil Aeronautics Administration’s proposed airport was approved by Congress. This 

chapter will also explore the leverage the residents of Fairfax County were able to use to 

halt the airport project. The second and third chapters will look at the design and 

innovations of the airfield (chapter two) and the terminal building (chapter three). They 

explore the high-modernist approach of both the government’s planners and Eero 

Saarinen. Here too is a secondary discussion about convenience with regard to airports 

will be. The issue of convenience is important for chapter four which will explore the 

factors that worked against Dulles growing as fast as initially predicted and why even that 

meager growth tapered off during the 1970s. Chapter five investigates the actions taken 

by the Department of Transportation, and non-governmental advocacy groups created an 

environment in which the airport could prosper. The final chapter looks at the interaction 

between Dulles International and Fairfax County stressing how the grow of both was 

intertwined.
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CHAPTER ONE - A NEW AIRPORT FOR THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA 

On July 21, 1955, the Aviation Sub-Committee of the Senate Committee on 

Interstate and Foreign Commerce heard testimony on the need for a second airport 

serving the National Capital Region. A new airport was required because Washington 

National Airport was overcrowded exceeded its intended capacity for passengers and 

aircraft movements1. That this airport was overcrowded did not come as a surprise to 

either the Civil Aeronautics Administration (CAA)—who operated the airport—nor to 

the Congress. In June of 1948, the CAA informed Congress that National Airport would 

reach saturation by 1955. Also in 1948, the agency requested authorization to build a 

second airport to serve the region. Congress acted on this request passing the Airport Bill 

of 1950 in September of that year. Unanticipated local opposition to building the airport 

at the CAA’s preferred location of Burke, Virginia brought everything to a halt in 1952 

before any development of the land at that location could start. The project remained 

stalled until Senator Monroney convened the July 1955 hearings on the airport problem.  

Senator A. S. “Mike” Moroney was a licensed pilot and the Senate’s 

acknowledged expert in aviation matters both of which earned him his position as 

chairman of the Aviation Sub-Committee and eventually the nickname of Mr. Aviation.2 

He convened these hearings not to find out why the airport project stalled—he already 

                                                 
1 An aircraft movement is either a take-off or a landing of an aircraft at an airport. 
2 Robert Peele, “The Senator Behind the Window Sticker,” New York Times, January 4, 2009. 
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knew why—but to revalidate the need for a second commercial airport and breathe life 

back into a comatose project. The airport project entered this state at the end of the 

Truman Administration and the Eisenhower Administration’s Secretary of Commerce, 

Sinclare Weeks, did not appear to be in any hurry to change matters. Monroney’s 

hearings signaled that he was ready to give the second airport something it never had, a 

true advocate in Congress. That the second airport lacked Congressional support was but 

one symptom of the high-modernist attitude that prevailed at the CAA about this project. 

While this high-modernist approach contributed to the CAA designing a superior 

airport, it also hindered the CAA in getting the project started. The agency felt that the 

logic behind the need for a second airport would be enough to convince Congress to 

authorize it and overcome any opposition to it. This attitude resulted in some failings by 

the CAA including failure to cultivate the support of local politicians and residents, 

underestimating the level of opposition from advocates of Baltimore’s new airport, and 

the possibility that Congress would not follow through on funding the project. It would 

take another three years after the Monroney hearing to restart a project that was originally 

scheduled to be open and operating at the time of these hearings. 

Why a New Airport 
Following World War Two Washington, D.C., like most other cities in the United 

States, found its airport obsolete. The reason for this was effect World War Two had on 

post-war commercial aviation. As a result of technological advances spurred by the war 

effort, transport aircraft were larger and heavier than pre-war models. These newer 

aircraft needed longer and stronger runways than the DC-2s and DC-3s that comprised 
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the civil aviation fleets before the war. Few pre-war airports designed for these older 

aircraft could accommodate the newer models. Even airports built between 1938 and 

1940 like New York’s LaGuardia, Baltimore’s Harbor Airport, and Washington’s 

National Airport needed modernization. Exacerbating this were the large numbers of 

these newer transports declared surplus by the Army after the war and available at rock 

bottom prices. Another fallout of the war were the hundreds of discharged experienced 

pilots available to fly them as soon as the airlines purchased them. 

As a result, the nation’s airlines could recapitalize replacing their pre-war aircraft 

that had been used hard during the war. Between December of 1941 and the end of the 

war, the airlines were required by the government to continue flying their domestic routes 

but, with only 160 aircraft. Their pre-war fleet was 360 aircraft. The other 200 aircraft 

were commandeered by the Army along with their pilots to provide transport overseas 

supporting the war effort. The airlines wasted little time rebuilding their fleets, and by 

1949, the commercial fleet numbered 770 with additional planes on order.3 Not only were 

the older airports having to accommodate bigger aircraft carrying twice the passenger 

load of pre-war models but they had to accommodate more of them. Terminals built to 

accommodate a handful of 21 passenger DC-3 a day became crowded in the post-war 

years handling dozens of 42 passenger DC-4s and 60 passenger DC-6s.4 Airports all 

                                                 
3 Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum, “World War II and the Airlines,” America by Air, accessed 

January 14, 2014, http://airandspace.si.edu/exhibitions/america-by-air/online/heyday/heyday01.cfm; 

District of Columbia District of Columbia Airport: Hearings before a Subcommittee of the Committee on 

Interstate and Foreign Commerce House of Representatives on H.R. 7241 and S. 456, 81st Cong. 21 (1950) 

(statement of Milton W. Arnold, Vice President in charge of Operations and Engineering, Air Transport 

Association of America). 
4 Boeing, “DC-3 Commercial Transport,” Boeing History, -, accessed February 21, 2014, 

http://www.boeing.com/boeing/history/mdc/dc-3.page; Boeing, “DC-4/C-54 Skymaster Transport,” Boeing 
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across the country found themselves having to modernize. Washington, D.C. was no 

different. 

The federal government built Washington National Airport between 1938 and 

1940. It was operated by the CAA making it the only commercial airport in the country 

built and operated by the federal government. The usual practice in the United States was 

for municipal governments or local airport authorities to build and operate airports.5 Until 

the passing of the Civil Aeronautics Act of 1938, legislation prohibited the Federal 

Government from providing funds for commercial airports. When the Roosevelt 

Administration took the opportunity allowed by this change to build a new civil airport 

for the District of Columbia it turned to the CAA—also created by the Civil Aeronautics 

Act of 1938—to design it. The CAA had among its responsibilities developing and 

enforcing regulations for the design, construction, and operation of commercial airports. 

Therefore, it was not surprising that the CAA designed National to serve as an example 

of what the modern airport should be.6 Unfortunately, like many airport designers, the 

CAA was unable to predict and build in accommodation for the advancements in 

aeronautical technology and the growth of commercial aviation following the war. 

National had barely been open a year before the first indications that additional airports 

would be needed to accommodate the commercial and general aviation requirements of 

the region. 

                                                                                                                                                 
History, accessed February 21, 2014, http://www.boeing.com/boeing/history/mdc/dc-4.page; Boeing, “DC-

6/C-118A Liftmaster Transport,” Boeing History, accessed February 21, 2014, 

http://www.boeing.com/boeing/history/mdc/dc-6.page. 
5 Janet R. Daly Bednarek, America’s Airports: Airfield Development, 1918-1947, 1st ed (College Station: 

Texas A&M University Press, 2001), 179–180. 
6 Hedley Donovan, “Great Air Armada Soars in Review Before 75,000 at D.C. Airport Ceremony,” 

Washington Post, September 29, 1940. 
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On the one-year anniversary of the opening of National Airport and six months 

into wartime operations, John Groves the airport’s manager stated that the National 

Capital Region would need at least two additional airports following the war. What 

Groves envisioned was not a duplication of roles, but a specialization in the type of 

service provided. National would remain the region’s passenger airport with a second 

facility built and operated by the CAA to serve as the commercial air cargo airport for the 

region. In addition, at least one but possibly several smaller airfields around the region 

built by local jurisdictions would provide service for general aviation—private and 

corporate flying—removing that traffic from the larger commercial fields. Even though 

the war was only six months old at the time, Groves foresaw that following the war there 

would surplus aircraft and pilots. These would provide a boost to civil aviation, and 

National Airport would not be able to handle the demand.7 

These forecasts for traffic at National proved to be fairly accurate. In 1946—the 

first full post-war year—the airport saw 180,690 aircraft movements, of these 58% were 

commercial, 18% military and 14% general aviation flights. The remaining 10% were 

unscheduled. These figures represent just over 15,000 aircraft movements per month. 

National’s capacity was 16,000 movements per month. The commercial and unscheduled 

movements figures had doubled over the same numbers for 1945—the last year of 

wartime operations. General aviation movements tripled over the same period. That was 

not that surprising since all private flying was severely limited during the war. Only 

                                                 
7 Edward T. Folliard, “2 New Airports Envisioned in D.C. After War,” Washington Post, June 18, 1942. 
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military movements were down from 1945.8 By 1947, National Airport reached its 

saturation point and was unable to accommodate additional aircraft movements. The 

military operations that lingered on after the war were scheduled to move to military 

airfields over the next few years. This action would create some openings in the schedule. 

However, a sufficient commercial demand existed that any vacancies created by 

reassigned military aircraft would quickly go to one of the scheduled air carriers. By the 

summer of 1947, both the Washington Board of Trade and the CAA were recommending 

the construction of additional airfields to relocate cargo and general aviation could away 

from National.9 The National Capital Park and Planning Commission (NCPPC) acted on 

these recommendations by sponsoring a joint committee with the CAA and interested 

agencies from Virginia and Maryland to study the problem. The NCPPC’s Committee 

issued a preliminary report during the winter of 1947/1948 identifying possible locations 

for a large air cargo field and a number of small private fields. This report identified 

Chantilly, Virginia the best location for the large air cargo airport.10 

Chantilly, Virginia was located in extreme western Fairfax County. The area was 

rural and over 26 miles away from the District of Columbia. The region had few good 

roads in 1948 but it did have access to the Washington and Old Dominon Railroad 

(W&OD). The W&OD was an intrastate railroad carring cargo between Alexandria and 

Bluemont. This location was not convienent to the population center like National 

Airport so it had little appeal as the location for a passeanger airport but for cargo it was 

                                                 
8 Marshall Andrews, “Double-Barreled Air Probe Finds Cost Key Factor,” Washington Post, February 9, 

1947. 
9 “Need of More Air Facilities Seen in D.C.,” Washington Post, August 3, 1947; John G. Norris, “More 

Airports for D.C. Area Recommended by CAA Chief,” Washington Post, October 21, 1947. 
10 Jean Reiff, “Fairfax Field for Airport’s Excess Traffic Given Study,” Washington Post, January 18, 1948. 
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well suited. Besides, the city of Baltimore had just purchased land for a new municipal 

airport at Friendship Church, MD south of the city near the US Route 1 highway that ran 

between Baltimore and Washington. Any passenger traffic that National could not 

accommodate could go there. 

CAA Administrator D. W. Rentzel took the next step and formed a select 

committee within the CAA to study the situation at National Airport and make specific 

recommendations. A. S. Koch, director of the CAA Office of Planning chaired this 

committee which included: Edgar M. Smith, director of the Office of Airports; Bennett 

H. Griffin, manager of National Airport; Joseph Blatt, of the Office of National Airways; 

C. J. Haney, of the Office of Aviation Safety; and Robert P. Boyle, assistant general 

counsel for the CAA. An early decision by this committee was that National Airport 

could not expand due to several constraints such as the proximity of the Potomac River 

ship channel and the 14th Street Bridge. Another limitation was insufficient space to 

extend the main runways to the 10,000-foot minimum needed for the new long-range 

airliners. A second problem was frequent poor visibility at National due to fog because of 

its waterside location. The committee, recognizing these limitations at National, 

recommended that the second airport be a full-service commercial airport handling 

passengers as well as cargo. The committee also began examining specific locations for 

the new airport but kept details about where these were secret. the Washington Post 

published a map showing the approximate locations under study in December of 1948 but 

only called out the community of Annandale, Virginia by name.11 

                                                 
11 Murrey Marder, “Site Studied for Second D.C. Airport,” Washington Post, December 26, 1948. 
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It is with these early decisions made by the CAA about the second airport that the 

agency’s high-modernist attitude toward this project begins to become apparent. The 

most significant move by the CAA was to decide to build a full-service airport when a 

regional panel only recommended building an air cargo airport. This unilateral decision 

represents a rejection of the collective wisdom of the NCPPC committee for the analysis 

of its internal experts. The CAA also made this decision despite the construction of a new 

full-service airport by Baltimore. At the time the CAA made the decision to build despite 

what was taking place south of Baltimore it offered no reason why the Baltimore airport 

could not be used, though they did offer reason during the Congressional hearing on 

building the second airport. The CAA also chose to keep any locations under 

consideration for the new airport secret thus forestalling any public discussion of its 

selection. This decision was also high-modernist in nature by cutting out any input from 

the community for which the airport was intended or the community that would have the 

airport dropped into its backyard. The CAA knew what was best and all other parties 

should just go along. 

Administrator Rentzel reviewed the recommendations of the CAA Committee, 

which did not include a specific location for the new airport and forwarded them in a 

letter to Congress in early 1949. His letter also requested the funds and authority to build 

a second commercial airport in the National Capital Region. In his letter, Rentzel stated 

that the projected growth in commercial operations at Washington National would exceed 

the airport’s capacity by 1955. He explained it would be uneconomical to expand the 

inadequate runways at National for the reasons mentioned in the Committee’s report. 
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Such extension would need new land by filling in a portion of the Potomac River east of 

the airport. The filling in of the Potomac would encroach on the ship channel. It was 

Administrator Rentzel’s opinion based on the findings of the special committee that it 

would cost less to build a new airport to relieve the congestion at National Airport than 

try to expand the existing facility. The Chairmen of both the House and Senate 

Committees on Interstate and Foreign Commerce received this letter. Senator Edwin 

Johnson took action on January 13, 1949, by introducing “A Bill To Authorize the 

Construction, Protection, Operation, and Maintenance of a Public Airport in or in the 

Vicinity of the District of Columbia.”12 

With the introduction of the Airport Bill, it would seem that everything was 

moving smoothly, and the CAA would get the authorization it needed to build a second 

airport, but appearances were deceiving. Johnson was not an airport enthusiast in the way 

that his successor Monroney would be. Johnson’s staff worked with the CAA during the 

fall of 1948 to draft the bill. Then he introduced it in the Senate, but that is where his 

participation in the process ended. Even though Johnson chaired the Senate Commerce 

Committee, the committee with oversight of the CAA, he scheduled no hearings or votes 

on his bill. It is at this point that the importance of an airport enthusiast apparent. 

Bednarek in her history of the pre-war generation of municipal airports in this country 

saw these enthusiasts as the central players in getting airports funded and built. They 

were the ones who sold the idea that an airport was necessary for the growth, prosperity, 

                                                 
12 “Johnson, Edwin Carl,” Biographical Directory of the United States Congress, accessed March 18, 2015, 

http://bioguide.congress.gov/scripts/biodisplay.pl?index=J000127; A Bill To Authorize the Construction, 

Protection, Operation, and Maintenance of a Public Airport in or in the Vicinity of the District of 

Columbia, S. 256, 81st Cong., 1st Sess. (1949). 
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and prestige of a community. They were the ones who motivated the local and state 

politicians to support the airport. These airport enthusiasts were just as important in the 

post-war years as they had been before the war. They advocated for the modernization 

and expansion of existing airports. These airports were considered necessary for the 

continued economic growth and status of a city. The experiences of Chicago, New York, 

and Baltimore building modern airports following the war show the importance the 

airport enthusiast. 

Chicago’s airport advocates initially sold the city on becoming the “Nation’s 

Airport” making it the same type of crossroad for aviation in the 20th century that the city 

had become for railroads in the 19th century. 13 This effort was successful with four of the 

first eight airmail routes created by the Post Office Department in 1925 terminating in 

Chicago.14 During the war, the Chicago Association of Commerce brokered an agreement 

in 1942 for the building of a new Douglas Aircraft Corporation factory and airfield in the 

Chicago suburb of Orchard Place.15 This plant built and tested the company’s new four-

engine transport the DC-4/C-54, the plane that would become a civil aviation workhorse 

after the war. After the war, when the federal government declared the Orchard Place 

facility surplus Chicago Mayor Edward J. Kelly at the urging Ben Regan, Chairman of 

the Illinois Aeronautics Commission, acquired the property with its airfield for the city. 

This facility with some additional land purchases became the nucleus for a modern 

                                                 
13 Bednarek, America’s Airports, 36–7. 
14 F. Robert Van der Linden, Airlines and Air Mail: The Post Office and the Birth of the Commercial 

Aviation Industry (Lexington, KY: University Press of Kentucky, 2002), 18. 
15 Al Chase, “Huge Douglas Plane Factory in Plan Stage,” Chicago Daily Tribune, June 25, 1942; 

“Dedicate Huge Douglas Plane Factory Today,” Chicago Daily Tribune, July 30, 1943. 
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airport—O’Hare International Airport—making Chicago the major aviation crossroads in 

the country. 

When New York City built its Municipal Airport—soon renamed LaGuardia 

Airport—in 1938 it was not looking to become the nation’s airport but to have its air 

terminal actually in New York. Airlines may have sold passenger tickets with New York 

City listed as their destination but like all planes carrying the mail and passengers to that 

city they landed at Newark, New Jersey. From there mail, freight, and people completed 

the journey to Midtown Manhattan by truck, bus, taxi, or private automobile. The main 

reason for this arrangement was that the Newark Airport was closer by travel time to the 

Manhattan Post Office than the nearest airport in New York—Floyd Bennett Field in 

Brooklyn. Mayor Fiorello La Guardia—the city’s premier airport enthusiast—led the 

fight to get a useable airport in New York. From his first days in office in 1933, he 

pursued the building of a modern airport in New York. La Guardia eventually built a 

modern commercial airport—LaGuardia Airport—on the shore of Flushing Bay in 

Queens and connected it to Manhattan by the new Queens–Midtown Tunnel.16 

The mayor’s new airport, which opened in 1939, was not without its problems. 

Mayor La Guardia recognized right away that the best way to address these problems was 

building yet another airport. Helped by the defense buildup that began in the summer of 

1941 he got the city to purchase about 500 acres of land near Jamaica Bay to build a new 

general aviation field.17 By December 1941 when the City finalized the purchase of land 

                                                 
16 Bednarek, America’s Airports, 107–12. 
17 “Mayor Asks Fund for New Airport: Estimate Board Is Urged to Consider Amending Capital Budget for 

Financing Would Buy Idlewild Site Land Assessed at $400,200 on Jamaica Bay -- Approval of Planning 

Board Assured,” New York Times, August 15, 1941. 
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for the new airport it had 1,200 acres—twice the acreage of LaGuardia Airport. 

Following this acquisition, Mayor La Guardia informed the city council he intended to 

build a new commercial airport on the site. The city completed the initial construction at 

the site before turning it over to the Army. After the war, new city leaders revived the 

project with an appeal about how the new airport was necessary for New York City to 

retain its position as the industrial, financial, and cultural center of the country. 

Baltimore was an aircraft manufacturing center in the 1930s and 1940s. Just prior 

to the Great Depression the city was successful in attracting the Glenn Martin Company, 

a major aircraft builder, to the city. The Martin Company built a number of large aircraft 

including bombers for the Army, seaplanes for the Navy, and the M-130 “Clipper” flying 

boat for Pan American Airways. It owned an airfield next to its factory.18 However, 

smaller aircraft manufacturers could not afford the luxury of a private airfield. To attract 

and retain these businesses Baltimore started building a municipal airport in the early 

1929—Harbor Airport. Unfortunately for all concerned the opening of the airport was 

delayed several years due to unstable landfill. By the time Harbor Airport finally opened 

on November 16, 1941 war was on the horizon and six months later all civil operations 

were suspended when the Army took over the field for the duration of the war.19 Prior to 

the end of the war, Baltimore officials realized that Harbor Airport would be inadequate 

                                                 
18 Edmund Preston, Maryland Aloft: A Celebration of Aviators, Airfields, and Aerospace (Crownsville, Md: 

Maryland Historical Trust Press, 2003), 56–9. 
19 Ibid., 54. 
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for post-war use. They began to include construction of a new airport in the city’s master 

development plan.20 

Before Baltimore could begin any serious airport planning, it needed to overcome 

a problem facing several cities looking to build new airports. Few cities had suitable 

tracts of land large enough for an airport within the city limits—a problem New York 

City solved through the purchase of Idlewild Beach Golf Course. Most cities solved this 

problem by either annexing the land needed or seeking legal authority from their state 

government to acquire and operate an airport outside their city limits. Chicago annexed 

Orchard Place to get control of its airport. Baltimore went to the Maryland General 

Assembly to modify the state’s aeronautics laws granting the city authority to acquire 

land outside the city limits. They also obtained permission to receive federal airport 

construction funds directly rather than funneled through the Maryland Aviation 

Commission.21 At first Glenn L. Martin offered to sell the city the airfield adjacent to his 

plant but withdrew the offer when he and the city could not agree on terms.22 In 

December 1945 Robert O’Donnell, chairman of the Baltimore Aviation Commission, 

announced that the city would purchase 2,400 acres near Friendship Methodist Church in 

Anne Arundel County for the new airport that was expected to open in 1948. Friendship 

International Airport eventually open until June 24, 1950.23  

The first mention of needing a civil airport for the District came in 1926 when the 

Post Office established the air mail service. As the nation’s capital and headquarters of 

                                                 
20 The Associated Press, “Martin Visions Plane Boom after War,” The Washington Post, December 10, 

1942; Preston, Maryland Aloft, 105. 
21 “Compromise Aviation Bill in Md. Senate,” The Washington Post, March 25, 1945. 
22 “Martin Withdraws Offer to Let City Buy Airport,” The Washington Post, May 30, 1945. 
23 “Baltimore to Buy Site for Airport,” The Washington Post, December 4, 1945. 
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the Post Office Department the city logically belonged on an air mail route. If this had 

been almost any other city in the country, the local airport enthusiasts would have been 

able to leverage this need into a successful campaign to build an airport. However, 

Washington was not like any other city. 

During the middle of the 20th century, the Congress of the United States exercised 

direct control over the District of Columbia. By doing so, Congress presented a unique 

set of problems for civic boosters and aviation advocates. In other cities, these boosters 

were constituents of local government and exercised some control over setting the agenda 

and goals for that government through their ability to vote the members of those 

governments out of office. The constituents who exercised that power over members of 

Congress did not live in the District nor did they care if the District had a modern airport. 

Members of Congress were thus more inclined to support legislation benefiting their 

home districts or states. Support for projects outside their home districts usually involved 

agreements of mutual support from other members. Agreements along the line of if you 

vote for my airport I will vote for your dam. Up until 1971, the District of Columbia 

lacked even a non-voting delegate in Congress who could lobby members to support 

District projects. 

With no effective advocates, there was no urgency behind the suggestion to build 

a civil airport in either 1926 or 1948. This lack of urgency did not mean Congress 

ignored the subject. It issued 37 committee reports on the need for and desirability of 

having an airport serving the National Capital Region between 1926 and 1938. The local 
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newspapers also called for an airport. Despite this constant debate, the lack of effective 

advocates resulted in Congress taking no action to build a “municipal” airport.24 

This Congressional inertia about the airport problem points out the negative 

aspect of having the Federal Government build and operate a municipal airport. The CAA 

has the potential of receiving more funds for an airport project than any municipality 

could hope to raise but it was dependent on Congress taking action and appropriating 

those funds. Every member of Congress whose vote is needed to get funding would 

prefer to have that money spent in their home district. In this environment, a majority of 

Senators and Representatives need persuading to spend money in some other member’s 

district; not an easy task and as will be shown more often than not one that failed to get 

money appropriated. 

That Congress dithered over building a civil airport for the District did not mean 

that the region lacked one. Washington’s first commercial airport opened in 1926 on a 

site in Arlington, Virginia now occupied by the Pentagon North Parking Lot and the 

Lyndon Baines Johnson Memorial Grove. Thomas Mitten—the owner of the 

Pennsylvania Rapid Transit Company in Philadelphia—purchased an existing airfield and 

began passenger flights between Washington and Philadelphia. Mitten named his airport 

Hoover Field after the then Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover. A second 

commercial airport called Washington Airport open in 1927 literally across the road from 

Hoover Field. Washington Airport was operated by U.S. Air Transport to provide 

                                                 
24 Metropolitan Washington Airports Authority, “History of Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport,” 

Metropolitan Washington Airports Authority, accessed March 31, 2015, 
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passenger service between Washington and New York City. The two airports merged into 

a single operation, Washington-Hoover Airport, in 1930. Washington-Hoover was 

privately owned which during the Great Depression meant it was undercapitalized and 

thus unable to make the necessary improvements needed to keep pace with advancing 

aeronautical technology. The airfield was small and surrounded by obstacles such as 

radio towers and smokestacks that made flying in and out difficult. A further 

disadvantage was that the road that originally separated the two airfields still ran through 

the property cutting across the combined runway adding motor vehicles to the challenge 

of flying from this airport. The situation was so bad at Washington-Hoover that the 

famed aviator Wiley Post commented: "there were better landing grounds in the wilds of 

Siberia than at Washington." 25 

Washington eventually got an airport advocate with sufficient political clout in 

President Franklin D. Roosevelt. Aware of the unsafe conditions at Washington-Hoover 

and with growing frustration over Congress’ inertia on any airport legislation for the 

District of Columbia Roosevelt finally issued an ultimatum to Congress in June of 1938 

to pass an airport bill before it adjourned at the end of the month. His was not an 

unreasonable request since Congress had established a nine-member Airport Commission 

in 1936 whose job was to find a location for the airport and begin the engineering work 

needed to build one. What Congress had not done by 1938 was approve the location 

selected by the commission—Camp Springs, Maryland the current location of Joint Base 
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Andrews—and appropriate funds to acquire the land and start construction. Congress was 

ready to give Roosevelt what he wanted when irregularities in land negotiations by agents 

of the Airport Commission surfaced, and Congress adjourned without taking action. 

Not one easily thwarted Roosevelt took executive action. By using funds available 

in the budgets of several government agencies—Works Progress Administration, Army 

Corps of Engineers, and the CAA to name three—he began construction of Washington 

National Airport. Unable to purchase the land without Congressional authorization, he 

chose a federal property at Gravely Point about two miles south of Washington-Hoover 

Airport. When the new Congress convened in January of 1939 construction of the airport 

was underway, and all they could do is appropriate the supplemental funds needed to 

complete the project. 

When Senator Johnson introduced the Airport Bill in 1949, no member of 

Congress from Maryland or Virginia lobbied in support of a new airport. The CAA 

wanted a new airport, but it had no leverage over Congress. For any project benefiting the 

District to gain Congressional approval, it needed an enthusiast with influence like the 

President or a member of Congress. Such an individual provided the ongoing active 

support needed to get legislation passed and keep the funding coming until the airport 

was built. Lacking support from any member of Congress the success of the CAA’s 

request for a second airport would need an enthusiast brought to Congress after some 

future election. An exception to this was normal way of doing Congressional business 

was when some outside event would force Congress to react by passing the legislation. 
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Just such an event occurred two weeks after the 1st session of the 81st Congress adjourned 

on October 19, 1949.26 

Failure of the Burke, Virginia Airport 
On November 1, 1949 Eastern Air Lines Flight 537 from Boston to Washington 

with an intermediate stop at LaGuardia Airport crashed into the Potomac River between 

Alexandria, Virginia and Washington National Airport. The DC-4 airliner collided in 

mid-air with a war surplus P-38 fighter being sold to Bolivia, which was attempting to 

land at the same time on the same runway. All 55 persons aboard the airliner were killed. 

This accident happened on a clear day with 15-mile visibility with no other aircraft using 

the airport at the time. The Eastern 537 crash was the deadliest air disaster in civil 

aviation in the country to date and as such generated immediate public demands to find 

the cause and take action to prevent future occurrences. The Civil Aeronautics Board 

(CAB)—the agency responsible for investigating aviation accidents in 1949—held public 

hearings for five days starting on November 11. The CAA initially issued an order 

banning all combat-type aircraft, whether government or privately owned, from using 

National Airport. This order was quickly modified to exclude only fighter type aircraft 

since the Air Force still operated Military Air Transport Service aircraft including 

presidential, and VIP transports out of National. This crash got the attention of Congress 

since Representative George J. Bates of Massachusetts, the ranking Republican member 

of the House District Committee, and former Congressman Michael J. Kennedy from 

New York were among the passengers on flight 537. Senator Johnson announced soon 
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after the crash that he would reintroduce his airport bill when Congress reconvened in 

January.27 

As promised Senator Johnson reintroduced the Airport Bill, S. 456, on January 4, 

1950. Again his Committee held no hearings but received pertinent information from the 

Department of Commerce (DoC), the CAA, the Justice Department, and the Department 

of Defense (DoD). The DoD responded to the suggestion by the committee that Andrews 

Air Force Base might be used rather than build a new airport. The military’s reply was 

that the Air Force would need exclusive use of Andrews as part of the Capital’s air 

defense network for the foreseeable future.28 Johnson’s Committee sent the bill without 

holding hearings to the full Senate on April 19 recommending passage. The bill passed 

following a short debate over why the taxpayers were being asked to cover the entire 

cost. Senator Ellender of Louisiana asked about any financial contribution from the 

District of Columbia toward the construction of the airport and why if it was not 

contributing was it different from an airport built by any other state. Senator McFarland 

of Arizona, speaking on behalf of the Commerce Committee answered “this is a national 

airport at the Capital of the United States. … A greater responsibility falls upon the 

Federal Government in regard to the construction of airports in this case than in the case 

of airports in the various states and municipalities throughout the United States.” Senator 

Morse of Oregon then brought up that since suburbs of Virginia and Maryland would also 
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benefit from such an airport should not they be asked to contribute to the construction. To 

this, Senator Byrd of Virginia replied “If the Senator says that Virginia is sponging off 

the Federal Government. I say we do not have need for the airport, and have not asked for 

it.”29 

These exchanges highlight how precarious support for the second airport was. 

From the debate, it is clear that Senator McFarland was just trying to get the bill to a vote 

but had no other interest in the project. Senators Ellender and Morse were questioning 

why Federal Government was providing all the money for the project. Every other airport 

in the country including Idlewild, O’Hare, and Friendship got a majority of their funding 

from local sources. Once local funding was in place states and municipalities could ask 

the CAA to supplement the funding permitted under the Federal Airport Act of 1946. 

This act provided the CAA with $75 million a year in grant money to distribute to 

municipalities constructing airports. This money could cover up to half of the cost of 

airport construction. It is clear from these questions that the lack of any local 

participation did not sit well with some legislators. It also is another indicator of high-

modernism since asking for local funding would open the door for local governments to 

place retrictions on the CAA’s plans thus diluting the agency’s influence. 

At the end of his comments, Senator Morse hinted that he might change his 

opinion if Congress moved some federal jobs from the District of Columbia to his home 

state; an example of the political horse-trading that took place in Congress. Senator 

Byrd’s lukewarm comments in response to Senator Morse indicated that neither the 
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Commonwealth’s senior senator—and boss of the state’s political machine—nor any of 

Virginia’s Congressional delegation would be making any political deals to secure votes 

for the airport. Byrd’s comments did show he recognized the potential economic benefit 

of having a major international airport in Virginia. He did not to say he objected to 

having an airport just that he was not spending political capital—like giving Senator 

Morse his federal jobs—to make it happen. Despite the questions raised S. 456 passed 

without any nay votes.30 

The Aviation Subcommittee of the House Interstate and Foreign Commerce 

Committee spent more time on the Airport Bill than its Senate counterpart holding three 

full days of hearings. These hearings set the pattern for all future hearings about the 

second airport: the DoC and CAA would present all the technical details supporting their 

request for a second airport; the DoD would testify it needed the exclusive use of 

Andrews for the foreseeable future; a delegation representing Baltimore speak against 

building a new airport insisting that Friendship International Airport should be 

recognized as the region’s second airport, and at subsequent hearings various community 

groups would testify in support or opposition to the airport. While a location for the 

airport had not been selected in 1950 it was common knowledge that it would be 

somewhere in Fairfax County Virginia—the CAA flew members of the committee over 

five possible sites.31 For this reason G. Wallace Carper—Chairman of the Fairfax County 

Board of Supervisors—was asked to testify. Carper in his prepared statement and during 

questioning stated that as far as he could determine there was no objection to the concept 
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of building an airport in Fairfax County. He clarified this by stating that this was due in 

large part to no actual location having been selected. He urged the subcommittee to 

amend the bill to include language requiring public hearings before a final site was 

selected. These hearings would allow any public discussion of specific objections and 

their resolution before taking final action by acquiring land and starting construction.32 

The testimony of Donald H. Connelly, Director of the Department of Aviation 

Baltimore, Maryland, in 1950 typified all subsequent testimony by advocates of 

Friendship International Aiport—later renamed Baltimore-Washington Internatinal 

Airport (BWI). He testified that with Friendship Airport located between Baltimore and 

Washington there was no need to build  a third commercial airport in the region. 

Friendship was large enough to accommodate traffic generated by its home city and 

handle the overflow from Washington for the foreseeable future. Connelly backed up his 

claim with a detailed analysis of the civil aviation requirements for the Baltimore-

Washington region. This analysis showed Friendship provided adequate additional 

capacity for the region and that it would be at least ten years years before it needed a 

“third terminal airport.” Additional support for Friendship came from written statements 

by Mayor D’Alesandro of Baltimore, Maryland’s Governor and Maryland Congressional 

Representatives Fallon and Garmatz. The subcommittee members questioned Connelly 

on the suitability of Friendship as a supplemental airport for the District given its distance 

from the center of Washington—this driving distance question would become a recurring 
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theme in all future hearings. Connelly replied that Friendship would be no more than an 

hour’s drive away, even less once the Baltimore-Washington Parkway was completed.33 

CAA Administrator Rentzel—who appeared before the subcommittee after Connelly—

presented a chart showing test traffic runs performed on several different days between 

Friendship and downtown Washington. Based on this data the shortest drive time was 66 

minutes and the longest took 10 minutes more.34 Because Baltimore placed so much 

emphasis on the distance to Friendship during these hearings, the CAA in turn made 

convenience one of the criteria for when selecting a site for the new airport. 

The CAA’s resistance to using Friendship Airport to relieve overcrowding at 

National and delaying construction of its new airport until both the older airports became 

saturated is another manifestation of its high-modernist inclinations. By this time the 

CAA had already completed preliminary designs for its modern airfield, and it looked 

nothing like the layout in Maryland. The agency intended to build the airport of the 

future, an airport that would be the model for all airports built after it. The agency 

mentioned none of this during the Congressional hearings because to do so would let 

Congress know they were planning a much larger airport than implied with a much larger 

price tag. The CAA testified it had considered using Friendship during its 1948 study but 

rejected it based on three objections. First, Friendship was too far away from National to 

permit timely inter-airport transfers. Second, the airfield design—a design approved by 

the CAA as part of its regulatory duties—was dated and could not accommodate future 
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technological developments. Finally, since the facility paid for by the residents of 

Baltimore, it would be unfair to clog their airport in the future with residents of the 

District of Columbia who made no contribution toward its cost. Neither of these 

arguments was sound. Only the second of the three objections had any merit. 

During testimony, the CAA explained that inter-airport transfer referred to a 

passenger landing at Baltimore and having to make a connecting flight leaving from 

National. The CAA’s testimony created the impression that this scenario would occur for 

dozens of flights a day. While not an impossible scenario it was highly unlikely. During 

this time an average of less than twenty percent of passengers had to change planes to 

complete ongoing travel. Airlines in the 1940s and 50s designed their routes the same 

way as railroads with a flight making intermediate stops between the ends of the route to 

take on and discharge passengers. Only those passengers who lived in towns with smaller 

airports without service by one of the eleven major trunk airlines needed to change planes 

on a regular basis. Even for these passengers, the time spent traveling between National 

and Friendship would not represent much of a hardship since the typical layover at this 

time was two to three hours. 

The not sharing the cost issues was another meritless objection. Because the 

District of Columbia had not made financial contributions to the building of Friendship 

did not mean that it could not make them in the future or that Congress—the legislative 

body for the District in 1950—could not vote a one-time payment to Baltimore instead of 

funding a new airport. Only the CAA objection that since Friendship did not have parallel 

non-intersecting runways, it would need extensive future modification had any substance 
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to it. Even with this shortcoming, if Friendship officially became the supplemental airport 

for the District it would be contributing, along with Maryland and Federal Airport Trust 

Fund, toward future improvements. However, under this arrangement, it would be 

Baltimore operating the supplemental airport, not the CAA, which may be the real reason 

that city’s strong opposition. 

The Aviation Subcommittee voted recommending approval and sent the report of 

its findings to the full House in August. This report summarized the CAA’s two criteria 

for selecting a site for the new airport were safety and convenience. The requirement for 

safety grew out of the Eastern Air Lines Flight 537 crash. The requirement for 

convenience was to facilitate the timely and secure transfer of passengers, mail, and 

freight between the new airport and Washington National—the intra-airport transfer 

objection. The CAA set a maximum ground travel time between National and the new 

airport at 30 minutes, taking Friendship Airport out of consideration as being too far 

away.35 The during the floor debate in the House the only members rising in objection 

argued that Friendship Airport satisfied the region’s need for a second airport. In the 

opinion of these lawmakers, the CAA was wrong saying Friendship was not too far away, 

especially after completion of the new parkway between Washington and Baltimore.36 

President Truman signed the bill into law on September 7, 1950.37 The President then 

requested Congress appropriate $2.7M—of the $14M authorized by the legislation for 

construction—to fund the purchase of land and perform initial engineering studies for the 
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airport. Congress only appropriated $1M. A shortfall that would have significant 

consequences.38 

With Congressional approval to build its new airport, the CAA needed to find a 

suitable location. During the process of selecting a site for the new airport, the CAA took 

all precautions to prevent the sites under consideration becoming public knowledge to 

avoid real estate speculation. Even during their discussions with the Fairfax County 

Board of Supervisors the CAA’s representatives only discussed the six potential site but 

did not indicate a preference for any specific location.39 The six locations under 

consideration were Annandale, Burke, Fairfax City, Pender, Herndon, and Chantilly—in 

order of nearest to furthest from National Airport. The CAA scored eight factors before 

making its final selection. These eight factors were: soils (data from the Department of 

Agriculture and Bureau of Public Roads), topography (data from the Coast and Geodesic 

Survey), location and access, land costs, airport layout, development costs (clearing, 

grading, drainage and construction of an access road), air traffic patterns, and impact on 

the community. Note that the CAA used data gathered by other agencies. This was an 

additional step to hide the location of potential airport sites from the public. Using these 

factors, the CAA ranked the six sites from best to worse with the Chantilly location 

scoring the highest in all factors except accessibility. The Burke site was second with 
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better accessibility but with higher land acquisition and development costs.40 On June 13, 

1951 Secretary of Commerce Charles Sawyer announced that Burke, Virginia was 

selected as site of the new airport. This announcement came as a surprise to residents of 

Burke living on the 4,500 acres of land condemned by the Federal Court in Alexandria so 

that the CAA could purchase it.41 

The residents of Burke reacted quickly to the news that their community was 

about to be displaced to make room for a new airport. A community meeting was held the 

night of the 13th to discuss what could be done to stop the airport project from going 

forward. Stopping the airport at this point would be difficult since the court had already 

condemned the land and all the CAA needed to do was pay the owners to take full 

possession—that is, have the authority to evict. At the community meeting on the 13th, 

the Burke Airport Relocation Committee (BARC) was formed with Harold K. Howe a 

resident landowner chosen as its chairman. Another resident landowner selected for 

membership in the BARC was Judge Paul E. Brown of the Fairfax County Circuit Court. 

As its name suggests, the BARC chose not to contest the CAA’s position that the region 

needed a second airport only that this airport should not be in or near Burke, Virginia.42 

Another individual attending this meeting was Wallace Carper, Chairman of the Fairfax 

County Board of Supervisors, whose advice to hold public hearings before deciding on a 

site for the new airport was ignored by Congress and the CAA. He told the residents of 
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Burke that even though the Board of Supervisors had met with representatives of the 

CAA in the days before the selection of Burke, he was as surprised as everyone else over 

the selection. The only advice he had was to recount how residents of Arlington County 

successfully stop the construction of a Veterans’ Hospital by showing Congress that the 

project would cost more than the Veterans’ Administration was projecting. The BARC 

took this advice and set for itself the task of convincing Congress that building an airport 

in Burke would cost more than the CAA was projecting. Another task they undertook 

was to get county and state politicians to oppose an airport in Burke publically.43 

In the weeks following the announcement of Burke as the site of the region’s 

second airport, the BARC was successful in achieving this second task. On the 15th of 

June, the Fairfax Board of Supervisors voted to oppose Burke as the location for the new 

airport.44 This action earned the Board a rebuke in a Washington Post editorial saying the 

Board and the residents of Burke should stand aside for the greater good of the region.45 

In the coming months, The Post would be a strong supporter for the Burke Airport. By 

August, the BARC had presented a report to the Governor of Virginia explaining why the 

CAA should not build an airport in their community. After reviewing this report, the 

Governor along with the Commonwealth’s entire Congressional Delegation declared 

their opposition to the Burke Airport.46 

The BARC got its opportunity to convince Congress the project would be too 

expensive the following summer. The CAA submitted a supplemental budget request for 
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the 1952 fiscal year in the amount of $1.66M for completion of land acquisition at the 

Burke location. The CAA needed the supplemental funds because the $1M appropriated 

by the 81st Congress was not enough to purchase the entire 4,500 acres condemned by the 

Federal Court. It was only enough to purchase 1,050 acres. Not able to purchase all the 

land the CAA opted to spend the money it had purchasing only those parcels that were 

occupied and fully within the boundaries of the proposed airport. The CAA did this 

because it considered those plots the most expensive; as a result of this approach the 

1,050 acres formed a checkerboard of discontiguous plots making any preliminary 

development work such as surveying, clearing, or grading impossible. The CAA needed 

the remaining land before it could begin any work at all. The CAA found itself in this 

predicament not only because of the reduced initial appropriation but a failure on the part 

of the DoC to include a follow-on funding request for the 1952 fiscal year budget prior to 

the spring 1951 deadline. 

When President Truman signed the Airport Bill of 1950, the White House asked 

Congress for an initial appropriation of $2.6M out of the $14M authorized. This request 

was reasonable in view of the 1955 completion date for the project. An even distribution 

of the $14M over the five years between the September of 1950 and 1955 comes out to 

about $2.8M per year. Other circumstances, principally the lack of a specific location for 

the airport when the bill became law and the start of combat in Korea a month earlier lead 

Congress only to provide a $1M initial appropriation. Congress expected the DoC would 

request additional funds in the following fiscal years. For some unknown reason, the DoC 

failed to include a request for additional funds in its regular budget for 1952, which 
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would have been delivered to Congress in the spring of 1951 before the announcement of 

the site. The combined effect was that the CAA found itself in the position of not having 

enough land to begin work on the airport and without any funds to purchase the rest. The 

result was that when the CAA made its supplemental request for 1952 funds in March of 

1952. The BARC, whose opposition to building the airport in Burke had not been 

anticipated, took this opportunity to show the 82nd Congress that the $14M originally 

requested by the CAA and authorized by the 81st Congress were insufficient to build the 

type of airport the government envisioned.47 

The BARC’s argument was given initial creditability when the Deputy 

Administrator of Civil Aeronautics, F. B. Lee, testified that the actual cost of the airport 

the CAA had planned to build was $28M. For $14M the CAA would build an airport 

with a single 7,000-foot main runway, a 6,000-foot crosswind runway, taxiways, 

terminal, administration building, and a two-lane access road. This airport was referred to 

by Deputy Administrator Lee as phase one of a four phase plan. The completed airport 

would have parallel 10,000-foot long main runways, a 7,000-foot long crosswind runway, 

and a four-lane access road. Significantly missing from phase one—besides more than 

half of the airside of the airport—was fuel storage and distribution facilities.48 The BARC 

enhanced its argument by comparing the $14M requested for the new 4,500 acre airport 

with the $15M spent to build the 860 acre Washington National Airport, an airport built 
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mostly on land already owned by the government. The BARC also testified that 

Baltimore spent the nearly $50M to build the 3,200 acre Friendship. In the BARC’s 

opinion, the CAA intentionally hid the real cost of the new airport from the beginning 

using the $14M estimate to increase the chances of getting Congressional approval for a 

new airport. They were also of the opinion that the lobbying for Friendship was the 

reason the CAA selected the more expensive and more convenient Burke site over less 

expensive but distant Chantilly site.49 

The hearings before the House and Senate Appropriations Committees on the 

Third Supplemental Budget Bill of 1952 were essentially the same as the 1950 hearings 

with the addition of the BARC. All the same arguments were made using the same 

evidence. The House Approbations Committee approved a reduced amount of $1.4M for 

the airport, but the full House approved an amendment to the bill striking the entire 

funding line.50 The Senate Appropriations Committee on which Senator Robertson of 

Virginia was a member removed the funding entirely before it went to the floor for a 

vote.51 With the original appropriation spent and no new money appropriated the Burke 

Airport project came to a halt. Due to a combination of government indecisiveness and 

community opposition it would remain in this state for the next six years. 
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Airport in Limbo 
1953 brought the Eisenhower Administration to Washington with a new approach 

to getting the region a second airport. One its first acts was to remove the $1.66M for the 

second federal airport the Truman Administration included in the budget for 1954. This 

action was to keep the project’s status inactive while it reviewed its options.52 In response 

Rep. Hinshaw of California—the newly appointed Chairman of the Transportation 

Subcommittee of the House Commerce Committee—wrote President Eisenhower 

suggesting that joint use of Andrews Air Force Base would solve overcrowding at 

Washington National Airport.53 Gerald D. Morgan—Administrative Assistant to the 

President—took action on this letter by forming the Presidential Advisory Committee to 

Consider an Additional Washington Airport. Members of this committee were of 

Secretary of Commerce Sinclair Weeks, Secretary of the Air Force Harold Talbot, and 

the Director of the Bureau of the Budget Joseph Dodge along with Morgan’s 

representative, Special Assistant to the President Charles Willis. The committee’s task 

was to find a way to implement Rep. Hinshaw’s suggestion.54 Andrews Air Force Base, 

built on the Camp Springs Maryland location selected by the 1936 Airport Commission 

for the region’s first civil airport, had always been the CAA’s preferred location for a 
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second civil airport.55 However, the Air Force insisted it would require the sole use of the 

facility for the foreseeable future. This insistence was not unreasonable since the base 

was necessary for the defense of Washington. The mid-1950s was the era of manned 

bombers and the fighters flying from Andrews formed one of the air defense rings around 

the city. Both the Air Force and the CAA agreed that joint use of airfields where military 

aircraft and scheduled civil transports used the same runways posed significant safety 

hazards, especially at tactical airfields like Andrews where an alert could happen at any 

time. These alerts, real or practice, would cause significant disruption to airline 

schedules. Though the Presidential Advisory Committee quickly reached an agreement in 

principal on the joint use of Andrews—after all, that was what the White House directed 

them to do—they were unable to come to an agreement on the specifics of how joint use 

would work. They would continue to meet for the next two years without resolution.56 In 

the end, the Committee recommended finding some other long term solution to the 

congestion at National Airport. Until such a solution presented itself, Friendship Airport 

could serve as a supplemental airport for the region.57 

The Eisenhower Administration’s removal of funding from the 1954 budget and 

consideration of using Andrews sparked some additional actions. First was a lawsuit 

brought by the BARC in Federal Court to dissolve the condemnation orders on those 
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parcels of land not purchased by the government. The judge hearing this case in 

December 1953 ordered the government to purchase the remaining parcels within 30 

days, or he would dissolve the condemnation orders. Secretary Weeks not having the 

funds to purchase the land acted on the advice of the Justice Department and agreed to 

the dissolution if it was done without prejudice. This would allow his department to 

return at a later date and condemn the land a second time if a decision was made to move 

forward with an airport in Burke, Virginia and funds were available to make the 

purchase. Weeks was still holding out for an agreement with the Air Force to use 

Andrews.58 

This willingness of the DoC to allow the dissolution of the unexecuted 

condemnation orders led Rep. Joel Broyhill to introduced a bill which if passed would 

force the government to sell the 1,050 acres it purchased in Burke back to the former 

owners.59 Broyhill was the Congressman from the newly created 10th Congressional 

District in Virginia, the District that now included the community of Burke. Broyhill 

introduced his bill in the 83rd Congress reasoning that since the 82nd Congress did not 

appropriate additional funds for the Burke Airport and the Administration deleted its 

request for funds from the 1954 budget the DoC had abandoned Burke as the location for 

the second airport. With the CAA abandoning Burke fair treatment of his constituents 

demanded the opportunity to purchase back their property.60 When Rep. Hinshaw’s 
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subcommittee held hearings on this legislation, CAA Administrator Lee testified that 

deleting the funds from the 1954 budget did not indicate an abandonment of the project. 

The CAA was only reassessing its options. Until such time as a different option is 

selected the official position of the DoC, and the CAA was they still intended to build an 

airport in Burke, VA.61 The subcommittee took no further action on this bill allowing it to 

die in committee. Broyhill reintroduced this bill twice more, once in 1955 when it was 

not even taken up by committee and finally in 1958 after the selection of Chantilly as the 

new location for the airport when it passed into law.62 

If the second airport had no supporters in Congress, such was not the case with 

Friendship International. They saw the removal of the $1.66M from the budget as an 

opportunity to push their airport on the new administration. The most vocal of these 

advocates was Rep. George Fallon. He had represented the area of Baltimore that 

included Friendship airport since 1945 and before that he was a Baltimore City 

Councilman. While he is best known for his work getting the Federal-Aid Highway Act 

of 1956 passed—the act that created the Interstate Highway System—he also advocated 

for Friendship Airport. He spoke in opposition to every piece of legislation that would 

build a new airport. His actions opposing the Burke Airport was so strident the 

Washington Post blamed him for the project’s demise completely ignoring any 

contribution made by the BARC.63 In July 1953, he and other Members of Congress from 

Maryland met with President Eisenhower to persuade him to designate Friendship as the 
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second airport and stop all efforts to build a new facility in Virginia. Then when rumors 

arose that the Administration was considering Andrews, he wrote Eisenhower restating 

the case for Friendship pointing out its advantages over Andrews or any airport located in 

Virginia.64 

Fallon’s counterpart in the Senate was John Marshall Butler of Maryland. Elected 

to the Senate in 1954 Butler did not attract as much public attention as Fallon. One 

advantage Butler had over Fallon was as a member of the Senate Commerce 

Committee—though not assigned to the Aviation Subcommittee—he could participate in 

hearings before the Aviation Subcommittee inserting statements into the record and 

questioning witnesses. Participating as a member of the subcommittee also allowed 

Butler to add a minority opinion to any report on the proceedings submitted to the Senate 

as a whole. This privilege was significant since Senators relied on committee reports 

rather than the published proceedings to learn what transpired and the recommendation of 

the committee. Butler specifically used this tactic to place his entire statement to the 

Aviation Subcommittee hearings in July of 1955 mentioned above along with other 

evidence he felt Senator Monroney had glossed over in the final report, taking up 22 

pages of the 34 page document.65 Butler also wrote the White House opposing any plan 

real or not to use any airport other than Friendship as the supplemental airport for the 

region.66 Nor was he shy about throwing unfounded accusations at the CAA and CAB. At 
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different times, he accused these agencies of either using undue influence on the airlines 

to keep them from transferring flights from National to Friendship, or calling them pawns 

of the airlines for not ordering the airlines to transfer flights.67 

Despite the enthusiastic support from Fallon and Butler, Friendship International 

Airport would not have been a solution for relieving congestion at Washington National 

Airport. The CAA’s conjecture that it was too far away was correct, if for the wrong 

reason. All the debate in Congress and the press focused on a series of test runs made 

from some central location in the District of Columbia—usually the 16th and K Street 

N.W. the address of the Washington Sattler Hotel—implying the traveller was someone 

in the city on business. A more realistic location needed to be either National Airport 

itself or some well-known location in Northern Virginia. Convenience for the CAA had 

less to do with the time businessmen spent traveling to and from an airport than the 

ability to transfer passengers and baggage swiftly between National and the supplemental 

airport, the inter-airport transfer argument. 

One function of the supplemental airport identified in 1948 was to mitigate the 

frequent closing of National Airport due to fog. Inter-airport transfer had less to do with 

making connecting flight than with getting residents who left from National but returned 

at a different airport because National was closed due to fog back there to National to 

retrieve their cars. Convenience had less to do with how much time Members of 

Congress or businesspersons spent getting to the airport than it did about coordinating 
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operations between two airports in adverse weather. The distance to Friendship versus an 

airport in Northern Virginia would also become more important in the coming years as 

the Virginia suburbs expand. With most local business travel originating from the 

traveler’s residence, an early morning trip to Friendship through rush-hour traffic for the 

Virginia traveler could take longer than a flight to New York or Chicago. Friendship’s 

passenger base was the Maryland suburbs while the new airport’s base would be the 

Virginia suburbs. The proof of this was that by 1957, Friendship had been the de facto 

second airport yet even with the Baltimore-Washington Parkway completed and National 

overcrowded few District or Virginia based travelers were opting to drive to Friendship68  

The Project Restarted 
As mentioned above Monroney’s 1955 hearings were to document the pressing 

need for a second airport and get the process started by the Airport Bill of 1950 going 

again.69 Originally his intention was to have a few government witnesses testify 

concerning the safety of flight in and around National Airport and how a new airport 

would alleviate those problems along with the overcrowding. These witnesses in turn 

requested they be allowed to bring technical experts from their agencies as well as from 

the Air Line Pilots’ Association and the Air Transport Association. Finally, Senator 

Butler of Maryland exercised his right as a member of the Commerce Committee and 

participate as a member of this subcommittee so that Friendship Airport received 
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representation. Because Senator Butler was participating Mr. Henry J. Rolfs—Chairman, 

Committee for Burke Airport—and Mr. Howell Chairman of BARC were also invited to 

testify.70 All the old arguments for building an additional airport and for not designating 

Friendship as that airport made in previous hearings were repeated. What was new at this 

hearing was the requirements operate jet airliners. CAA Administrator Lee testified that 

National did not come close to the minimum safe runway length of 9,000 feet a fully 

loaded transcontinental jet transport needed for take off nor were the runways strong 

enough to support the weight of these aircraft. The cost in time and money to bring 

National up to these standards would equal that of building a new airport designed to 

handle jets.71 

Monroney’s subcommittee determined it was the responsibility of the Secretary of 

Commerce specified in the Airport Bill of 1950 to build a second airport either in Burke, 

Virginia or some other location. To that end, the Secretary of Commerce was directed to 

determine where the airport should be built and report his findings back to the 

subcommittee. Secretary Weeks made his report in December of 1955 where he told the 

subcommittee the DoC preferred to use Andrews Air Force Base, but since that was not 

possible Burke, Virginia presented the next best location. Monroney’s Subcommittee 

held additional hearings on February 21, 1956, to hear the position of the Air Force. The 

committee also asked experts questions on the safety of operating civil and tactical 

military aircraft from the same airfield. During these hearings, both the Air Force and 

CAA agreed that joint operations would present significant safety hazards. The 
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Subcommittee directed Secretary Weeks to develop a plan to begin constructing an 

airport in Burke, Virginia and submit as soon as possible budget requests to make this 

happen to the Congressional Appropriations Committees.72 Complying with this request 

the DoC submitted a request to the Bureau of the Budget asking for an appropriation of 

$31M to build an airport at Burke. 

The White House forwarded a budget request for $34.7M to Congress in time for 

inclusion in the Senate version of the Second Supplemental Appropriations Bill for 1957. 

In this request, the Administration estimated the final development cost at $47.5M. This 

request was more than double the original estimate of $14M presented to Congress in 

1950. The increase was due in part to the BARC calling out the DoC in the 1952 budget 

hearing for underestimating the cost of the airport they really wanted and needed to build. 

It was also larger than the $28M mentioned in those hearings because land in the Burke 

community had appreciated due to suburban development in the surrounding area. 

Another reason for the higher request was the amount of land the government wanted to 

purchase had increased from 4,200 acres to almost 6,000 acres. More land was needed to 

accommodate the longer runways needed for jets and to provide the safety buffers now 

required by CAA regulations for all new airports. At the same time he submitted this 

budget request Secretary Weeks wrote to the CAB recommending they designate 

Friendship Airport as the “alternate to the Washington National Airport for all excess 

traffic until the facilities at proposed Burke, VA Airport are commissioned for use.”73 His 
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intent here was to quiet any objections from Maryland about wasting money building a 

new airport when a perfectly good modern airport sat underutilized less than an hour’s 

drive away. Again all the old arguments for and against were repeated, however, the 

BARC—the organization that initially mobilized opposition to the airport—was not 

present. In its place as the community organization in opposition was a new group 

Homeowner Opposed to a Jet Airport in Fairfax County. This group also introduced a 

new reason for opposition, jet noise. 74 Homeowners Opposed to a Jet Airport in Fairfax 

County were the first of many anti-noise groups that appeared in the Washington 

Metropolitan Region over the next decade. These groups would focus their opposition to 

development whether it be highways or airports on how the noise created by these 

developments would pre-empt their enjoyment of their property. 

The BARC was not present before this committee because the principal argument 

it presented in previous hearings was no longer valid. When initially created the BARC 

chose to pursue a strategy of demonstrating to Congress that the CAA had vastly 

underestimated the cost of the new airport. They were successful because the CAA 

admitted to Congress that the $14M originally requested would only build the first of four 

phases of development and that the final cost of the airport would be at least double that 

amount. This time the amount requested by the CAA reflected a better estimate of the 

true cost, somewhere around $47.5M. With the underestimation argument taken away, 

the only argument the BARC had left was being nothing more than a small group of 

property owners unhappy with having their land confiscated by the government. The 

                                                 
74 ibid. 175-6 (statement of Ernest W. Reisner, Chairman, Homeowner Opposed to a Jet Airport in Fairfax 

County) 



54 

 

BARC had also made arguments about safety, now countered by requesting more land to 

provide the safety buffers. The environmentally based objection put forth by 

Homeowners Opposed to a Jet Airport in Fairfax County represented a new tool used by 

groups opposing various forms of development in the coming decades; a tool that would 

eventually prove more successful when taking on the government. 

In the end, the Senate Appropriations Committee voted to remove the DoC’s 

request from this appropriation before sending the bill to the Senate for a vote. The 

committee based this decision in part on contradictory testimony that it did not have time 

to unravel given other urgent supplemental appropriations in the Bill. Among the 

statements, the Committee could not reconcile the results of a survey of his constitutions 

conducted by Rep. Broyhill and his testimony before the committee. Broyhill asked the 

voters of Fairfax County if they favored or opposed the Burke Airport. The majority 

expressed support for the airport yet Broyhill, as well as the Chairman of the Fairfax 

County Board of Supervisors, testified in opposition to the airport—for reasons they said 

they would explain later. Though it removed funding for the airport from the bill under 

consideration, the Committee did not totally kill the airport. The Chairman appointed a 

special five-member subcommittee to conduct detailed hearings on the airport.75 He also 

made a request that the CAA and the Air Transport Association make a real test of the 

suitability of Friendship Airport as a supplemental airport for the District of Columbia. 

On the floor of the Senate Senator Monroney made one final effort to prevent any further 

delay in starting construction. He introduced an amendment to put almost $13M back into 
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the bill for the purpose of purchasing land, conducting engineering surveys, developing 

detailed plans and commencing construction of a second airport. Of all the amendments 

proposed in the Supplemental Appropriations Bill, this was the only one that received any 

debate. Monroney staunchly defended the need for the airport with little support from 

others. Several Senators spoke in opposition to the amendment including Holland of 

Florida and Byrd of Virginia as well as Butler and Beall of Maryland. In the end, the 

amendment was defeated by a vote of 32 yeas to 56 nays.76 The same day Monroney’s 

amendment was defeated Senator Spessard Holland of Florida became Chairman of a 

special subcommittee to resolve the questions about the airport. 

Holland’s subcommittee met on January 16, 1957. The testimony at this set of 

hearings was no different from previous ones. What was different about this hearing was 

it thoroughness. The subcommittee took testimony over three days with the fourth day 

used for deliberations. Despite the time spent, Senator Holland and a majority of the 

subcommittee were unable to make a recommendation because they thought the 

Executive Branch had not completely analyzed the issue of the ability of Friendship to 

accommodate the additional traffic generated by the Washington region as requested by 

the Appropriations Committee.77 A final recommendation for the funding was held in 

abeyance until the CAB could investigate this matter and report back. The CAB for its 

part was moving slowly on this and was not ready to hold hearings on the matter until 

July with a report on their findings expected sometime in the fall. 
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In July of 1957, the DoC submitted a new supplemental budget request for funds 

to start building the second airport. This time the request arrived on Capitol Hill in time 

to make it into the House Bill. The request also arrived with a statement from President 

Eisenhower endorsing the Burke location.78 Again hearings were held and again the same 

arguments were made for and against building a second airport.79 This time the House 

approved a $12.5M appropriation for the airport in recognition of overcrowding at 

National Airport—the airport of choice for most out-of-town members. The appropriation 

also contained language naming Burke as the site for the new airport. When the Senate 

took up this bill, Senator Holland stated he was unable to recommend approval because 

he thought the site selection process was flawed and he still had not heard from the CAB 

on Friendship’s ability to absorb the additional traffic. For these reasons, the Senate 

version of the supplemental appropriations bill removed funding for a new airport.80 The 

Conference Committee accepted the Senate amendment to remove the funds however the 

House twice voted to reject the reconciled bill and indicated it would continue to do so 

until the Senate restored funds for the airport.81 To break this impasse Senator Holland 

offered a three-part compromise. First remove any reference to a specific location for the 

new airport, in essence returning to the language of the Airport Bill of 1950. Second 

approve the $14.5M for the second airport but hold the release of the funds until 

completion of the third part. This third part addressed Senator Holland’s concern about 
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the adequacy of the original site selection study. Congress ordered a new independent 

study to identify a location for the airport. The President would inform Congress of the 

results of this survey by January 15, 1958. To ensure the independence of this new study 

Holland’s subcommittee tasked Elwood Quesada, the newly appointed Special Advisor to 

the President for Aviation Matters, to conduct the study. For Holland, Quesada made an 

excellent choice to perform the study because he had no prior involvement with the 

second airport debate. He was someone who could provide a fresh evaluation with no 

pre-existing bias.82 

General Quesada was an aviation pioneer who participated in a record breaking 

endurance flight in 1929 and commanded the IX Tactical Air Command supporting 

General Bradley’s First Army during the invasion of Europe. Immediately before coming 

to Washington as Eisenhower’s Special Advisor for Aviation he was a vice president of 

the Lockheed Corporation. Once the revised Supplemental Appropriation Bill passed on 

August 24, 1957, Quesada wasted no time getting the re-evaluation started. He also took 

steps not to repeat some of the errors made by the CAA. He would openly announce the 

communities under considered for the new airport and would hold public hearings at 

those locations. Early in September, he met privately with Rep. Broyhill. What was said 

between the two at this meeting is not known but Broyhill did not publicly oppose 

Quesada going forward. Broyhill even assisted him by scheduling a meeting with the 
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Fairfax County Board of Supervisors.83 To further ensure the independence of the 

evaluation, Quesada hired Greiner-Mattern and Associates (GMA), an engineering 

consulting firm, to conduct the study.84 GMA initially identified 19 possible locations for 

the airport.85 These included all the locations first examined by the CAA in1948. GMA 

established a set of minimum criteria that locations needed to meet during the initial 

evaluation. GMA used this evaluation to eliminate those narrow down the sites that 

would receive a   more detailed evaluation. After the preliminary analysis only Burke, 

Chantilly, and Pender were left. GMA conducted its detailed evaluation of these locations 

and ranked the sites. Chantilly ranked as number one followed in order by Burke and 

Pender.86 This order was the same for these three sites as in the CAA’s in 1951 

assessment. While not the purpose of this evaluation, it did validate that initial study. 

While GMA prepared their final report on the three top locations, Quesada held 

four public hearings—something the CAA never did—at each of the three locations plus 

a fourth hearing at Friendship Airport to allow the residents of these areas the opportunity 
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to express their opinions.87 President Eisenhower informed Congress on January 15th that 

Chantilly, VA would be the location of the second airport.88 Both houses swiftly acted to 

release the $14.5M and construction contracts were let at the end of March. 

 

Washington, DC was not the only city in the country needed to modernize its 

municipal airport. However, every other city was able to complete their construction 

within two to three years of making the decision to do so. It took the CAA eight years 

just to begin construction after receiving authorization to build its second airport and then 

an additional four years to complete it. Among causes for this delay were the CAA’s 

reversal of the normal sequence of events in airport design and land acquisition along 

with its inflexibility to alter the plan for the airport when faced with political and 

topographic obstacles. For other cities the acquisition of a site on which to build preceded 

designing the airfield. This sequence assured the builders of having all the land possible 

within their budget. Only after the land was acquired, was its topology used then 

determine the alignment and placement of runways and structures on the airport. The 

CAA reversed this sequence by first designing its airport and then getting authorization to 

build an airport—without specifically describing to Congress what it wanted to build. 

Only after receiving authorization did it look for land that could accommodate its 

preconceived design. This approach demonstrated the high-modernist mindset at the 
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CAA. The agency initially designed a first of its kind modern airport based on theoretical 

and prototype concepts then looked for a place to build it. 

The CAA was so wedded to its design that it refused to modify or alter the design 

when faced with opposition. The 1952 supplemental appropriation that would have kept 

the project going failed because the CAA had lost what little support it had in Congress. 

The BRAC achieved its goal of stopping the project by getting the CAA to admit it had 

misled Congress about the actual cost of the airport. This turn of events caught the CAA 

off balance because it believed that the logic behind needing a new airport should have 

been enough to gain Congressional support. The issue of where to place the airport 

should not have been an issue because the CAA considered it a technical matter best left 

to the experts—yet another high-modernist trait. However, as Scott pointed out one of the 

four factors needed for high-modernist projects to move forward was “a civil society that 

lacks the capacity to resist.”89 The residents of Burke were furnished that capacity when 

Congress did not provide sufficient funds for its initial appropriation to purchase all the 

land the CAA required to execute its design. 

The CAA at this point failed to recognize it had lost whatever political support it 

had in 1950 by insisting on Burke as the best location for the airport without making any 

effort to convince politicians of the Commonwealth or in Congress to support its 

preferred location. When Congressional sentiment finally turned for building a new 

airport when faced with the reality of an overcrowded National Airport it was just that; 

build a new airport not build an airport at Burke. To get the money to build its airport the 
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CAA had to accept the location selected by an outside interest, the President’s Special 

Advisor for Aviation. Even at this point, the CAA did not abandon its initial design for 

the airport. As will be shown when examining the design in detail Dulles International, 

with a few minor differences, is the airport designed in 1948.
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CHAPTER TWO - AN AIRFIELD FOR THE JET AGE 

From the time the Department of Commerce announced Chantilly, Virginia, as 

the location for the District of Columbia’s new airport well into the 1970s Dulles 

International Airport was often called the first airport built for jet aircraft in press 

releases. This title was appropriate because that was the CAA’s intention when they 

designed the airport in in 1948, an airport of the future. Understanding why this design 

made Dulles unique begins by looking at the relationship between airport design and the 

limitations of the aircraft they were intended to support. This relationship was why 

airports built before World War Two became obsolete after the war. It also provides 

insight into how the CAA’s design for its new airport was innovative and successful. 

High-modernism may have been behind the CAA’s design approach and its steadfast 

resistance to changes. The design of this airport places it among the few successful high-

modernist projects. 

During an interview in 1961 about Dulles International Airport, Elwood Quesada, 

the first Administrator of the newly created Federal Aviation Agency (FAA), said: “We 

designed the airport for the requirements not only of this decade but for the next decade 

as well. Not looking far enough ahead is one of the errors we've been making throughout 
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the history of commercial aviation.”1 This design philosophy infused the entire Dulles 

International Airport project from conception in 1948 to the drafting of the final 

construction plans. When Congress approved funds to design and build an airport in 

1950, the CAA adopted the unwavering vision to build a modern airport. This airport 

would use the CAA’s criteria and policies for a modern airfield along with those 

developed by the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO).2 Between 1950 and 

the dedication of Dulles International in 1962 several modifications were made to these 

plans. Some accommodated new requirements for offsets between runways and the 

airport boundary that grew out of concern for safety. Others were the result of the arrival 

of jet airliners. Others still out of a growing concern over noise pollution. Through it, all 

the original layout of runways, buildings, and access road remained unchanged. Much of 

the eventual success of the airport is a result of this innovative plan and the minor 

modifications made to it during building. Figure 1 shows this general plan for the airport 

as it appeared on the cover of the Grainer-Mattern Report.3 Anyone familiar with the 

layout of Dulles will immediately recognize it in this drawing. The only difference 

between this concept and the airfield as built is the alignment of the crosswind runway. 
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Figure 1 CAA Airport Configuration 

 

By refusing to alter the 1950 general plan for the airport the CAA exhibited 

tendencies usually associated with the high modernist ideology described by James C. 

Scott. These were tendencies only because while the CAA took the top down approach 

Scott described its design for a new type of airport and refused to listen to other experts 

about the necessity of building a new airport after Baltimore opened Friendship 

International it lacked the ability to impose its vision over the objections it encountered. 

Scott identified the high modernist ideology from his study several large-scale state-

sponsored social engineering projects undertaken in the late twentieth century. From his 

analysis, he identified four elements needed to be present for high modernist ideology to 

exist. These four elements were: 
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1) the state imposing administrative order on nature and society; 

2) belief that rational design of social order is possible through scientific 

understanding of natural laws; 

3) an authoritarian state willing to use its power to impose order; and 

4) a civil society that lacks the ability to resist. 

Scott also made a “case for the indispensable role of practical knowledge, informal 

processes, and improvisation in the face of unpredictability,” characteristics usually 

lacking from high modernist projects.4 It is clear that CAA comes up short against each 

of these elements, especially the fourth, yet it adhered to their underlying principles. 

Under the authority of the Federal Airport Act of 1946, the CAA had been 

imposing its design concepts on airports nationwide. This Act gave it control over an 

annual fund of $75M available for grants to municipal airport projects. The grant money 

was contingent on an airport’s design meeting CAA standards for location, layout, 

grading, drainage, paving, and lighting.5 What the CAA lacked was the authority to 

impose a specific design on any specific project. It could only approve to reject with 

explanation what was submitted. This inability on the CAA’s part is why Friendship 

International—which met the criteria to receive federal grant money—did not have a 

design the CAA considered modern enough to serve as the District’s supplemental 

airport. With the passage of the Airport Act of 1950, CAA sought to influence further 

airport design by creating the model towards that others should strive. The CAA also 

believed its design represented the most rational approach for a new generation of the 

airport. This behavior was the clearest indication that the CAA took a high-modernist 
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view of what it was doing, tenaciously pursuing its initial design for the airport of the 

future. 

An example of this tenacity was the reversal of the normal sequence for designing 

an airfield. Most municipalities or other agencies building a new airport start by locating 

a suitable tract of land on which to build. An airport needed lots of acreages this often 

requires a compromise between the requirements of size, convenience to the urban center, 

and cost of land to arrive at a location. Acquiring the land also requires generating 

sufficient local support that the natural objections of those whose property is purchased 

or taken do not halt the project. These objections may require a reevaluation of which 

tract of land is acquired or on the price paid for the land. Once an agency acquired the 

land, the engineers then determine the most efficient configuration of the runways and 

location of the buildings based on the topology. 

For its new airport, the CAA reversed this process. First, it determined the 

configuration of the runways and taxiways, the location of buildings and where to put the 

access road. Then it set out to find a tract of land that would accommodate its plan. The 

six locations it studied in Northern Virginia were selected because the airfield plan would 

fit within their boundaries. Location of the access road was one example of how fixated 

the CAA was to its original plan. Since the plan had the road enter the property from the 

northeast corner of the property, some sites were given lower scores because the access 

road entered from some other direction.6 The Burke site was the only one of the six with 

                                                 
6 Third Supplemental Appropriation Bill, 1952, Hearings on H. R. 6947, Before Comm. on Appropriations, 

United States House of Representatives 82nd Cong. 67 (1952) (report in the selection of Burke, VA as the 

location of the second airport submitted by F. B. Lee, Deputy Administrator of Civil Aeronautics) 
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easy access from the northeast. All the other locations including Chantilly had the easiest 

access from the south. In the end, once Chantilly became the location for the airport plans 

for a short access road—five to six miles of road built by the CAA—were changed to 

allow a long access road so it could enter from the northeast. The CAA’s instance on its 

configuration turns out, in the end, to have been the right decision. It created an airport 

that could accommodate unknown future advances in aircraft technology without major 

modification. So what exactly was a second generation airport and how did the CAA’s 

design exemplify one? 

What Makes a Second Generation Airport 
To best understand what defines a second generation airport—that is an airport 

built to accommodate the technological advances coming out of World War Two—it is 

necessary to understand the characteristics of first generation airports. First generation 

airports initially appeared at the start of commercial air transport. The primary 

consideration in building any airport must be the safety of the aircraft using it. 

Commercial aircraft in the early commercial era were small, light and had low powered 

engines. A light aircraft was more susceptible to being blown about by the wind than 

heavy aircraft. For this reason, a light aircraft taking off or landing with the wind at an 

angle to the runway center line ran the risk of being blown off the runway. To keep from 

being blown around this way aircraft needed to take off or land heading as close to into 

the wind as possible. Taking off into the wind was also beneficial since it lowered the 

groundspeed these low powered planes needed to get airborne. Because of these 

limitations, first generation airports needed several runways aligned in different 
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directions to provide into the wind or almost into wind takeoffs regardless of the wind 

direction. 

American Airport Design contains some of the earliest and best examples of first 

generation airport design. This book published results of the First National Contest for 

Designs of Modern Airports sponsored in 1929 by the Lehigh Portland Cement 

Company. Architects and engineers from around the country competed by submitting 

their design a modern airport. The impetus for the contest was the anticipated growth in 

commercial aviation and the attendant need for municipalities to build modern airports to 

accommodate the growth. The contest called for designing a hypothetical airport built at 

sea level, on a uniform grade, and of sufficient size to accommodate 3,500-foot runways. 

These runways were to be a minimum of 100 feet wide and paved. Because of the wind 

requirement mentioned above the rules called for a minimum of four runways aligned to 

“each of the eight cardinal and quarter points of the compass.”7 The Lehigh contest 

received 257 entries by the closing date of November 18, 1929. While no one built any of 

the contest designs, these plans represent how architects and engineers of the pre-war era 

set about designing airports. Figure 2, the second place winner, is representative of the 

types of airport designs entered in the contest.8 This airfield plan displays many of the 

characteristics associated with first generation airports. 

 

                                                 
7 Lehigh Portland Cement Company, American Airport Designs: Containing 44 Prize Winning and Other 

Drawings from the Lehigh Airports Competition, the First National Contest for Designs of Modern 

Airports Held in the United States (New York, Chicago: Pub. For the Lehigh Portland cement company by 

Taylor, Rogers & Bliss, Incorporated, 1930), 10. 
8 ibid., 16. 
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Figure 2 Lehigh Portland Cement Company Airport Contest 2nd Place Winner 

 

The most obvious feature of this airport is its multiple intersecting runways. The 

contest required at least four multiple runways, which this airport has. This requirement 

formed the most difficult challenge faced by airport designers, the accommodation of 

multiple runways within a limited amount of space. The most efficient way to accomplish 

this was to have the runways intersect. The layout shown in Figure 2 is a fan layout, one 

of the least common chosen in the competition. Most of the Lehigh airports tended to 

adopt one of three configurations that resembled either a disarticulated triangle, a street 

grid, or the spokes of a wheel. Intersecting runways in these pre-war years were not the 

impediment to the efficient operation they would become due to the low number of 

aircraft movements. 
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Low numbers of aircraft movements were also the reason first generation airports 

had primitive taxiways if they had any at all. The airport in Figure 2 only has a single 

taxiway circling the perimeter of the field. Aircraft that needed to be at the far end of the 

field for takeoff or ended up there after landing had two choices. One choice was to travel 

the long way by using the taxiway—a choice that wasted time and fuel. The other choice 

used the runway as a taxiway. This choice was quicker but prevented any other aircraft 

from using that runway. Still, with few movements an hour having the runway occupied 

by a taxiing airplane did not delay operations or pose a safety hazard. Entrances to the 

taxiways tended to be narrow and at sharp angles requiring aircraft to slow almost to a 

stop to turn off a runway safely. 

The relatively small plot of land associated with first generation airports was 

another characteristic. Again referring to Figure 2 notice how close the end of the 

runways come to the perimeter of the airfield and how the airfield takes up almost all the 

available land. The contest called for 3,500-foot runways but left open the actual 

dimensions of the land it occupied. All the entries seemed to make the assumption the 

length of the runways for the contest were dependent on the dimensions of the land, not a 

minimum needed for safe operation of commercial aircraft. Such reasoning was in turn 

likely driven by the nature of the operators of these airports, municipalities. Most cities 

before 1933 financed 100 percent of the cost of their projects themselves, providing the 

imperative to keep the costs low.9 One way to do this was to purchase the minimum 

amount of land that could accommodate an airport. One consequence of this was 

                                                 
9 Janet R. Daly Bednarek, America’s Airports: Airfield Development, 1918-1947, (College Station: Texas 

A&M University Press, 2001), 98–9. 
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designers becoming accustomed to fitting the longest possible runways into a minimum 

amount of space. 

A final characteristic, placing terminals, hangers, and other structures along one 

edge of the property, also reflects the small plots of land used. The multiple intersecting 

runways took up most of the space. The area near the runways needed to be kept clear of 

obstructions for safety. The only space left for anything other than the runways and 

taxiways was along the margins of the property. 

Figure 3 is a photograph of Washington National Airport from 1941. All the 

characteristics of the first generation airport are evident. There are four runways (marked 

with the “R’s”) aligned to permit in-to-the-wind or near in-to-the-wind takeoffs and 

landings. These runways intersect at several locations to make the best use of the 750 

acres available. All the taxiways (marked with “T”s”) provide shorter routes to the ends 

of the runways than in the Lehigh example, but they all cross runways, and some 

originate from the middle of runways. The terminal and other buildings are along the 

western edge of the property (the right side of Figure 3). The four-lane divided highway 

seen on the right side of Figure 3 is the Mount Vernon Memorial Highway, which 

demarks the airport’s western boundary. 
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Figure 3 Washington National Airport 

 

Other first generation airports like Chicago Municipal or LaGuardia display 

similar characteristics. Chicago occupied 640 acres and LaGuardia only 558 acres. They 

both had intersecting runways laid out to make the best use of the best use of the shape of 

the property. Chicago being a square one mile on a side had its longest runways running 

diagonally from the corners. The shorter runways went from side to side with all 

intersecting in the middle of the field. LaGuardia, built on a more irregular shaped 

property like Washington National, had the configuration shown in Figure 4.10 All three 

airports also have their buildings placed along the edge of the property. These three 

airports are still in use though modified with the deactivation of one or more runways to 

                                                 
10 ibid., 117; Alastair Gordon, Naked Airport: A Cultural History of the World’s Most Revolutionary 

Structure, (New York: H. Holt, 2004), 112. 
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put the land to other uses. Only LaGuardia had it main runway lengthened by extending it 

on a pier built out into Flushing Bay. 

 

 
Figure 4 LaGuardia Airport 

 

When the CAA made the decision in 1948 to build a second commercial airport in 

the Washington Metropolitan Region, it also decided to build a new type of airport from 

those described above. Taking into account the improved performance of the post-war 
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airliners and new thinking originating with ICAO the CAA’s planners abandoned many 

of the characteristics common to first-generation airports. The most significant new 

features reflected the increased weight and power of the newer aircraft in service. Heavier 

aircraft were less vulnerable to crosswinds when on the ground. New engines developed 

during the war provided sufficient acceleration to get the aircraft off the ground with 

minimal assistance from a headwind. These two developments negated the need for 

runways pointing in different directions to make use of headwinds replacing them with a 

single main runway aligned with the prevailing wind for the location. 

The CAA’s new airport would be “international express” airport as defined in 

January 1949 edition of the CAA’s Airport Design Manual and its Technical Service 

Order N6a. The design was “international” because it had 10,000 foot long main runways 

which conformed to largest sized recommended by CAA and also the ICAO criteria for 

Code 1 aerodromes outlined in its “Annex 14 – Aerodromes.” The dual parallel main 

runways made the airport “express.” This design allowed the facility to land an aircraft 

on one runway while another was taking off. These and other aspects of the airport’s 

layout are evident in this description produced shortly after passage of the Airport Bill: 

1. Dual primary runways which are parallel, separated by 4,500 to 

5,000 feet to permit take-offs simultaneous with landings. The 

minimum separation possible to permit this simultaneous use is 

3,000 feet. To locate the building area between the parallel 

runways, however, the minimum separation of 3,000 feet is not 

adequate. Studies showed that 4,500 to 5,000 feet separation was 

necessary for an adequate building area. 

2. Primary runways oriented in a northerly direction with ILS 

facilities aligned with the eastern most runway for approaches 

from the south. This permits the use of the western most runway 

for IFR departures. 
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3. Primary runways offset so that they overlap by approximately 50 

percent for easy reversal of patterns in VFR conditions, with the 

“near” end of the take-off runway being roughly opposite the half-

way point of the landing runway. 

4. A third runway at right angles to the two primary runways, 

nonintersecting and located south of the western-most runway, to 

permit departures, particularly under IFR conditions, in a westerly 

direction to preclude interference with other IFR traffic in the 

Washington area. In addition, such runway will expedite both 

landings and take-offs under peak VFR conditions. This 

arrangement dictates a northerly approach for vehicular traffic for 

the most efficient operation. 

5. A unidirectional taxiway system providing access to both ends of 

each runway for maximum flexibility of operation, together with 

warm-up pads permitting aircraft to run up engines and proceed to 

take-off position regardless of the sequence of taxi operations. 

6. Taxiway exits designed for quick turn-off, to ensure quick clearing 

of the landing runway.11 

All these features can are in Figure 1 above. Each of these six criteria for the new airport 

represents a departure from the characteristics of a first generation airport. 

Item number 1, parallel main runways with buildings situated between them is a 

marked departure from earlier airport designs and the most significant. This design 

feature earned the airport the “international express” designation. Gone were the multiple 

intersecting runways that could handle only one aircraft movement at a time. Parallel 

runways were not unheard of for earlier airports, several of the Lehigh airports had them. 

However, for these airports, the parallel system offered redundancy to keep the airport 

operating if the active runway became blocked due to accident or mechanical failure. For 

many years, a parallel north-south runway has been proposed for Washington National 

Airport to keep the airport from being completely shut down during snow plowing 

                                                 
11 Third Supplemental Appropriation Bill, 1952, Hearings on H. R. 6947, Before Comm. on 

Appropriations, United States House of Representatives 82nd Cong. 67 (1952) (report in the selection of 

Burke, VA as the location of the second airport submitted by F. B. Lee, Deputy Administrator of Civil 

Aeronautics) 
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operations in winter. Due to space limitations, these parallel runways would be too close 

to permit independent operations. The new airport would separate the parallel runways 

far enough they could operate simultaneously increasing its aircraft handling capacity. 

A single set of main parallel runways with airport buildings in the center of the 

field would become the most common feature of all future large airports. Both O’Hare 

and Idlewild, placed in operation before construction of the Washington airport began, 

evolved their designs to reflect this configuration. New airports built after Dulles 

opened—for example, George Bush Intercontinental in Houston (1969), Dallas-Fort 

Worth (1972), and Denver International (1995)—all have this configuration. The same 

can be said for nearly every airport that modernized following Dulles’ opening. 

The remaining five items were aspects dictated either by the airport’s location or 

to improve the efficiency of aircraft movement on the airport. Items 2 and 4 sought to 

mitigate interference with air traffic control at the area’s other airports by calling for 

instrument approaches from the south to the eastern runway with departures from the 

western runway and westerly instrument departures from crosswind runway. Before a 

specific location for the airport was chosen consensus placed it somewhere in Fairfax 

County. This location placed all the other airports in the area—National, Boling Air 

Force Base, Andrews Air Force Base, and Friendship—east of the new airfield. Under 

instrument conditions, bringing arriving flights in from the south and keeping departing 

flights to the west minimized air traffic control interference with these other airports. The 

possible interference with air traffic control at Washington National by an airport located 

at Burke was one of the items mentioned by those opposed to the Burke site during the 
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1952 budget hearings. The CAA responded to this criticism stating such interference was 

analyzed and would pose no a problem. In 1952, before the era of jets, the minimum safe 

separation distance between airports each operating transcontinental sized aircraft under 

visual flight rules was eight miles. Burke would have been located 14.5 miles from 

National, outside that minimum. Only under instrument conditions would possible 

interference come into play. With Burke south of National, only aircraft approaching 

from the north would intrude on National’s instrument air control space. By making a 

southerly approach, the only one with an instrument landing system, the new airport 

would not interfere with National under these more trying conditions.12 

Surprisingly, what appears to be a minor consideration easily modified—the 

requirement at the end of item 4 for the access road to approach from the north—became 

one of the key factors in site selection. The CAA’s budget estimates anticipated an access 

road about five to six miles in length, long enough to connect the terminal area to a 

nearby major highway. When the CAA completed the final analysis of the six potential 

sites, it found only two, Burke and Annandale, permitted this northerly approach. 

Annandale was within eight miles of National making it unsuitable. The final decision to 

build at Burke was made in part because it was closer to the District and “the Burke 

layout is uncompromised while the Chantilly layout is made less efficient by the south 

approach for vehicular traffic.”13 

The high-modernist tendencies of the CAA were on display by continuing to 

insist on a northern approach at the Chantilly location. The offset of the eastern main 

                                                 
12 ibid., 71-2 
13 ibid., 74-5 
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runway to the south dictated a northern approach when entering the property from the 

east. The CAA had its plan, and that was that. Chantilly was far enough away from 

National that flights departing from the eastern main runway would not interfere with 

National’s air traffic control area. A mirror image of the main runways with the 

crosswind runway north of the western main runway would have permitted a short 

southern access road approach from U.S. Route 50. Instead, the CAA had their layout, 

and any location under consideration had to accommodate it. Such steadfast adherence to 

this conceptualized plan was a very high-modernist way of doing things. 

Items three, five, and six were for improved efficiency of aircraft movement on 

the airfield. The overlapping of the runways allowed landing airliners to approach the 

terminal area as they slowed. Using the high-speed turnouts, they could leave the runway 

sooner and at a higher speed that permitted them to use their momentum to carry them to 

their parking positions with their engines at idle most of the way, conserving fuel reduced 

operating cost. The wide unidirectional taxiways contributed to this type of operation by 

having sufficient room for aircraft moving at higher than normal speed on the ground to 

maneuver safely. The offset also places the take-off end of the departure runway near the 

terminal area minimizing the time needed to taxi into take-off position. Here the wide 

taxiways were envisioned as allowing sufficient room for aircraft ready for take-off to 

maneuver around those still performing pre-take-off checks. In practice, air traffic 

controllers rarely permitted this given the danger of aircraft striking each other when 
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maneuvering in this manner. Figure 5 shows the layout of the airport at the time of 

dedication.14 

 

 
Figure 5 Layout of Dulles International Airport at Dedication in 1962 

 

This innovative airfield layout improved the efficiency of the airport. A single 

runway airport without high-speed turnouts, like National, could accommodate one 

landing or takeoff every 90 seconds, 40 per hour. A runway with high-speed turnouts 

                                                 
14 FAA Public Affairs, “Dulles International Airport Fact Sheet,” November 1962, 4, Box 497 Folder 1366, 

Eero Saarinen Collection (MS 593). Manuscripts and Archives, Yale University Library. 
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could accommodate up to one landing or takeoff every 60 seconds, 60 per hour. The new 

airport’s parallel runways with high-speed turnouts and separated a sufficient distance to 

permit simultaneous operations could accommodate 120 aircraft movements per hour or 

three times that of National. Add the capability of the non-intersecting secondary runway 

and the new airport had sufficient capacity for decades of growth without needing major 

upgrades to the airfield. 

Other Airfield Considerations 
On January 13, 1959, Elwood Quesada—having just assumed his duties as FAA 

Administrator—was briefed on the progress of construction at Washington International 

Airport (WIA). Conducting the briefing was Herbert H. Howell, Assistant to the 

Administrator for the WIA Project. Howell had been an engineer with the FAA’s 

predecessor agency the CAA for 20 years. Of all the people present Howell had been 

with the project the longest having served as Director, Washington Airport Project in 

1951 when the decision was made to build the airport at Burke. When the Burke project 

went on hold, his title became Director, Office of Airports in 1954. In this capacity, 

among other duties, he oversaw the CAA’s efforts to get funding to complete building the 

second airport for the District of Columbia.15 

The designation Washington International Airport was unofficial since the new 

airport as yet did not have a name. FAA officials were contemplating several possible 

names including Lincoln International Airport—the new airport was scheduled for 

                                                 
15 Opening Remarks of Herbert H. Howell, Assistant to the Administrator for Washington National Airport, 

to Elwood R. Quesada, Administrator, Federal Aviation Agency, January 13, 1959; January 1959; Records 

of the Office of the Administrator Box 2; Headquarters Records of the Federal Aviation Administration, 

1926-81; Records of the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA), Record Group 237, National Archives at 

College Park, MD 
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dedication in 1961, the centennial year of Lincoln’s first inauguration.16 The FAA had yet 

to recommend any of these names when on July 15, 1959, President Eisenhower issued 

Executive Order 10828 naming the airport after the late Secretary of State John Foster 

Dulles. Dulles died on May 24, 1959, from a recurrence and spread of colon cancer 

initially treated in 1956. 

Also present at the January 15th meeting was Deputy FAA Administrator James T. 

Pyle. Pyle had been the Administrator of the CAA from 1956 until the creation of the 

FAA. In this capacity, he worked with the White House and Sen. Monroney to restart the 

second airport project. He remained on in the new agency as the Deputy Administrator 

for continuity. In time, he became Quesada’s representative to the WIA project team 

freeing Quesada to oversee the organizing of the new agency and deal with Congress and 

outside agencies. 

Once it received Congressional approval, the FAA wasted little time starting 

construction on the long-delayed airport. Once Congress accepted Chantilly as the 

location for the new airport, the CAA solicited proposals from engineering and 

architectural firms to perform the work receiving approximately 65 written proposals 

from joint ventures formed by engineering and architectural companies. From these 65 

submissions, three contractor teams were invited to make oral presentations to the FAA 

during February 1958. At the end of February, the FAA selected the team headed by the 

engineering and construction firm of Ammann & Whitney. Besides Ammann & 

                                                 
16 Alan L. Dean, Assistant Administrator for Management Services, Federal Aviation Agency to Elwood R. 

Quesada, Administrator, Federal Aviation Agency, February 3, 1959; February 1959; Records of the Office 

of the Administrator Box 2; Headquarters Records of the Federal Aviation Administration, 1926-81; 

Records of the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA), Record Group 237, National Archives at College 

Park, MD 
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Whitney—the prime contractor—this team consisted of Burns and McDonnell for 

mechanical engineering, the architectural firm Eero Saarinen and Associates, and 

Landrum and Brown airport consultants. Landrum and Brown were also part the 

Grainer-Mattern team that selected the Chantilly location. The CAA issued the 

construction contract in March and work on the site started in June with the completion 

of the land purchases.17 

Howell’s briefing had the WIA project getting off to a good start with a projected 

completion date of January 1, 1961. In the year since Congress approved the airport’s 

location, Howell’s office had turned the CAA’s 1950 rough concept for a new type 

airport into a detailed design that retained all its innovative features. WIA would be the 

model airport the CAA hoped would inspire all future airport designs. Quesada, Pyle, and 

Howell would oversee the building of WIA. While Quesada resigned his post of 

Administrator effective the day President Eisenhower left office, Pyle would remain into 

the Kennedy Administration. The path to completion would not turn out as easy as 

anticipated in the January 1959 briefing. Howell would resign in December of 1960 when 

poor oversight on his part resulted in cost overruns and a year and a half delay in 

completion. There would be more community objections to overcome regarding the 

alignment and policy of the access road. New funding fights with Congress would occur 

from cost overruns and an unanticipated sewer line. Still, these obstacles would not be as 

difficult as those faced in finding a location for the airport. 

                                                 
17 Opening Remarks of Herbert H. Howell, January 13, 1959. 
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The Chantilly site selected by Greiner-Mattern was a general location measuring 

five miles by six miles (19,200 acres), more area than the CAA needed for the airport. 

The first task for the CAA was determining what portion to acquire. They also modified 

the original plan lengthening the main runways from 10,000 feet to 12,000 feet and 

extend the east-west runway to 10,000 feet. This modification reflected the airport’s new 

role as a jet airport. The longer runways were one way the CAA planned for future 

developments in airliner technology. The planners hoped these runways could 

accommodate larger and as yet undesigned airliners such as the supersonic transport 

without the need for time-consuming modifications. There were other modifications as 

well such as separating the main runways by 6,700 feet. This wider separation was done 

to provide room for future expansion of the terminal facilities without undue impact on 

flight operations.18 

With the start of construction, the sparse runway layout of this new airport 

became general knowledge for the first time. The airlines were skeptical that a single set 

of main runways was sufficient for safe operations. Long range wind forecasts for 

National Airport were the basis for this decision. The airlines questioned the applicability 

of observations made at National for the new airport. The CAA addressed these 

objections by having the National Weather Bureau collect actual wind data at the new 

airport from March to June of 1958 and compare that data with the winds for the same 

period at Washington National. The result of this comparison showed that the long range 

wind forecast based the winds at National was accurate. To get industry agreement to 

                                                 
18 ibid. 
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these findings and involve them in future decisions at the airport, the Administrator Pyle 

formed an Industry Council. This council concurred that the wind forecasts were accurate 

for the main runways but suggested a realignment of the east-west runway to a west-

northwest-east-southeast alignment (compare Error! Reference source not found. with 

Error! Reference source not found.). The industry council suggested adding a parallel 

secondary runway the plan, but this recommendation was not accepted to keep costs 

under control.19 

Along with the finalization of the size and alignment of the runways the CAA 

needed to determine how much land it was going to take. It decided to take land 2,000 

feet laterally from the centerline of any runway and 8,000 feet from the end of any 

runway. The lateral consideration was to provide a noise buffer between the airport and 

the adjacent neighborhoods. The decision for more of an offset at the ends of the runways 

came from a Department of Justice suggestion. They determined the cost of taking the 

extra land would be no greater than purchasing easements on that land to restrict the 

height of structures. These height restrictions were necessary to provide unobstructed 

approaches to the runways. Purchasing the land had the added advantage of keeping any 

structure from being built directly under the landing pattern even if it did not exceed the 

height restriction, an additional safety feature. Without this extra buffer, even with a 

height easement, the land off the end of the runways would have needed zoning 

restrictions to keep structures from being built. While the CAA chose not to build the 

                                                 
19 Herbert H. Howell, Assistant to the Administrator for Washington National Airport, to W. E. Rhoades, 

Manager of Flight Engineering, United Airlines, August 5, 1958; Correspondence File 1959-82, Box 2; 

Records of the Office of the Administrator; Headquarters Records of the Federal Aviation Administration, 

1926-81; Records of the FAA, RG 237, NACP 



85 

 

parallel offset runway at this time, it acquired sufficient land to do so in the future, refer 

to the boundary line shown in Figure 5. The CAA acquired 9,400 acres for the airport, 

over twice the amount of land it took at Burke. Had the airport been built at Burke in 

1952 it would most likely have found itself constrained by surrounding development. 

Additional land needed to expand the field to meet the demands of wide-body jetliners—

a development unanticipated even in 1962 let alone 1951—and a larger terminal to 

handle increased passenger traffic would have been expensive.20 

The CAA took the unique step of requiring its chosen the engineering develop 

plans for the ultimate airport, the airport as it would be when built out in full. With this 

plan available informed decisions on how to phase the eventual expansion of the airport 

could be made in such a way that future expansion would not unduly impair the operation 

of the airport. These plans included a second parallel crosswind runway and a terminal 

building twice the size of the original. In most cities due to tight budgets the airport 

building authority only planned for its immediate needs with little thought of how future 

expansion might be accomplished. At some level these other airport operators knew 

expansion would be necessary but that was a problem they would deal with when it 

became necessary. When the time eventually arrived for these other operators to expand, 

the found themselves starting from scratch since they had no plan in place and possibly 

were dealing with a different planner than the one who did their original work. The result 

was usually disruption of airport operations and inconvenience for travelers having to 

navigate through a construction site. This forethought was one more example of how the 

                                                 
20 Howell to Quesada; January 1959; Records of the Office of the Administrator, Box 2; Headquarters 

Records of the Federal Aviation Administration, 1926-81; Records of the FAA, RG 237, NACP 
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CAA and then the FAA was designing Dulles for “the requirements not only of this 

decade but for the next decade as well.” 

Figure 6 is the plan for the ultimate build-out of the airport developed in 1959. 

Note the existence of the parallel secondary runway, a larger service apron, and the 

extended terminal building when compared to Figure 5, all fitting within the original 

property lines. Also shown in Figure 6 is the buffer of trees around the perimeter of the 

property. 21 

 

                                                 
21 “Dulles Airport Layout,” n.d., Box 43 File 90, Eero Saarinen Collection (MS 593). Manuscripts and 

Archives, Yale University Library. 
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Figure 6 Concept for Dulles International Airport Fully Built Out 

 

The early estimate of completing Dulles before President Eisenhower left office 

proved incorrect. Building the airport was a large complex project, and like many such 

projects, unanticipated problems occurred which needed additional time to resolve. When 

these happen, delays are normal. Washington National Airport had its opening 

rescheduled twice. The initially its opening was moved from October 1, 1940, to 

November 1, 1940, to correct problems that arose with paving the runways. The opening 
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was delayed a second time to June 15, 1941, to complete the terminal.22 At Dulles, the 

delays were initially the result of poor communication between Ammann & Whitney and 

project manager Howell. From the very start of the project the contractors never agreed to 

January 1, 1961, as the completion date of the airport. Ammann & Whitney informed the 

government in their original proposal for how they would perform the work they would 

be unable to complete construction earlier than April 1961. Between April 1958 and 

October 1960 they had repeatedly submitted schedules with what they believed realistic 

completion dates—all well into the spring of 1961—only to have them rejected or 

ignored by the FAA Project Office. Since Ammann & Whitney had years of experience 

with performing on some large construction projects and the FAA at this time did not, the 

prime contractor was probably the one who was correct. The rejection of Ammann & 

Whitney’s practical knowledge by Howell—especially for what appears to be a 

politically motivated completion date—demonstrated the classic high-modernist 

behavior. Another major cause of the delay was the lack of urgency exhibited by Howell 

in approving plans. The project schedule agreed to by the government called for the 

approval of the final plans for the airfield and its associated structures by March 1, 1959, 

but these plans while delivered by the contractor in time for this scheduled date the FAA 

did not approve them until December 4, 1959. 

Howell also did not communicate effectively about the project’s progress with 

Quesada. The project delays came to a head in December 1960, when the completion date 
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slipped yet again from July 1, 1961, to summer 1962. This schedule slip obviously took 

the Administrator by surprise because at a meeting with the Dulles Project Office on 

December 28, 1960. Quesada displayed his displeasure at Howell’s failure to get the 

schedule under control by eliminating the project office altogether. The Administrator 

reassigned project management functions to the Bureau of National Capital Airports. 

Quesada also announced Howell’s retirement. Deputy Administrator Pyle announced 

these actions to the press characterized them as “an internal reorganization and in no way 

a reflection on Howell.” With Quesada scheduled to resign in less than a month, this left 

Pyle as the only senior manager with continuity when the Kennedy Administration—

which had yet to identify a replacement for Quesada—assumed responsibility for 

completing the airport.23 

In the end, all these delays along with others associated with building the mobile 

lounges pushed the completion of the airport to November 1962. While this construction, 

scheduling, and engineering problems were inside the boundary fence of the property and 

resolvable once a dialogue between the government and the contractor was established 

other problems cropped up outside the fence. The two significant outside the fence 

problems were the route for the Dulles International Airport Access Highway (DIAAH) 

and disposal of sewage generated by the airport. Finding solutions for these outside the 

fence problems would prove more difficult. 
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Getting to The Airport 
One problem always associated with locating the airport in Chantilly was getting 

to it in a timely fashion. All through the 1950s, the CAA argued with the supporters of 

Friendship Airport over the drive times and how far was too far for a second airport that 

could coordinate with National. At 26 miles from Washington, Chantilly was the furthest 

of the possible locations considered by Grainer-Mattern. It also did not easily support 

either a short access road from a nearby modern highway or a northern entrance to the 

property as called for in the CAA’s guiding vision for the airport’s design. With the CAA 

unwilling to alter the airport’s design to accommodate a southern entrance it was forced 

to abandon its preference for a short access road from a nearby highway. Accommodating 

this modification to the DIAAH delayed the completion of the airport and added to its 

cost. However, despite the added cost to the budget, the CAA retain its goal of planning 

for the future so that expansion would not cause disruption.24 

One of the reasons the CAA initially selected Burke as the for its new airport was 

its proximity to the newly completed Shirley Highway—now incorporated into Interstate 

Highway 95. This highway was a four-lane limited access road going through Arlington 

and Fairfax Counties from the 14th Street Bridge at one end to the Occoquan River at the 

other. It ran east of the Burke site allowing for a short access road that entered from the 

northeast. In contrast, Chantilly was far from any modern highway. The closest highway 

was the old U.S. Highway 50. U.S. 50 in 1960 was a two-lane east-west road that passed 
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south of the airport. Between the District and Chantilly were several intersections 

controlled by traffic lights. Travel time to the airport along this road could easily be 

longer than that to Friendship depending on the time of day.25 

With swift access to the airport a priority, the CAA decided to build a modern 

highway which connected with one of the Interstate Highways planned for the region. 

The CAA ensured rapid travel on the DIAAH by restricting it to airport traffic. Like the 

airport, the road plans included future accommodations for requirements by acquiring a 

sufficiently wide enough swath of land for future growth. At around 184 feet wide, the 

right of way for the DIAAH was three times wider than the 60 feet required for a four-

lane interstate highway. The extra right of way permitted a 64-foot median. The was 

sufficiently wide enough to build a dual-track heavy rail commuter line down its center. 

The remainder of the extra land was outside the access road providing room for the future 

construction of local access lanes. This last feature would, when the need arose, 

accommodate local commuter traffic along the access road’s route without it impacting 

on airport traffic. While construction of these outer roadways did not start until the early 

1980s, all the original overpasses crossing the DIAAH were of sufficient length to 

accommodate the outer roadways with no modifications. All this was in keeping with the 

construction philosophy of building for the present but planning for the future. Figure 7 

shows the Dulles International Airport Access Highway in cross section with all future 

developments in place.26 
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Figure 7 Dulles International Airport Access Highway Cross Section 

 

Having made the decision to build a long access road the CAA need to settle on a 

route. The agency considered four possible routes for the DIAAH. To head off the type of 

local opposition encountered with the selection of Burke the CAA conducted a public 

hearing on August 28, 1958, to allow all concerned the opportunity to express their 

opinions. Since this hearing occurred so early in the process, the CAA could only present 

general routes corridors. It had yet to complete the detailed engineering and topographic 

surveys needed to determine the exact route within these corridors and thus the specific 

properties through which the road would pass through. The CAA would use the opinions 

expressed at this hearing along with engineering data to make its final selection of a route 

for the road. The general descriptions of the four routes were: 

Route “A” Connection at the northern part of the airport and 

proceeding easterly to an intersection with the 

approved circumferential highway in the vicinity of the 

Cabin John Bridge. 

Route “B” Connection at the northern part of the airport and 

proceeding easterly to an intersection with the 

approved circumferential highway in the vicinity of 
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Lewinsville, thence to a connection with one of the 

four alternate locations for Interstate Highway No. 66 

now under consideration. 

Route “C” Connection at the northern part of the airport following 

a route common to Routes “A” and “B” to a point 

south of the Washington and Old Dominion Railroad, 

then proceeding in a southeasterly direction, south of 

Vienna to an intersection with the proposed location of 

Interstate Highway No. 66 or U.S. Highway No. 50. 

Route “D” Connection at the northern part of the airport then 

proceeding south along the eastern airport boundary to 

the southern limits of the airport the proceeding 

southeasterly, parallel to U.S. Highway No. 50, to an 

intersection with the approved location of Interstate 

Highway No. 66 in the vicinity of Difficult Run. 

On December 24, 1958, the Secretary of Commerce announced that after the appropriate 

engineering studies Route “B” had been selected for the DIAAH. This announcement 

marked the last official involvement of the Department of Commerce with the airport 

since on January 1, 1959; the FAA would come into being as an independent agency.27 

When the specific routing of the access highway within route “B” announced on 

June 19, 1959, there was some local opposition to the section of the road between Hunter 

Mill Road and Virginia Route 7. Some residents complained that the final routing was 

not that shown in earlier proposals. Such was not the case. The selected alignment of the 

access road matched the southern route of the four potential routes within route “B” 

announced to the public. Following additional public hearings, the CAA adopted the 
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original June 19 routing. The Fairfax County Board of Supervisors endorsed this 

decision.28 

There was also public opposition to the FAA’s policy that the road was for the 

sole use of airport traffic. This policy was first expressed by Quesada in testimony to 

Congress when he stated: 

The access road will be a high speed dual highway. It is being 

designed for the exclusive use of airport traffic with engineering 

features which will provide only for vehicles destines for the airport or 

departing from the airport. This is in accordance with the expressed 

desires of the National Capital Region Planning Council, and it is 

compatible with Fairfax County zoning for the Potomac watershed. 

This policy is essential to prevent the access road from becoming 

saturated with traffic between local communities and the District of 

Columbia, a condition which would defeat the purpose of providing 

such a highway at wholly Federal expense. Sufficient land is being 

acquired to permit future construction of additional lanes parallel to 

the airport access road. 

The engineering features Quesada mentioned in his statement were the partial 

interchanges between the access road and other roads that crossed it. These interchanges 

only allowed traffic on the access road in the direction of the airport. Only traffic 

departing the airport could leave the access road for local roads.29 

The specific reasoning behind the CAA/FAA made the decision to restrict traffic 

on the DIAAH to airport only traffic is unknown since any documents relating to it have 

yet to be located in the archives. However, based on the experience at Idlewild and other 

airports the detrimental effect of mixing airport and commuter traffic were known. New 

York City built the Van Wyck Expressway in the 1950s as the access road to Idlewild 
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International. Under the highway designation system put in place by Robert Moses, an 

expressway was a highway open to passenger and commercial vehicles. This designation 

was in contrast to that of a parkway which was a highway available only to passenger 

vehicles. From the time it was opened, commuter and commercial traffic, as well as 

airport traffic, used the Van Wyck Expressway. The result was a congested road on 

which vehicles moved at less than the posted speed. The result was that passengers could 

spend more time traveling to the airport than flying to their destination. Dulles’s planners, 

facing long travel times just from the airport’s location, chose to eliminate cognition on 

the DIAAH by eliminating commuter traffic. At the same time, they recognized the 

future possibility of serving commuter traffic along their right of way by including space 

for local authorities to build a commuter road if they chose to do so.30 

The most vocal opponent of this policy of airport only traffic was Graham M. 

James, Mayor of the Town of Herndon. Herndon was a community located near the 

airport end of the access road. James requested the construction of a full intersection 

between Virginia Route 657 and the DIAAH. The FAA’s plans only provided for a 

partial intersection at that location, as called for by Quesada’s policy. James wanted this 

full intersection so the residents of Herndon could use the access road to commute to jobs 

in the District; the specific reason the FAA enacted its policy to prevent.31 Quesada’s 
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response to James reaffirmed the statement he made to Congress.32 Mayor James also 

enlisted the help of the Virginia Congressional Delegation to get his full interchange. 

Quesada wrote these Members of Congress restating the policy from his Congressional 

testimony. He went on to informing them should the Virginia Highway Department 

determine sufficient need existed for a local access road sufficient room was available in 

the DIAAH corridor for the state to build such a road. 

During the same hearing where he expressed the FAA’s policy on the use of the 

access road, Quesada Senator Robertson of Virginia questioned him about secondary 

roads around the airport. Robertson originally supported the second airport but changed 

stance when opposition to the Burke site arose in 1951. While he accepted the reality of 

the airport in Chantilly, he continued his opposition as a way to limit the harm to the 

surrounding communities. One such harm as Robertson called it was the lack of access to 

the airport for residents of Loudoun County. To him, the FAA was more concerned how 

the 900,000 some residents of the District of Columbia who lived 26 miles away would 

get to the airport than the 23,000 residents in the country adjoining the airport. The 

FAA’s plan called for a secondary road, built at Federal expense, running south along the 

eastern boundary of the airport. This road would connect U.S. Highway 50 with the 

access road. This secondary road is now part of Virginia Route 28. The FAA’s intention 

for this secondary road was to provide residents of the rapidly growing Fairfax County 

access to the airport. Robertson wanted the FAA to extend this road northward to 
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intersect with Virginia Route 7 near Leesburg to provide the same type of access for the 

residents of Loudoun County. The Commonwealth of Virginia lacked sufficient funds in 

its highway budget to build this road having committed $15.5M on Interstate Highways 

95, 495, and 66. Senator Robertson wanted the FAA to help fund this road.33 

Quesada opposed building the road because it represented what twenty-first 

century project managers call scope creep. Scope creep occurs when project 

stakeholders—in this instance Congress—add features to a project that were not in its 

original scope. Since a project’s budget and schedule are based on accomplishing the 

items in the scope adding to the scope increases the funding requirement and possible 

extends the schedule. Project managers must constantly be on the lookout for scope creep 

and do everything in their power to either prevent it or get the additional money and 

schedule flexibility to include it. Since this northern road extension was not part of the 

original scope Quesada opposed it. Making the situation worse, was the fact that the 

hearing at which Senator Robertson made this request was for supplemental funds to 

complete items already in the approved scope due to cost overruns. Since he could not 

pay for everything currently on the schedule Quesada was not about to divert funds from 

those items to build an unplanned road. The House had already cut nearly $3M from the 

FAA’s supplemental request including the entire amount requested to correct problems 

with plans for disposal of the sewage the airport would generate. The Administrator 

clearly did not need additional items added to a project already over budget and behind 
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schedule. In the end, Quesada lost the argument, but additional funds were provided 

specifically to subsidize Virginia’s highway budget to build the extension.34 

The section of the DIAAH from the airport to the circumferential highway—now 

called the Capital Beltway—was completed when the airport opened in November 1962. 

The portion of the road from that point to Interstate Highway 66 was not built since that 

highway extended no further east than Gainesville, Virginia. The FAA did acquire the 

land needed to connect the access road to the interstate just north of the City of Falls 

Church but until that interstate highway reached into the District, no construction was 

started. That construction ended up being delayed due to the opposition from the 

residents of Arlington County over the noise and congestion the Interstate Highway 66 

would create. State and Federal officials finally overcame this opposition on January 5, 

1977, with an agreement that prohibited tractor-trailers at all times and restricted other 

traffic to three-person minimum car pools during rush-hour periods. The agreement 

exempted Airport traffic from the carpool restriction.35 Once Virginia completed 

Interstate Highway 66 in 1980, the Department of Transportation began construction of 

the DIAAH Extension.36 

Until the completion of the DIAAH Extension getting to the airport from 

downtown Washington or National Airport was not easy. The only modern highway that 

connected those locations with the Capital Beltway was the George Washington 
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Parkway. The Parkway was under the jurisdiction of the National Park Service (NPS). As 

such this road was considered more a park than a highway. As a park the NPS restricted 

usage to private automobiles. Taxis and buses were prohibited from using it. This 

restriction forced all commercial vehicles to drive through the built-up areas of Arlington 

and Fairfax Counties on surface streets to reach the Capital Beltway near its intersection 

with the DIAAH. Alternatively, all vehicles wishing to avoid those streets could travel 

several miles out of their way south on the Shirley Highway to its intersection with the 

Capital Beltway and thence to the access road. None of the three unselected routes for the 

access road would have proved a better solution. Route “A” connected with the Capital 

Beltway near the end of the George Washington Parkway and further from the Beltway’s 

intersection with the Shirley Highway than the Route “B” connection. Routes “C” and 

“D” also depended on Interstate Highway 66 for their inside the Beltway connection to 

the District. Lack of easy access to Dulles International from the District and National 

Airport would remain a problem until completion of the DIAAH Extension. 

If getting to the airport by car was so difficult why was not some other means of 

access, like a rail line, built? Quite simply in 1962, there was every expectation that 

Virginia would finish Interstate Highway 66 as scheduled. Had this happened easy access 

by car from the District would become available within a couple of years of the airport’s 

dedication, not building a rail line in the mid-1960s was the correct decision. The 

anticipated traffic through the airport during its first years of operation did not justify the 

cost of building a rail line from the District to the airport. After the airport’s dedication in 

November 1962, the construction of any mass transit system in the Washington 
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Metropolitan Region fell under the purview of the National Capital Transportation 

Agency (NCTA). This Federal agency created by the National Capital Transportation Act 

of 1960 had responsibility for all mass transportation planning in the region.37 Over the 

next several years, the FAA assisted the NCTA by providing passenger data at both 

Dulles and National Airports to assist it in the planning of what would become the 

Washington Metro.38 Several plans developed by the NCTA showed a rail line out to 

Dulles International, but the construction of this connection was always considered a 

future project, and not included any current budget. Finally, on June 10, 2004, plans for a 

Washington Metro line to the airport were approved with the projected completion 

sometime in 2020.39 

There were two offers made during the airport’s construction that might have 

resulted in the building a mass transit line to the airport. Both came from O. Roy Chalk, 

President of D.C. Transit Systems. The first in 1961 was to build a monorail line out to 

the airport. The NCTA rejected this proposal.40 Chalk’s second offer was for a 

“Demonstration Model of a Controlled High-Speed Super Rail System for Mass 

Transportation.” This time, Chalk approached the FAA asking they co-sponsor his 

proposal to the Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Commission under provisions of 

the Housing Act of 1961. While his proposal did not specifically mention connecting the 
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airport with the District, it was implied. Chalk sought the participation of the FAA since 

the Housing Act required a government co-sponsor for any proposals from private 

industry.41 The offer was rejected by the FAA because the government co-sponsor 

referred to the Housing Act was a state or local government agency. The Housing Act 

expressly prohibited Federal Government co-sponsorship.42 As a side note, the Controlled 

High-Speed Super Rail System Chalk proposed to build would have been nuclear 

powered. In the construction of such a system to the airport would have added to a 

growing list of environmental concerns it had to address. 

Environmental Concerns 
In 1959, builders major of construction projects like Dulles Airport did not give 

priority to environmental factors. In the mid-twentieth century, the broad-ranging 

environmental movement which would mount opposition to the majority of construction 

projects in this country was still in its infancy. None the less the FAA addressed three 

significant environmental concerns in its planning. The motivation for address these 

items was not good environmental stewardship as currently practiced but the FAA’s 

desire to head off future citizen protests over airport noise and other types of pollution. 

Jet noise was the first of these concerns addressed. The post-war rise of civil 

aviation using the powerful engines created for World War Two introduced the new 

nuisance aircraft noise into neighborhoods situated next to airports. Early on in the 
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twentieth-century municipalities discovered they could regulate nuisances like smoke and 

sewage. When they attempted to do the same with aircraft noise, it proved more difficult. 

The records of the anti-noise group Virginians for Dulles, maintained by the George 

Mason University Library Special Collections Research Center contain several boxes of 

documents tracking attempts by localities to restrict aircraft noise from the late 1940s into 

the 1970s. In every instance, airports challenged when these regulations, the courts 

overturned them because only the federal government had the right to enact such 

regulations based on the provisions of the Air Commerce Act of 1926.43 Reacting to 

constituent complaints about aircraft noise and especially jet aircraft noise, Congress 

tasked Quesada to develop noise suppression regulations for airports.44 Quesada 

acknowledged the hazard jet noise represented but rather than issue noise level limitation 

he proposed aircraft and jet engine manufacturers direct their research toward developing 

quieter engines. Quesada as a pilot himself took this approach because he knew that for 

safety reasons aircraft needed to use full power when taking off. Using full power made 

takeoffs the noisiest operations on an airfield. As most airports extend older runways to 

accommodate the jets, they brought those runways closer to the surrounding communities 

exacerbating the noise problem.45 

At the time Dulles was built there had been little research into noise pollution. It 

was not until 1972 that the Federal Government set standards for noise pollution. Lack of 

federal regulations did not mean that some form of standards did not exist before that 
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date. New York having tried to enacting noise restrictions at Idlewild came up with a set 

of regulations it could enforce when it established a maximum allowable noise level 

outside Idlewild’s boundary of 90 decibels. This regulation held up in court allowing the 

city to fine any airline that violated it. A fully loaded Boeing 707 at takeoff power in the 

1950s created enough noise from directly behind the aircraft that an observer needed to 

be at least 3½ miles away before that noise dropped below 90 decibels. Since all the 

communities around Idlewild were closer than 3½ miles jets departing Idlewild had to 

use either runway 4L—which directed the noise out over Jamaica Bay—or use reduced 

power. 

Acknowledging the concerns of groups like Citizens Opposed to a Jet Airport in 

Fairfax over noise pollution the FAA sought to mitigate the noise problem at the new 

Airport. The keys to the FAA’s jet noise solution were trees and space. When 

development began all trees within 1,000 feet of the airport boundary were left standing. 

Then in areas where no trees existed the agency planted seedlings. Over time, this would 

create a green belt surrounding the airport. With the airport boundaries located 2,000 feet 

from the centerline of the runways, this meant that half the land between the runways and 

the boundary would eventually become forested. This buffer expanded to a depth of ½ 

mile at the end of the runways where the boundary was 8,000 feet from the runway. The 

purpose of these trees was to reduce jet takeoff noise levels outside the airport. 

 Dulles adopted New York’s 90 decibel limit for planning purposes. Given the 

dimensions of the airport and the policy to use the western runway for takeoffs, the 

majority of departing flights would be about four miles away from airport boundary at the 



104 

 

start of takeoff. This offset provided sufficient distance to mitigate the worst of the noise 

by itself. The forested buffer provided additional sound insulation. The FAA anticipated 

that with these measures any noise generated at the airport would stay well below the 

established maximum of 90 decibels outside the perimeter fence.46 

The wisdom of this design was proven out when the Concord supersonic transport 

began operating at Dulles in 1976. Initially, there was opposition to permitting these 

aircraft to make regularly scheduled flights into the airport based on its noisy engines. 

The FAA conducted a series of test flights to monitor actual noise levels in the spring of 

1976. Boundary level noise during takeoff did not exceed 90 decibels though it was 

louder than any other commercial aircraft using the airfield at the time. New York did not 

lift its ban on the Concorde until October 1977 when the British airline BOAC used a 

combination of lower power settings and a special flight path. 

A second environmental problem addressed by the airport’s design was flooding. 

Historically the area of Loudoun County north of the airport site flooded following any 

heavy rain. The large expanses of pavement at the airport would only increase the water 

run off making the flooding worse. The FAA anticipating complaints about flooding 

designed a flood control system. A set of collection ponds diverted rain runoff. One of 

these ponds became a landscape feature between the hotel built by the Marriott 

Corporation and the access road. Another one was at the northwest edge of the property. 

The design had runoff flow into these ponds until it could be released a controlled 

manner.  
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A final environmental problem was the disposal of sewage created by the airport. 

Neither Western Fairfax County nor Loudoun County had public sewage utility service in 

1959. Lack of a sewage utility caused the CAA to include a provision for sewage 

treatment at the as a requirement in the contract. Ammann-Whitney’s proposal in 

response to this requirement was a small treatment plant on the airport property that 

would discharge treated effluent into Broad Run. Broad Run emptied into the Potomac 

River above Great Falls, acting on this the FAA included it in the budget request for 

1958. This request was for $87.5M of which the Congress approved $53.5M but only 

appropriated $50M. The CAA accommodated the lesser amount by canceling the parallel 

secondary runway and other infrastructure features. The sewage treatment plant 

remained.47 However, what seemed to be a simple solution to a civil engineering problem 

turned into a political fight between the Administration and Congress. 

Once completed, the CAA circulated plans for the airport to other Federal 

agencies and local governments for review and comment. Brigadier General A. C. 

Welling, Engineering Commissioner for the District of Columbia, objected to the 

treatment plant. Before the current era of Home Rule in the District of Columbia, the 

Engineering Commissioner was one of the three commissioners appointed to govern the 

District. In this capacity Brig. Gen. Welling oversaw all public works in the District 

including water and sewage. What concerned him was that this plant did not conform to 

an agreement between Maryland, Virginia and the District of Columbia. This agreement 
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prohibited the discharge of effluent however well treated into the Potomac above the 

District’s water supply intakes. Brig. Gen. Welling wanted a different plan. What he 

proposed was building an interceptor sewage line to carry the airport’s sewage to the 

District’s sewage system for treatment at the Blue Plains. This line would pass through 

Fairfax and Arlington Counties, cross the Potomac near Chain Bridge and then tie into 

the District's system.48 

Quesada responded to Welling’s proposal by agreeing that the Federal 

Government should not abrogate an agreement between the states. Quesada then directed 

developing a plan for such an interceptor sewage line. Like all other airport plans, this 

one was to plan for the future with Ammann-Whitney directed to design the sewage line 

with a capacity to handle ten times the airport’s anticipated sewage output in 1975. One 

reason for building such a large sewage line was the growth the FAA anticipated around 

the airport. If required to rely on septic fields or small treatment plants built by each 

developer such growth might do more harm to the environment than the airport. Of 

particular concern was that developers would not build their small treatment plants to the 

same standard as the FAA nor would they be as diligent in maintaining them. The FAA 

reached an understanding Fairfax, Loudoun, and Arlington Counties requiring all 

development in the area to tie into the sewer once completed. This way not only would 

the airport avoid polluting the Potomac but all development it attracted would as well. 

Since the District proposed this, it was prepared to ensure that Blue Plains would have the 

                                                 
48 Elwood R. Quesada, Administrator, Federal Aviation Agency to Brig. Gen. A. C. Welling, Engineering 

Commissioner, District of Columbia, September 10, 1959; September 1959; Records of the Office of the 

Administrator, Box 2; Headquarters Records of the Federal Aviation Administration, 1926-81; Records of 

the FAA, RG 237, NACP 
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capacity to accommodate the added inflow. All that was needed was an additional $2.5M 

from Congress to build the interceptor. Unfortunately, when it comes to Congress 

sometimes the journey from needing to receiving was not an easy one. 

In 1958, Sen. Monroney sponsored a bill that would extend the Federal Airport 

Act of 1946—which was due to expire on July 1, 1959—into 1963. This bill was the act 

that provided subsidies to local agencies to cover up to 50% of the cost of building or 

improving local airports. President Eisenhower vetoed this extension in September of 

1958 claiming it was unnecessary because airports were becoming self-sufficient no 

longer requiring Federal aid. When Congress failed to override the veto, Monroney 

vowed to reintroduce the bill as soon as possible in the next Congress to get it to the 

President before the July 1 expiration date.49 The new extension became part of a 

package billed as anti-inflation legislation presented by the Democrat-controlled 

Congress. Besides funding for airports, the package included increased spending on 

housing, health care, and aid to depressed areas. These were specific items that the 

Democrats campaigned on during 1958’s by-year election and ones for which they felt 

they had a mandate since they retained control of the Congress. Eisenhower took the 

unusual step for a lame duck President by countering the Democrats with a balanced 

budget and challenging Congress to either keep the budget balanced or face vetoes to 

keep the budget in check.50 Along with Presidential opposition, an improving economy 

with little inflation further weakened the Democrats’ position. 

                                                 
49 Albon B. Hailey, “Bill to Aid Airports to Be Pressed Again,” The Washington Post and Times Herald, 

December 12, 1958. 
50 Robert C. Albright, “Leaders Clash On Legislation: Challenged by Dirksen,” The Washington Post and 

Times Herald, January 28, 1959. 
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The President’s counterproposal for extending the airport bill—which he 

promised to provide in his veto message of the original extension—was for a four-year 

extension with a total expenditure of $200M. This amount spent each year would 

diminish to wean local airport authorities off of Federal funds. Besides looking to 

eliminate these grants, Eisenhower also wanted restrictions on the types of construction 

allowed. Those items that facilitated interstate commerce such as runways, control 

towers, or navigation aids were appropriate. Funding items that were in essence 

marketing devices to attract travelers to one city’s airport over that of another such as 

restaurants, bars, hotel rooms, and the like were solely the responsibility of the local 

community. Quesada summed up the President’s position during a February 26, 1959, 

interview saying: “We have a responsibility to get the New York passenger into St. Louis 

safely and out again on his way to the coast, but not to keep him warm and dry while he's 

there.” Monroney’s reintroduced bill call for $450M over four years with no reduction in 

spending as time passed with no restriction on spending. The Senator’s bill also raised the 

annual funds available from $63M to $100M.51 This bill with Monroney’s shepherding 

got through the Senate but met opposition in the House who cut back the total 

authorization and included the President’s restrictions on spending.52 During most of the 

month of June Monroney as part of the Conference Committee established to reconcile 

the differences between the Senate and House versions of the bill tried to get his original 

spending levels back with no restrictions. However, as the end of June approached he 

                                                 
51 Fulton Lewis, “Ike’s Budget Troubles Mount,” New York Mirror, February 27, 1959. 
52 Robert C. Albright, “Democrats’ Glittering Program Shows Tarnish: Gallery Glimpses,” The Washington 
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capitulated. The extension became law on June 29, 1959, extending the airport grants 

only for three years at the original annual level of $63M and with the President’s 

restrictions included. 

With the FAA as the dispenser of these grants to airports, Quesada became the 

Administration’s point man in the battle with Congress over the extension of the Federal 

Airport Act. This support made him, and by extension, Dulles International Airport 

targets for members of Congress looking for payback. The additional funding for the 

airport sewer that came before Congress in May of 1959 was the perfect opportunity for 

these members of Congress, especially since the airport project was already over budget. 

The initial 1957 estimate placed the total cost of the project at $48M of which Congress 

appropriated $12.5M. In May 1958, with construction just started, the FAA requested 

$100M claiming the added cost was to build facilities that could accommodate future 

traffic in 1975. Congress only appropriated $50M making the total appropriated $62.5M, 

still $13.5M more than the original estimate. Then in May 1959, in the middle of the 

Administration’s balanced budget fight with Congress, the FAA requested $31M more. 

The new price tag for the airport was $93.5M. Included in the $31M were an additional 

$15.4M for the access road and $2.5M for the sewer. The airport had become a tempting 

target for lawmakers looking to prove they are just as good at trimming budgets as the 

President. 

When the request for the $2.5M interceptor sewer line came to the House, it was 

cut entirely on the assumption the FAA would build it regardless by diverting funds from 

other parts of the airport. During hearings before the Senate requesting reinstatement of 
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the $2.5M Quesada characterized the Potomac Interceptor as “unessential” to the 

operation of the airport.53 The Senate did put back the $2.5M, but the House still 

objected, and the compromise bill that emerged from the Conference Committee dropped 

the funds.54 Following this defeat, Quesada maintained his position on the interceptor line 

not being essential to the operation of the airport and proceeded to build the treatment 

plant already accounted for in the budget. This course of action met with a loud public 

outcry. All the local jurisdictions that had sewage agreements with the District of 

Columbia scheduled a meeting with the Arthur Flemming, the Secretary of Health, 

Education, and Welfare, to persuade him to block the FAA’s plans.55 Rather than see a 

fight within his Administration, President Eisenhower ordered the FAA to suspend all 

construction on the sewage plant.56 Eisenhower also directed that the FAA conduct a 

study on alternative methods for disposing of the airport’s sewage.57 

The FAA completed this study—“Report on Sewage Disposal Methods, Dulles 

International Airport”—on March 9, 1960. In this report, the FAA recommended building 

an interceptor sewage line connecting with the Blue Plains Treatment Facility in the 

District of Columbia. This line needed sufficient capacity to serve both the future needs 

of the airport and those of the nearby communities in Maryland and Virginia. Along with 

this recommendation was the observation that the interceptor would not be completed 
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before the opening of the airport requiring completion of the on-site treatment plant for 

use until the interceptor was in service. The President accepted these recommendations 

on May 4, 1960. First, he directed the FAA to work with the U.S. Public Health Service 

to develop a method of treatment for the airport’s interim sewage plant so that it would 

not pose a public health hazard.58 Next, the President then directed the District of 

Columbia to prepare and submit to Congress a request for funds to build the interceptor. 

The District government was selected because its treatment facility would receive the 

airport’s effluent.59 On May 4, 1960, Rep. Broyhill sponsored a bill that would provide 

the District of Columbia the funds to build the interceptor.60 Obviously, there was behind 

the scenes political maneuvering by the White House on this issue for Broyhill to 

introduce his bill the same day that the District was directed to make the request. This 

legislation moved swiftly through Congress and was signed into law just six weeks later 

on June 11, 1960.61 

The speed with which this legislation moved from a report to law adds credence 

to the supposition above that the opposition to the sewer in the first place based solely on 

politics and not on the merits of the FAA’s request. While there is nothing in the record 

which indicates the initial Congressional opposition to the sewer was political payback 
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the events following that denial, seem to tell a different story. If the opposition was really 

about fiscal responsibility, why did the same Congress less than a year later approve the 

money with no mention of the expense in either hearings or floor debate? Obviously, it 

was not about savings since the money that went to the District came from the same place 

as the money that would have gone to FAA, the Federal Treasury. The only thing that 

changed was the agency getting the money. At the same time, it is illogical for members 

of Congress to place their health than that of their families in danger, which would have 

been the case without the sewer line. 

Further indication that the whole thing was political payback was the opposition 

of Rep. Frank T. Bow of Ohio. Bow was a Republican but supported Monroney’s bill 

because of the airport in his home district—the Akron-Canton Airport—needed to 

expand its terminal; a project that would not receive aid under Eisenhower’s restrictions. 

On March 9, 1960, he sent a long letter to the President listing ten specific reasons why 

the FAA’s interceptor line was not the correct solution to the problem. At the time, there 

was no mention that the administration would reassign the project to the District of 

Columbia so Bow made the assumption that since the FAA study made the 

recommendation, it would be a FAA project.62 When Rep. Broyhill’s bill authorizing the 

District to build the same sewer line the FAA had proposed to the House floor for a vote 

on June 1, 1960, Rep. Bow rose in support of the bill expressing how the interceptor was 

the ideal solution to the problem.63 
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It took over a year before the District was ready to select a contractor to build the 

Potomac Interceptor but once the work began it proceeded smoothly. While it was under 

construction, there was much debate over who would be allowed to tie into the line. In 

the year between the passing of the legislation and the start of construction two major 

development projects in western Fairfax County were announced, the Tysons Corner 

project and the Reston planned community.64 Both of these developments would bring 

large numbers of workers and new residents to the area along the DIAAH. In the end, the 

new sewer had sufficient capacity for these and other development that came in future 

years. The Interceptor was completed late in 1964 with service to the airport beginning 

just before Thanksgiving.65 

Elwood Quesada did not remain with the FAA to see the Airport completed. In 

1960, he became part of a group that won a bid to form an expansion baseball team in 

Washington, DC—the city’s original team having moved to Milwaukee. On the 30th of 

December 1960, he submitted his letter of resignation as FAA Administrator effective 

January 20, 1961. It is interesting to note that in the eight pages of this letter where he 

summarizes his accomplishments as Chairman of the Airways Modernization Board—the 

job that brought him to Washington—and as FAA Administrator he makes no mention of 

Dulles International. Any mention of the airport is also missing from his oral history of 

his time with the Eisenhower Administration. Quesada offers no reasons for these 
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absences. One can only speculate that he somehow felt he failed the project and could not 

claim it as an accomplishment.66 

Najeeb Halaby replaced Quesada as FAA Administrator. Halaby had been a test 

pilot for Lockheed during the first years of World War Two before joining the Navy as a 

test pilot. After the war, he was a member of Truman’s National Security Staff and from 

1955-1957 was the Vice-Chairman of Special Aviation Group—the Curtis Commission. 

The Curtis Commission’s report led to the formation of the Airways Modernization 

Board and ultimately the FAA. Halaby was a good choice because not only was he an 

aviator but an advocate of the same type of strict reform of air safety rules and air traffic 

control introduced by Quesada. Like Quesada, he would not have an easy time with 

Congress getting funds to finish Dulles Airport.67 

 

When the CAA made the decision to build a second airport for the National 

Capital Region it did so with the goal of creating, a model others would copy. The agency 

took a high-modernist approach of first designing a theoretical airport of the future, then 

obtaining Congressional approval to build that airport—without exactly informing 

Congress about what it wanted to build—and only then looking for a place to build the 

airport which at first seemed to fail when Congress withheld additional funding. In the 

end, through perseverance and an unwillingness to compromise on its design an airport 
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unlike any other was built. The fundamental design of Dulles International has served as 

the model for all modern airports around the world. These imitated features include long 

parallel main runways with sufficient separation to permit independent operation and 

terminals located within the airfield. Greenfield airports also follow Dulles example of 

acquiring sufficient land to accommodate future expansion and mitigate jet noise. With 

the construction of Dulles International Airport, the got the first green-field airport built 

to accommodate turbojet powered airliners. The design of this airfield represented an 

evolution from those of the previous generation. The innovations implemented at 

Dulles—parallel main runways, high speed turn off to parallel taxiways, and terminals 

located in the field rather than near the airport border—all became features for new 

airports or ones modernizing to accommodate the jets. 

The FAA did encounter a few rough spots during construction. The most 

significant were the twenty-year delay in connecting the Dulles International Airport 

Access Highway with Interstate Highway 66 to complete its expressway connection to 

Washington. Still, the FAA realized the initial intent of building an airport not just for the 

current decade but for decades to come. That realization makes Dulles International one 

of the few high-modernist mega-projects to succeed. 

One thing the CAA did not include was a specific plan for the terminal building 

that would sit between the long parallel runways. The architect selected to design it 

would make those decisions. Where the airfield was evolutionary, the terminal created by 

that architect, Eero Saarinen, was revolutionary. Like the CAA planners, Saarinen was a 

high-modernist. His goal was to build a terminal that completely changed how travelers 
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interacted with it. In this, he emulated another disciple of the high-modernist ideology the 

Swiss architect Le Corbusier whose “views were extreme but influential, and they were 

representative in a sense they celebrated the logic implicit in high modernism.”68
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CHAPTER THREE - A REVOLUTIONARY TERMINAL 

In March of 1958, the CAA invited the contractor teams who submitted the best 

three written proposals for building the new airport to make oral presentations to the 

government management team. The Ammann & Whitney team’s presentation consisted 

of the principals from each of the three member companies talking about how they 

planned to accomplish their portion of the work. The last to speak was Eero Saarinen the 

architect chosen by Ammann & Whitney to design the terminal. Saarinen began his 

presentation by saying: “You have heard Mr. Whitney talk about the ‘bones’ of the 

airport. You have heard Mr. McDonnell talk about the ‘heart’ of the airport. Let us now 

talk about the ‘soul’ of the airport.” Saarinen then went on to describe how he would not 

design just another airport terminal but a grand entrance to the United States. It was 

Saarinen’s comments that elevated Ammann & Whitney’s proposal over those of the 

other teams and won them the contract to build Washington’s new airport.1 

The CAA had designed an evolutionary airfield that looked forward toward the 

demands of the jet age. They were anticipating a terminal building that would not only 

symbolize America’s position as the leader of the free world but one that embodied this 

new era of commercial flight. In 1955, Saarinen had designed the Trans World Airlines 

(TWA) Flight Center—terminal five—at Idlewild International Airport in New York. 
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This striking building was described critics as representing a bird about to take flight. 

Aside from its appearance and some new technology the TWA Flight Center was a 

traditional airport terminal using the same general organization of public space that 

terminals had been using since the 1930s. By the time, he started his terminal for 

Washington’s new airport Saarinen had realized he based the TWA Flight Center on 

obsolete architectural notions about these types of structures. Seeking a better solution, 

Saarinen used a high-modernist approach to quantify how passengers used air terminals 

and then use that data to inform the goals he set for his design. The terminal and 

supporting systems that Saarinen produced made Dulles International Airport 

revolutionary by basing the design on the dimensions of the humans using the building. 

Heretofore these buildings were based on the dimensions of the aircraft. Using human 

scale made him one of the first architects to act upon ongoing discussions in the 

architectural trade journals calling for a rethinking on how airport terminals were 

supposed to function. By adopting the high-modernist approach, Saarinen failed to 

respond to the criticisms of the airlines. These criticisms grew out of their practical 

knowledge of air transport. Saarinen’s failure to adapt his design in response to this 

practical knowledge contributed to the initial failure of the airport to attract airline 

business. Saarinen’s revolutionary terminal, in the end, was not functional and did not 

represent the future of airport design he hoped would be his legacy. 

Rethinking the Airport Terminal 
To understand the revolutionary nature of Saarinen’s terminal building and what 

he sought to accomplish a quick overview of first generation airport terminals in order. 
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The design requirements for the Lehigh Airport Competition provide a good starting 

point. This competition required the design to include “a passenger terminal with 

complete facilities for the public, the transportation companies and the using of the field, 

with provisions for immigrations and customs and for complete traffic control facilities. 

Provision was required for the protection of passengers when enplaning and deplaning.” 

In summarizing the results of the competition, the judges noted of the terminals “the 

general appreciation of the importance of solidity and stability which is architecturally 

expressed in the buildings themselves.” Solidity was important in the opinion of the 

judges because it “recognized the psychological importance of giving air transportation 

the feeling of permanency, reliability, and dignity which is characteristic of the great 

railroad terminals.”2 This last observation turned out to be accurate since railroad depots 

were the inspiration for many terminals, at first, generation airports. 

Many modernist architects of the twentieth century, influenced by the 

industrialization of the previous century, considered buildings as machines that 

performed specific functions. The Franco-Swiss architect and urban planner Charles-

Édouard Jeanneret-Gris—better known by his adopted name Le Corbusier—expressed 

this point of view with his comment that “a house is a machine for living.” For the high-

modernist architect—of which Le Corbusier was a prime example3—the requirement that 

a building needed to perform its intended function as efficiently as possible, just as any 

                                                 
2 Lehigh Portland Cement Company, American Airport Designs: Containing 44 Prize Winning and Other 
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other successful machine, was more important than its aesthetics. To these architects, the 

railroad depot was a machine for transitioning passengers between the trains and other 

means of transportation. Since the function of an airport terminal was similar to that of a 

railroad depot—transitioning passengers between one mode of transportation and 

another—the architects of the first airport terminals looked to the railroad depot as a 

model. Because railroad passenger service was the elite and luxurious means of travel in 

the early twentieth century, using railroad terminals as a model made sense. Airlines 

before world war two were competing for the same elite passengers as the railroads. The 

business model for airlines at this time was to opt for those few passengers—principally 

senior executives and celebrities—willing to pay a higher price to travel than the trains 

charged so they could get to their destinations sooner. The supporters behind building an 

airport in Los Angeles in 1926 used the argument that an airplane leaving Los Angeles at 

the same time as an express train would arrive in New York before the train reached 

Denver.4 These elite travelers were used to the first class service provided by the 

railroads and expected comparable service from the airlines. The railroad’s service to its 

passengers began at the depot. 

Union Station in Washington, D. C.—opened in 1907—was a typical example of 

the mid-town railroad depot at the height of railroading era. Constructed jointly by the 

Baltimore & Ohio and Pennsylvania railroads (Figure 8)5 to replace their separate stations 

it was an impressive structure. As such it served the dual functions of complying with the 

                                                 
4 John D. Kasarda and Greg Lindsay, Aerotropolis: The Way We’ll Live Next (New York: Farrar, Straus 

and Giroux, 2011), 25–26. 
5 National Photo Company Collection Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, LC-USZ62-
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wishes of Congress to act as an entrance “monumental in character” to the nation’s 

capital while also symbolizing the wealth, power, and permanence of the railroads that 

built it.6 Other contemporary stations like Grand Central Terminus and Pennsylvania 

Station in New York City, or Broad Street Station in Philadelphia also served as grand 

portals to their cities and as symbols of their associated railroads. Architects sought to 

create these same emotions in the terminals they designed for the first generation of 

airports.7 However, there were two significant differences that impacted these designs; 

municipalities commissioned these terminals, not private companies and the number of 

passengers needing to use the air terminal was significantly less than those using railroad 

stations. 

 

                                                 
6 While built by private companies the permission of Congress was required to build it with the District of 

Columbia 
7 An Act To Provide for a Union Railroad Station in the District of Columbia, and for Other Purposes, Pub. 

L. No. 57-122, 32 Stat. 909 (1903) 
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Figure 8 Union Station Washington, D. C. 

 

In the late 1920s and early 1930s, the fledgling airlines in this country were the 

antithesis of the profitable railroad companies. The airlines were barely profitable 

depending on government payments for carrying the mail to survive. It was not until the 

introduction of the DC-3 in 1935 that an airliner carried enough passengers so that ticket 

revenue could offset the cost of operation. The airlines had no excess capital to spend on 

elaborate terminal buildings. Besides, unlike the railroads which built their terminals on 

property they owned adjacent to their rail yards few airlines owned airfields. In the mid-

1920s the majority of airfields were privately owned—principally by the Curtiss 

Corporation. Then in 1926, the Air Commerce Act established a preference for 
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government owned or operated facilities.8 Recall from the previous chapter that Chicago 

Municipal Airport (Midway Airport) began as a private field (Chicago Air Park) that was 

first leased by the city in 1926 before being purchased outright. The result of all this was 

that the responsibility of building a terminal normally fell on the airport operator, not the 

airport user. 

As might be expected municipalities were reluctant to spend the money to build 

more terminal than what was necessary to satisfy basic demands since airports in this era 

were not money makers. The taxes, rents, and fees charged to the airlines and 

concessionaires did not offset the cost of operating the airfield. The deficits had to be 

made up from other tax revenues.9 With no surplus funds, the municipal airport operators 

like the airline companies were not going to making grand statements or build symbols of 

strength and power. Instead, they opted for small utilitarian structures. Figure 9 shows the 

first terminal built by Chicago at Chicago Municipal Airport.10 The terminal was a 

functional building with little in the way of decoration. The automobiles parked nearby 

show its scale. The structure could accommodate a couple of dozen passengers, the few 

airline employees needed to process them, and little else. The coming of the Great 

Depression further dried up municipal funds needed to build and operate airports. In 1930 

about $30M was invested in airport construction with this annual amount dropping to 
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10 May 31 and 2013, “Early Years of Chicago’s Midway -- Chicago Tribune,” accessed July 10, 2015, 
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$14M in 1931 and then to $5M in 1932. The federal public works funds available in the 

initial years of the New Deal did little to change this situation.11 

 

 
Figure 9 Chicago Municipal Airport Terminal Building 

 

One focus of the First New Deal was recovery, using public works projects to put 

the unemployed back to work but, this was of little help when it came to airport 

terminals. The Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA)—the New Deal agency 

able to assist with airports—required any airport seeking assistance be owned or leased 

by a municipal agency. Other conditions for assistance included a 50 percent match in 

funds by the municipality and that 80 percent of the federal assistance go to wages. This 

last tended to restrict the federal money to labor intensive tasks such as earth moving. 

These restrictions reflect the provisions of the Air Commerce Act of 1926 which limited 

federal airport spending to air navigation services. FERA paid for the workers, but the 
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city still had to purchase construction materials and equipment. When the Works Project 

Administration (WPA) took over from the FERA in 1935, there was little improvement. 

One thing that did change under the WPA was that municipalities now had to own their 

airports outright to qualify for assistance—thus the need for Chicago to purchase the 

facility it had been leasing. Finally, under the Civil Aeronautics Act of 1938 regulations 

were loosened permitting federal money to pay for material as well as labor. This 

loosening came with an additional requirement that plans for any airport seeking federal 

assistance had to conform to regulations developed by the newly created CAA.12 

With more freedom in the use of federal aid for airport construction after 1938, 

cities could now contemplate building airport terminals that were more than just 

utilitarian. The 1938 Civil Aeronautics Act also created the Civil Aeronautics Board 

(CAB). The CAB was responsible for fostering commercial air travel and did so by 

regulating air routes and fares. These route and fare regulations were intended to reduce 

potentially harmful competition between the airline companies while creating an 

environment where those companies could make a profit. These CAB regulations along 

with the larger DC-3 transports sparked a growth in air transport which along with more 

money available to municipalities for buildings ushered in the first terminals that were 

more than simple utilitarian structures. Two terminals reflecting this new period of air 
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terminal design were LaGuardia Airport in New York and National Airport in 

Washington, D. C. (Figure 10)13. 

 

 
Figure 10 LaGuardia Terminal Exterior and Washington National Terminal Exterior 

 

Terminal buildings of this pre-war era took on more of a gateway role. They were 

larger than earlier terminals and less utilitarian in design. As befitting buildings for a 

twentieth-century mode of transportation, they abandoned the Beaux Arts style popular 

for public buildings during the previous decades—such as that seen at Washington’s 

Union Station—while still achieving a grandeur suitable for a formal gateway. The two 

buildings pictured above use the art deco style—a style used on many air terminals built 

around this time—but, this was not the only style of the period. Several cities chose 

architectural styles that represented their regions of the country such as the adobe style 

terminal at Albuquerque, New Mexico or the Spanish Colonial style used for the San 

Francisco, California terminal. This new grandeur though was balanced with practicality. 

                                                 
13 “LaGuardia Airport History,” Port Authority of New York & New Jersey, accessed July 10, 2015, 

http://www.panynj.gov/airports/lga-history.html; Theodor Horydczak Collection, Library of Congress, 

Prints & Photographs Division, LC-H814- A02-002 
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While larger than those built a few years earlier these WPA era terminals remained small 

when compared to railroad depots reflecting the fewer number of passenger they need to 

accommodate—the entire terminal building for Washington National took up the same 

square footage as the grand concourse at Washington Union Station. In 1939, airlines 

accounted for the fewest revenue passenger-miles for all modes of commercial transport 

(see Table 1). By 1950, the airlines were still a distant third behind rail and bus but the 

total revenue passenger-miles flown had increased almost ten times. This increase would 

present problems for these pre-war terminals buildings just as it had for the airfields they 

served. 

 

Table 1 Volume of Intercity Passenger Traffic from An Evaluation of Railroad Safety by the Office of 

Technology Assessment May 1978 

Millions of Revenue Passenger-Miles 

Year Rail Bus Air Inland Waterways Total 

1929 33,965 6,800 0 3,300 44,065 

1939 23,669 9,100 903 1,466 35,138 

1940 97,705 26,920 2,177 2,187 128,989 

1950 32,481 26,436 8,773 1,190 68,880 

1960 21,574 19,327 31,730 2,668 75,299 

1970 10,903 25,300 109,499 4,000 149,702 
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LaGuardia, like all terminals of this era, was designed to have aircraft park next to 

the terminal when deplaning or boarding passengers. With a tenfold increase in revenue 

passenger-miles by 1950, these pre-war terminal buildings had to accommodate more 

aircraft at one time, and process more passengers than their designers intended. 

Accommodating the additional aircraft forced LaGuardia to park planes two deep as can 

be seen in Figure 11.14 The crowding of planes outside the terminal reflected the 

crowding inside the terminal. It became obvious to many architects that these terminals 

were not functioning properly. They could not accommodate the crowds using them nor 

were the principals of successful rail depot design, used by their architects, appropriate 

for these busier air terminals due to physical differences between trains and planes. In the 

first years of the 1950s, several professional architectural journals called for a rethinking 

of how air terminals were supposed to function along with proposing new design 

concepts to the buildings. 

 

                                                 
14 “LaGuardia Airport History,” Port Authority of New York & New Jersey, accessed July 10, 2015, : 

http://www.panynj.gov/airports/lga-history.html. 
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Figure 11 LaGuardia Airport's Central Terminal Building Circa 1953 

 

The editors of Architectural Record in their introduction to the January 1951 

article “Airport Design: It's Architectural Aspects” observed that: 

There was a time when the airport was primarily a facility for handling 

airplanes. Under such a premise the engineering aspects of airports 

dominated their design. However, with the growth of civil air 

transportation airports have become primarily facilities for handling 

people—that is the emphasis has shifted from “planes flying” to “people 

flying.” … Under such an appraisal, the architectural aspects of airport 

design have an importance at least equal to the engineering considerations. 

It is very clear from this critique the editors consider that existing airports are failing as 

efficient machines “for handling people.” The article then presents specific failings that 

should be addressed by architects to make facilities terminals more efficient. Among 

these failings were: exposure of passengers to the elements when boarding or deplaning; 

passengers needing to negotiate stairs to move from waiting room to airfield to airplane 

cabin; and congested passenger flow within the terminal. Each of these failings existed 
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because architects had not sought out different solutions than those used in an earlier and 

simpler era of air travel. Architects had only scaled up old solutions to the point where 

they no longer worked.15 

In the November 1952 issue of Architectural Forum George Wimberly observed 

that several factors complicated the job of any architect undertaking the design of an air 

terminal. These factors included: conservative forecasts of future traffic; changes in the 

types of aircraft; well-intentioned but ill qualified public officials overseeing the project; 

and pressure from stakeholders such as the airlines, airport manager, and concessionaires. 

In the cases where architects were unable to maintain their focus when faced with these 

outside influences, their terminals became “dull monuments to a misplaced civic pride—

instead of handsome buildings designed for the efficient handling of planes, people, and 

baggage.” For Wimberly a successful terminal had to meet six criteria: ease of passenger 

and baggage circulation; correct size for the traffic; easily expandable to meet future 

demand; an interior design that is flexible to change; the correct size, number, and 

location of concessions to maximize profits; and finally, architecture that is expressive of 

the building’s function.16  

In the first years of air mail service in the 1920s aircraft parked near the airport 

office or terminal. Once loaded the plane would start its engine and taxi away from the 

building to the runway. Given the poor maneuverability of aircraft on the ground 

                                                 
15 Walther Prokosch, “Airport Design: It’s Architectural Aspects,” Architectural Record, January 1951, 

112-17, Box 461 Folder 1293, Eero Saarinen Collection (MS 593). Manuscripts and Archives, Yale 

University Library. 
16 George J. Wimberly, “New Thinking on Airport Terminals,” Architectural Forum, November 1952, Box 

460 Folder 1288, Eero Saarinen Collection (MS 593). Manuscripts and Archives, Yale University Library. 
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constructing a shed large enough in which they could park, load, and then taxi off was not 

economical. Even today the aircraft remain outside when loading or unloading for this 

reason. When planes began carrying passengers as well as mail, they treated passengers 

the same as the mail bags. After all, the airline was making its money from transporting 

the mail, not from the passengers. When the plane was ready for boarding passengers left 

the terminal waiting room, walked outside crossing the parking apron, and boarded their 

plane. As air travel grew and multiple aircraft were boarding or deplaning at the same 

time, the only modification to this procedure was a means to keep passengers from 

boarding the wrong plane by installing a low fence along the apron outside the terminal. 

This fence had a series of numbered gates. The departure announcement in the terminal 

would tell passengers which gate to use to board their flight. The passengers faced 

increased exposure to the elements as they had to walk along the fence in addition to their 

walk across the apron. Passengers on the airfield also presented a safety problem if they 

strayed from the designated path between gate and plane. 

One change made to terminals, especially those built after 1938, was to place the 

passenger waiting room on the second floor. This placement so that waiting passengers 

could look out over the field and watch the planes being serviced or arrive and depart. 

Intended to enhance the passengers’ experience while waiting for their flight these 

elevated waiting rooms place a flight of stairs between the passengers and their plane; 

when the waiting rooms were on the same level as the field travelers could walk directly 

out of the waiting room to their plane. The only stairs they faced were those needed to 
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board the aircraft. The elevated waiting rooms added a second set of stairs to get them 

down to field level. 

Congested passenger traffic in the first generation air terminals came from 

architects basing their designs on the arrangement of public spaces in railroad and bus 

depots. These older modes of transportation used a single room in which travelers waited 

for their train or bus. This room also contained ticket counters, baggage claim, and 

concessions. Dispatchers announced each departure to all gathered in this waiting hall. 

Departing passengers would then gather their belongings and proceed to a single set of 

doors that led to the trains or buses. Usually, arriving passengers would enter the depot 

through those same doors. This layout intermingled the arriving and departing traffic 

flows causing congestion at a choke point, the doors. There was also congestion in the 

waiting room with travelers entering, leaving, and moving to the various services 

available in the depot. Architects of first generation air terminals copied this single 

waiting hall with services design feeling it would be familiar to passengers helping to 

overcome any anxiety from using an unfamiliar mode of transport. Congestion was not a 

problem before World War Two with few people flying out of terminals sized to the 

volume of traffic expected. After the war, the tenfold increase in air travel resulted in 

overcrowding of these small terminals and congested traffic flow. 

The increased number of flights arriving at or departing from airports caused 

another set of problems for terminal design. Each plane needed a minimum amount of 

space clear of obstacles such as baggage carts, boarding stairs, fuel trucks, and other 

aircraft in which to maneuver. Since all aircraft maneuvered under their own power—
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tractors were only used to move aircraft in and out of hangers—they had to park far 

enough from the terminal to have sufficient room to pivot around so they could head back 

out to the runway. Larger planes needed more space than smaller ones. Terminals also 

needed safe access for passengers which meant parking aircraft close to the edge of the 

field next to the terminal. This requirement to park more and more airliners near the 

terminal resulted in the creation of fingers extending out from the terminal to 

accommodate the extra planes. The original configuration of Washington National 

Airport had eight aircraft parking positions (Figure 12 top). By 1958, the airport needed 

25 parking positions (Figure 12 bottom)17 Some of these additional positions were along 

a finger extending out into the field, but most were reached by a longer walk along the 

fence at the edge of the field. The growth of fingers and the need for longer walks 

represented a problem that Eero Saarinen termed the “expanding airport.” It formed the 

central problem he would address along with other inefficiencies in air terminals with his 

design for the Dulles International Airport terminal. 

 

                                                 
17 Eero Saarinen & Associates, “Washington National Airport Terminal Layout,” n.d., Box 496 Folder 

1363, Eero Saarinen Collection (MS 593). Manuscripts and Archives, Yale University Library. 
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Figure 12 Washington National Airport Aircraft Parking Positions 
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Saarinen’s Goals 
The Finnish-born architect Eero Saarinen had helped to secure the Ammann & 

Whitney team the contract to build Washington, D.C.’s new international airport by 

telling the CAA his terminal would be the grand entrance to the nation’s capital. At the 

time, he had no specific design for the terminal in mind. One thing he did know was that 

his unique and striking TWA Flight Center was flawed. With this new terminal, Saarinen 

wanted to do the job right. To achieve this Saarinen adopted a high-modernist design 

process. This approach was consistent with Saarinen’s philosophy about the practice of 

architecture. He believed there were many different solutions to the same problem telling 

an interviewer; “Theoretically, one should sort of survey the entire field of what can be 

done in this instance, and then chose one’s direction.” 18 

Saarinen adopted a three-step approach to this survey. First, he held a 

brainstorming session with the Ammann & Whitney team’s airport consultant Charles 

Landrum to establish the design goals for the new terminal. Once Saarinen established 

the goals, his associates conducted the last two parts of the survey in tandem. One of 

these parts was a review of architectural journals to identify concepts for modern terminal 

design—Saarinen’s working files for the Dulles terminal contained several pages of 

handwritten comments he made on the articles his team found. The third part was for 

Saarinen’s associates to conduct on-site surveys of airport terminals by visiting “existing 

buildings such as St. Louis Airport, Washington National, and the airfield in Dallas and 

made (sic) studies. We made counts finding out how these function and what is wrong 

                                                 
18 John Peter, The Oral History of Modern Architecture: Interviews with the Greatest Architects of the 

Twentieth Century (New York: H.N. Abrams, 1996), 203-6. 
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with them, what is wrong with the circulation.” The data and reports from these 

observations also reside in the Saarinen archives maintained by the Sterling Memorial 

Library at Yale University.19 

Saarinen and Landrum held their five-day brainstorming session during the first 

days of April 1958. The central question explored during those five days was “where can 

improvements be made in air terminal planning?” Out of this exchange of ideas came the 

four design goals for the new terminal: 

1. Improve dimensions and systems from auto areas to 

terminal building; 

2. Improve dimensions from terminal building to aircraft; 

3. Improve timing of baggage handling; and 

4. Simplify passenger flows and building expansion. 

To these goals Saarinen and Landrum added the observation that three special buses 

accommodated the 40,000 annual aircraft operations at Amsterdam’s Schiphol Airport. 

Because of this observation, a decision was made to consider a bus or parallel type 

system as a solution to one or more of the design goals.20 By conducting this 

brainstorming session the way, he did with only one other participant; Saarinen had 

chosen a high-modernist approach to his design from the beginning. Specifically 

excluded from these goal setting meetings were other individuals who had practical 

experience, airport operators, and airline executives. Saarinen was not concerned about 

the practical experience of others relying instead on his experience. Saarinen considered 

himself and his associates self-taught airport experts on because “That’s where we spend 

                                                 
19 Ibid., 203–6. 
20 Charles O. Landrum to Judy Wheeler, Editor, Fortune Magazine, January 8, 1962, Box 463 File 1310, 

Eero Saarinen Collection (MS 593). Manuscripts and Archives, Yale University Library. 
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most of our time nowadays.” Based on this familiarity through use, the only efficient 

terminal in the country in his opinion was Grand Central Terminal in New York City, a 

railroad depot. What made this terminal functional was the way its design managed the 

flow of passengers; it kept commuting passengers and inter-city passengers separate; it 

also separated arriving passengers from departing passengers; it was an efficient machine 

for moving passengers. What also impressed Saarinen was that decades after it 

construction Grand Central Terminal was still functioning as efficiently as when it first 

opened.21 

In December of 1902, the chief engineer of the New York Central Railroad, 

William J. Wilgus, faced the dual problem of complying with New York City’s ban on all 

steam powered locomotives within the city by 1908 and revitalizing the railroad’s 

premier depot, Grand Central Terminal. Wilgus embraced the steam power ban by 

electrifying the railroad’s operations within the city. Electrification, in turn, allowed him 

to develop a plan to totally replace the old depot with a new structure built over a two-

level underground rail yard. With this two level design Wilgus was able to relieve the 

typical congestion found at rail station by separating the different flows through the 

building. In other words, he made the “machine” more efficient. Commuters used the 

lower level which had direct access to the city’s streets and subway keeping these 

passengers out of the main terminal building. Long distance passengers used the terminal 

building and the upper track level. Wilgus went one step further by arranging for arriving 

long distance passengers to use the west side tracks while departing passengers used 

                                                 
21 Peter, The Oral History of Modern Architecture: Interviews with the Greatest Architects of the Twentieth 

Century, 206. 
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those to the east keeping these two flows from intermingling. A separate baggage and 

freight handling facility was included to keep this flow from interfering with passenger 

flows.22 

The goals Saarinen and Landrum developed during their brainstorming sessions 

are also reflective of high-modernism. They do not address how passengers and tenets 

use the building but look instead to the efficient processing of passengers, and their 

luggage. The new airport terminal had to function as an assembly line in a modern 

factory. Even the final goal to simplify building expansion addresses efficiency. Saarinen 

wanted a building government could expand without disrupting the smooth flow of 

passengers from curb to the plane. 

These goals also informed how Saarinen interpreted the findings of the other 

phases of the initial survey. From his handwritten notes of the literature review, there are 

comments such as “The time element is a most important reason for efficient airport 

design” and “All weather protection should be provided from point of ticketing to plane 

entry—second level loading is favored” referring to an October 1947 article in 

Architectural Record. Both of these referring to the movement of passengers through the 

facility. Elsewhere in his notes, he paraphrased the previously mentioned article from 

Architectural Record by noting that airports were “facilities for handling people rather 

than airplanes.” From this article, he also noted that airlines preferred the finger plan 

                                                 
22 Kurt C Schlichting, Grand Central Terminal: Railroads, Engineering, and Architecture in New York City 

(Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001), 56–61. 
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layout for airports. Saarinen would specifically ignore this because he considered the 

fingers contributed to the inefficient long walks passengers made getting to their planes.23 

The final component of Saarinen’s survey of airports was to find out “how should 

an airport terminal function.” So that his new terminal could function well, Saarinen sent 

teams to over 25 airports in the United States and Europe to survey their terminals. These 

teams collected data on the total area of terminals and what percentage was devoted to 

specific functions like ticketing, baggage claim, and concessions. Saarinen’s associates 

observed the patterns of passenger arrival determining for each terminal what percentage 

arrived by private car, taxi, bus, limousine, or helicopter. They measured the distances 

between car park or curb and the ticket counter and between ticket counter and departure 

gates. These studies were designed to answer the questions: “What happens in a terminal? 

What do people really do? How do they move around in a terminal? What takes time in a 

terminal?” Saarinen did not expect that the data retrieved from these studies would 

“create the architecture” of the terminal, but it would contribute to making the building 

more efficient.24 

The purpose of these on-site surveys was to quantify the airport. Saarinen wanted 

to simplify the workings of the airport terminal and reduce those workings to a set of 

numbers another characteristic of high-modernism. The square footage data was used to 

determine the most efficient size for a terminal given its passenger traffic. What 

passengers did in airports was not included in the data collected. The absence of this 

                                                 
23 Eero Saarinen, “Notes on Articles about Airport Design.” n.d., Box 460 Folder 1288, Eero Saarinen 

Collection (MS 593). Manuscripts and Archives, Yale University Library. 
24 Peter, The Oral History of Modern Architecture: Interviews with the Greatest Architects of the Twentieth 

Century, 205-6; Eero Saarinen & Associates, “Data Graphs,” July 8, 1958, Box 460 Folder 1289, Eero 

Saarinen Collection (MS 593). Manuscripts and Archives, Yale University Library. 
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information is interesting since one of the parameters studied was how early before a 

flight did passengers arrive. Based on the data in the Saarinen Archives on average the 

majority of passengers had arrived at the boarding gate between fifteen minutes and an 

hour before their flight’s departure. At no point does Saarinen seem interested in finding 

out what passengers did during this time other than making the general comment that 

they used the concessions.25 

The most important conclusion Saarinen and his associates made from the airport 

studies was that travelers walked long distances to get from the entrance of the terminal 

to their plane. For the year 1958, Saarinen’s survey calculated that the average distance 

walked from the parking lot to ticket counter would be 650 feet. The distance walked 

from ticket counter to plane would be average 950 feet. Together, this was more than the 

length of five football fields. Placing these findings in perspective is a rule of thumb used 

in designing suburban shopping centers. The architects of these structures discovered that 

Americans were unlikely to walk more than 600 feet from their automobile to their 

destination. As a result, they design their buildings so that the furthest parking space was 

usually no more than 300 feet from a door. Saarinen needed to reduce these walking 

distances if the new terminal building was going to achieve the first two goals set for the 

project. Solving the distance between terminal and parking would also contribute to the 

third objective, improve the timing of baggage handling.26 

                                                 
25 Eero Saarinen & Associates, “Data Graphs”, n.d., Box 460 Folder 1289, Eero Saarinen Collection (MS 

593). Manuscripts and Archives, Yale University Library; Charles and Ray Eames, The Expanding Airport: 

A Study of Service and Convenience for Washington International, Animated, (1958). 
26 Eames, The Expanding Airport: A Study of Service and Convenience for Washington International; Joel 

Garreau, Edge City: Life on the New Frontier, 1st ed (New York: Doubleday, 1991), 464. 
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Figure 13 comes from an advertising flyer used by Eero Saarinen and Associates 

and shows how the design of the Dulles Airport Terminal addresses the four design 

goals.27 Improving the dimensions and systems from auto areas to terminal building was 

accomplished with an architectural solution, by placing the parking lot close to the ticket 

counter. Dulles International as originally configured and seen in Figure 13 featured a 

large parking lot directly in front of the terminal building and below the grade of the 

building. Being below grade customers could walk from their vehicles directly into the 

terminal without having to cross any roads used by buses, taxis, and limousines. Once in 

the building, a ramp and an escalator brought the customer to the upper level and the 

ticket counters. Passengers catching departing flights who did not drive themselves exited 

their vehicle at the curb directly in front of the ticket counters on the upper level of the 

terminal. Multiple doors across the front of the terminal enhanced the convenience for 

departing passengers by the making the walk from vehicle to the ticket counter for their 

airline as short as 50 feet. Signs along the front of the terminal identified which doors led 

to which airlines. 

 

                                                 
27 Eero Saarinen & Associates, “Dulles Terminal Flow Diagram,” n.d., Box 496 Folder 1364, Eero 

Saarinen Collection (MS 593). Manuscripts and Archives, Yale University Library. 
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Figure 13 Passenger Flow through Dulles Airport Terminal 

 

His design also reduced the arriving passenger's walking distance. Vehicle traffic 

for arrivals used a separate roadway in front of the terminal’s lower level. He placed 

baggage claim on this level as well. (The use of separate roadways for departing and 

arriving traffic did not originate with Saarinen. New York’s LaGuardia Airport used it 

first.) Arriving passengers proceeded directly to the lower level by escalator once they 

entered the terminal from the Mobile Lounge. He positioned the baggage claim on this 

level of the terminal close to the doors leading to the roadway. Arriving passengers who 

parked their cars would use the same ramps from the parking lot to the terminals they 

used before. 
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The real innovation in the design came when Saarinen addressed improving 

dimensions from the terminal building to aircraft. Here he introduced the Mobile Lounge 

system. His Mobile Lounge was an adaptation of the buses used to ferry passengers 

between terminal and aircraft at some European airports. The Mobile Lounge gates were 

located along the rear wall of the building no more than 200 feet from the ticket counter. 

The Mobile Lounge not only reduced the distance the passenger had to walk, but it placed 

the departure gate and the aircraft entry door on the same level eliminating the need to 

negotiate stairs. While not clear in Figure 13, the Mobile Lounges lined up side by side 

for loading resemble railroad trains at a station. This configuration placed the Mobile 

Lounge gates close to one another reducing the terminal to the scale of the passenger 

rather than that of the airplane. Planes were parked and serviced about one-half mile 

away from the terminal. 

Little was accomplished in the final design to achieve the third goal to improve 

the timing of baggage handling. While not clear in Figure 13 the baggage claim areas in 

the original terminal building were small taking up only about a third of the floor space 

on the lower level. The timing of arrival baggage handling was and remains a problem for 

the airlines and aircraft designers. Baggage handlers moved luggage onto or off from 

airliners. The simple reason for this was the cargo holds on aircraft were small making 

them unsuited for automation. Baggage was placed into the aircraft manually by baggage 

handlers. They removed it the same way. Once the baggage was off the plane, it was 

taken by cart to the terminal where the bags were again moved by hand into position for 

the passengers to retrieve them. At the time Dulles was being built the moving baggage 
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carousel, familiar to travelers today, was just being introduced but this device did little to 

speed up the luggage retrieval process. The carousel increased the frontage between 

passengers and the luggage display allowing more people to get next to the bags. While 

this may appear to improve the time needed to retrieve baggage any time gained is lost as 

the bags move by one by one slower than a walking pace and in an order determined by 

the baggage handlers unloading the baggage cart by hand. 

Saarinen achieved the first part of the fourth goal through his building design. The 

terminal is a large open rectangular space with few structural barriers. He accomplished 

this with his award winning roof design. The roof requires no internal supports, hanging 

as it did like a giant hammock strung between concrete trees. As unique as this design 

may seem it is nothing more than a modified suspension bridge. The suspension cables 

run between support pillars at the front and back of the building. The roof panels sit on 

these cables—rather than hang beneath them like a bridge roadway. As soon as departing 

passengers entered the terminal, they were in an open entrance area steps away from the 

ticket counters, the only real barrier inside the building. Once passengers checked their 

luggage and received their tickets, they walked behind the row of ticket counters into the 

main waiting area a single room which contained no further obstructions (Figure 14).28 

The concessions were located behind the row of ticket counters so they would not impede 

passenger movement within the waiting area. The departure gates were along the back 

side of the building.29 

                                                 
28 Joseph W. Molitor, “Interior Of Dulles International Airport", print 3800-20, n.d., Box 496 Folder 1362, 

Eero Saarinen Collection (MS 593). Manuscripts and Archives, Yale University Library. 
29 Allen Temko, Eero Saarinen (New York, N.Y.: George Braziller, Inc, 1962), 115–6. 
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Figure 14 Waiting Room and Mobile Lounge Gates at Dulles International Airport 

 

 

The hanging roof would also contribute to meeting the second part of the fourth 

goal, building expansion. The CAA’s guidance to the Ammann & Whitney team was to 

design a fully built out airport while building something more suited to immediate needs. 

Saarinen’s design permitted expansion by extending the sides. As built in 1962 the 

terminal was 600 feet long with 16 columns front and back holding up the roof. The 

expansion could happen through the addition terminal sections added to the sides of the 
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building. This construction would occur outside the existing building causing little 

disruption to passenger flow inside. Saarinen’s design allowed for the addition up to eight 

additional roof columns on each side that could be added either all at once or in 

increments of two. 

All of Saarinen’s design features to make his terminal revolutionary appear in 

Figure 15.30 This drawing, made in 1959, is the plan for how the departure (upper) level 

of the terminal would look when the airport opens. At the bottom is the roadway where 

departing passengers arrive. Proceeding up from the roadway are the eight entry doors in 

the front façade that lead to the row of ticket counters/concession shops. Space on either 

side of the ticket counters is open and free of obstructions. The dotted lines on either end 

of the terminal show the future expansion. Along the back side of the terminal are 24 

Mobile Lounge docking positions. Extending out from the main terminal building is a 

pier leading to the base of the control tower. On the upper level of this pier at the far end 

was a table service restaurant wrapped around the base of the control tower. The lower 

level of the pier was a fountain and memorial for the airport’s namesake, John Foster 

Dulles. The lower level of the pier also led to the four departure gates for those regional 

airlines whose planes were too small for the Mobile Lounges. 

 

                                                 
30 Eero Saarinen & Associates, “Washington International Airport, Terminal Building 1962, Main Floor 

Plan A,” n.d., Box 496 Folder 1362, Eero Saarinen Collection (MS 593). Manuscripts and Archives, Yale 

University Library. 
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Figure 15 Dulles International Airport Terminal, 1962, Departure Level 

 

Close study of both Figure 13 and Figure 15 shows that the airport was 

completely dependent on the Mobile Lounge to get passengers to their planes. There were 

no fingers as found in other airports. There was no parking of aircraft next to the building 

other than for the helicopters and small regional aircraft. There was no provision for 

passengers to walk from the terminal to the aircraft service ramp. This lack of a 

secondary means of reaching the aircraft would create a problem for Saarinen that would 

end up delaying the start of construction. 

Since the Mobile Lounge concept was untried, Saarinen had to convince the CAA 

and the airlines it would work. The actual sequence of events places the origination of the 

Mobile Lounge system three months before preliminary designs for the were due to the 
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government. Before Saarinen could start designing the actual terminal he needed to know 

what type of terminal he was designing. 

Selling the Mobile Lounge System 
Using Mobile Lounges to ferry passengers between terminal and planes was a 

feature unique to Dulles International Airport. The Mobile Lounge system came directly 

from the brainstorming session that began the design process. No other American airports 

used buses. The only place Saarinen’s survey teams encountered buses in operation on 

the tarmac was in Europe. While some of the articles reviewed in the spring of 1958 did 

mention using buses this way no other architect adopted the concept due to the previously 

mentioned airline preference for fingers with boarding bridges. It was the ideas presented 

in these articles along with the observations from Europe that led to Saarinen developing 

the Mobile Lounge system he first presented to the CAA in June of 1958. 

The first example of using buses to transfer passengers that appeared in 

Wimberly's article, the Mobile Gatehouse (Figure 16) proposed in 1952 by American 

Airlines.31 American Airlines developed the Mobile Gatehouse in anticipation of 

acquiring the British built Comet turbojet aircraft in 1955. The Comet began operation 

with the United Kingdom’s flag carrier BOAC in 1952. To prolong BOAC’s turbojet 

service monopoly Her Majesty’s Government embargoed the sale of the Comet to foreign 

carriers until 1955. Several drawbacks to operating jet airliners such as the Comet quickly 

became apparent. They were very noisy, their engines produced a destructive jet blast, 

and unpleasant fumes from burnt jet fuel lingered around them. These drawbacks made 

                                                 
31 Wimberly, “New Thinking on Airport Terminals,” 143. 
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them ill-suited to operate next to airport terminals as was common for airliners using 

piston engines. The result was that at those airports from which the Comets flew these 

planes tended to be parked near the ends of runways as far away from the terminal as 

possible. Parking this far from the terminal required driving passengers to and from the 

aircraft. American Airlines saw the Mobile Gatehouse—a double deck bus with a 

boarding ramp extending from the upper level—as a solution to this problem. This 

concept was intended for use at its St. Louis hub as a means to transport passengers to 

these planes parked near the end of the runway. Unlike the Mobile Lounge, the Mobile 

Gatehouse was not intended to replace the finger configuration in the airport, only to 

supplement it when boarding a specific type of aircraft. The United Kingdom withdrew 

the Comet from service following the series of crashes in 1954 caused by metal fatigue 

and poor design. American Airlines canceled it pending orders and shelved its Mobile 

Gatehouse concept.32 

 

                                                 
32 Jeffrey A. Engel, COLD WAR AT 30,000 FEET (Harvard University Press, 2009); Wimberly, “New 

Thinking on Airport Terminals.” 
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Figure 16 American Airlines Mobile Gatehouse 

 

A more significant influence on what would become the Mobile Lounge system 

also appeared in 1952 in an article by the Swiss Architect K. K. Perlsee in which he 

described his “Air Quay” terminal. This terminal was the only design in all the articles in 

the Saarinen Collection that ignored the airplane and built to the human scale. One of the 

drawbacks of the finger system preferred by the airlines was the long distances between 

each boarding gate dictated by maneuvering aircraft. Increasing the traffic at an airport 

led to a requirement for more parking positions. The demand for more parking positions 

led to the extension of the fingers, and as the fingers are extended, the new gates were 

further and further away from the terminal. Extensions of the fingers were also needed 

when larger airliners entered service requiring more maneuver room than their 

predecessors. When the first jetliners were introduced in the United States the Douglas 

Corporation—builder of the DC-8 jetliner—notified airport operators that boarding gates 

intended for use by DC-8s needed a minimum 157-foot separation between adjacent gates 
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while parallel fingers need to be 715 feet apart.33 Perlsee’s solution to this problem was to 

eliminate the traditional finger configuration altogether. His plan had the airplanes park 

away from the terminal near the end of the runway and use specially modified transit 

buses to transfer passengers to and from the planes. For a ten position airport, Perlsee 

calculated that 1,650 linear feet of frontage would be needed to park ten planes in front of 

the terminal, By using specially designed buses to transport the passengers, the terminal 

only needed 130 linear feet of frontage to accommodate ten bus docks. If the airport’s 

traffic increased, there was no requirement for a corresponding increase of terminal 

frontage as would be required in a finger system airport. The ten bus docks could service 

additional planes with ease. Perlsee’s buses were double-deckers, like those proposed for 

the Mobile Gatehouse, with a covered gangway from the upper level to the plane.34 

In his notes on Perlsee’s design Saarinen wrote: 

The use of buses to transfer passengers from terminal to plane—an 

adjustable ramp @ end of bus—pick up passengers and load on plane. 

Concourse as such is not necessary—no cross of vehicle and pedestrian 

traffic. Could be used for baggage transfer also. Very good for customs 

segregation. 

Involves special busses.35 

That he was impressed by this concept was evidenced by the large circled asterisk in the 

margin alongside this comment. The influence of Perlsee’s concept on Saarinen was, 

even more, evident when looking at the picture of the model Perlsee built (Figure 17)36. 

Many features from Perlsee’s model would appear in Saarinen’s final design of the 

                                                 
33 Douglas Aircraft Corp., “Terminal Parking Plan,” June 12, 1958, Box 498 Folder 1388, Eero Saarinen 

Collection (MS 593). Manuscripts and Archives, Yale University Library. 
34 K. K. Perlsee, “Ein Neuer Flughafentyp Mit Relais-Omnibussen,” Das Werk, 1952, 222–3. 
35 Saarinen, “Notes on Articles about Airport Design.” 
36 Perlsee, “Ein Neuer Flughafentyp Mit Relais-Omnibussen.” 
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Dulles terminal building. These features include an open, unobstructed interior 

surrounded by walls of glass and segregation of arriving and departing passenger flows. 

For Saarinen’s terminal, the modified transit buses would become the specially designed 

Mobile Lounges. 

 

 
Figure 17 "Air-quai airport. Vieu (sic) from flight side, foreground, passenger bus approach, background 

town's main roads. Model" 

 

Saarinen received information on the actual use of buses on an airport tarmac in 

his survey team’s report on Frankfurt International Airport in West Germany. Several 

photographs of these buses in operation are in the Saarinen archive.37 At Frankfurt, the 

buses were nothing more than converted transit buses. The survey noted that bus 

                                                 
37 Unknown, “Frankfurt Airport Buses,” n.d., Box 499, Folder 1404, Eero Saarinen Collection (MS 593). 

Manuscripts and Archives, Yale University Library. 
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operations at Frankfurt Airport were necessary for safety reasons since nearly 65% of 

aircraft loading positions were between 200 and 300 hundred feet from the terminal 

building. Without the buses, passengers on foot would interfere with aircraft and service 

vehicles maneuvering on the terminal ramp. The only objection to the use of buses at this 

airport came from the Operations Manager for Pan American Airways, an American. He 

felt the buses interfered with ramp operations. He stated that he would never recommend 

the adoption of buses on airport ramps at any new airport in the United States. This 

individual felt that all new airports should have a two level finger system—separating 

departing and arriving passengers—with a gangway allowing direct boarding from the 

terminal. This individual would not be the only representative of the airlines opposed to 

using buses to transfer passengers.38 

Saarinen developed his Mobile Lounge system sometime around the first week of 

June 1958. He at first considered augmenting the standard finger boarding approach with 

some buses, similar to the system used by the Frankfurt Airport. The buses would allow 

the airport to accommodate growing traffic without constructing additional fingers, just 

purchasing additional buses. He quickly rejected this approach because it did not 

satisfactorily address what Saarinen perceived to be the problem stemming from long 

walking distances within terminals. As long as fingers were available, the airlines would 

prefer them and place pressure on the airport to add more finger gates. Taking a closer 

look at the fingers at the airports surveyed his team noted that as the fingers grew and the 

distance from the central waiting area to the further gates increased. In response to this 

                                                 
38 Unknown, “Information about Bus and Terminal Operations at Frankfurt, Germany,” undated, Box 460 

Folder 1292, Eero Saarinen Collection (MS 593). Manuscripts and Archives, Yale University Library. 
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several airports began placing smaller waiting areas at intervals along the fingers. 

Airports did this to reduce the time it took for passengers to get from the waiting area to 

the gate. For several reasons, all of them relating to either profitability or passenger 

comfort, the airlines sought to achieve boarding times of 30 minutes or less—they define 

boarding time as the interval between announcing a flight was ready to board to having 

all passengers in their seats and the cabin door closed. Having the passengers closer to the 

boarding gate contributed to keeping the boarding time within limits. At this point, it was 

obvious to Saarinen that Perlsee had the right idea but, his plan still called for buses 

which Saarinen considered an inferior solution. Saarinen’s conceptual breakthrough was 

to imagine the waiting areas placed along the fingers as detachable parts of the building 

that could transport the passengers to the plane when it was ready to board, a movable 

passenger lounge.39 

The detachable terminal component was considered superior to a modified bus. 

The Mobile Lounge, as Saarinen called it, placed emphasis on the lounge portion of the 

name. As he conceived it, this vehicle would provide a comfortable environment similar 

to that found in the waiting rooms of professional offices. The traveler could relax in the 

lounge before boarding his or her aircraft. Based on data his team gathered about how 

soon before a flight’s departure passengers began to congregate in the waiting area these 

lounges would be at their loading positions 40-50 minutes before the time they would 

need to travel to the waiting aircraft. Once at the boarding position, the Mobile Lounge 

doors would open, and passengers could enter. Saarinen’s vision did not confine 

                                                 
39 Ammann & Whitney, “Facts About the Design of the Washington International Airport,” 1958, Box 497 

Folder 1369, Eero Saarinen Collection (MS 593). Manuscripts and Archives, Yale University Library. 
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passengers to the vehicle once they entered but rather saw them being able to exit to visit 

concessions or other facilities in the terminal and re-enter any time before the doors 

closing. It was to be truly a lounge in which passengers could sit, relax, read, or chat with 

one another before their flight. Then since the whole lounge move to the aircraft, they 

would only need to stop this activity when they boarded the aircraft. Most decidedly it 

was not a bus.40 

One immediate flaw in Saarinen’s vision was his failure to specify when and 

where the airlines verified only ticketed passengers traveled on the lounge to the aircraft. 

At the traditional finger gates, the airline’s gate agents control passage through the door 

from the waiting area to the aircraft. If passengers could wander in and out of the 

Lounges up until their departure gate agents would need to be on duty for almost an hour 

constantly checking tickets. These agents would also have a difficult time verify the 

actual number of passengers who checked to determine if any seats were still available 

for sale. 

Figure 18 shows Saarinen’s concept drawings for the exterior and interior of the 

Mobile Lounge.41 They show a mid-twentieth century design with curves and rounded 

edges echoing the rounded shapes of the airliners they would serve. The interior had 

comfortable seats and tables. The interior would also have ample room to store hand 

luggage. In an era when air travel was still considered luxurious experience, the intent 

                                                 
40 Temko, Eero Saarinen, 114–5. 
41 Eero Saarinen & Associates, “Mobile Lounge Concept Drawings,” 1958, Box 496, Folder 1362, Eero 

Saarinen Collection (MS 593). Manuscripts and Archives, Yale University Library. 
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was for the Mobile Lounge to be the first part of that luxury. These drawings were used 

by Saarinen to sell the Mobile Lounge system first to the CAA and then to the airlines. 

 



157 

 

 
Figure 18 Saarinen’s Concept Drawings of the Exterior and Interior of the Mobile Lounge 
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Perlsee was never credited by Saarinen or others when describing the origin of the 

Mobile Lounge. This failure is unfortunate since several of Perlsee’s ideas—remote 

parking of aircraft, an open terminal, and a building scaled to the transport vehicles rather 

than the airplane—became key elements of Saarinen’s design. The “official” origin of the 

Mobile Lounge concept appeared in a document prepared by Ammann & Whitney for an 

early press release about Washington International Airport—it had not yet been named 

Dulles International. In this press release, Saarinen recalled how bomber crews during 

World War Two were driven out to their planes in trucks and this combined with his 

experiences using buses at European airports led him to the Mobile Lounge concept. This 

document then goes on to describe how Saarinen thought that buses were not an optimum 

solution since passengers were still required to “climb in and out and walk up and down 

stairs.” In fairness the possible use of busses was included in the design objectives, 

Saarinen established in April of 1958 before his research turned up a reference Perlsee’s 

design. But then again, Saarinen may have read about Perlsee when the architectural 

press reported on his new design. Saarinen’s solution, an improvement on Perlsee’s, “was 

a plan for a part of the terminal building to detach itself from the structure and move 

passengers swiftly and easily out to and back from aircraft” not just a modified transit 

bus. In the animated film “The Expanding Airport”—commissioned by Saarinen to help 

him sell the Mobile Lounge to the airlines—the idea of parts of the building detaching 

and moving out to the waiting aircraft was also used to explain the origin of the 

concept.42 

                                                 
42 Ammann & Whitney, “Facts About the Design of the Washington International Airport,” 1958, Box 497 
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Saarinen presented the Mobile Lounge system to the CAA toward the end of June 

1958. The CAA had no objections to Saarinen’s proposal but realized that once a 

decision was made to go forward designing a terminal based on the Mobile Lounge, there 

would be no economical way to alter the design to the conventional finger system. For 

this reason, they required Ammann & Whitney to get the twelve airlines that would have 

to use the Mobile Lounges at the new airport to agree to it. The two regional airlines 

whose small—commuter—aircraft would use conventional walk out boarding were not 

required to agree to the Mobile Lounge. Amman & Whitney held a meeting with 50 

executives representing all twelve airlines on July 1, 1958, at their District of Columbia 

offices where they presented the Mobile Lounge system hoping to get the companies to 

agree with the concept.43 

The July 1st meeting was a disaster as far as the Ammann & Whitney team was 

concerned. The twelve airlines only sent mid-level managers to this meeting. None of 

these managers had the authority to commit their airline to the Mobile Lounge. Their job 

was to hear the proposal, ask questions, and report back to senior management. These 

senior executives would make their company’s final decision. All the attendees from the 

airlines indicated they would recommend their airlines oppose the Mobile Lounge 

concept and urge the CAA to use the conventional finger system. However, they did not 

inform either the CAA or its contractors about their specific reasons for objecting to the 

                                                                                                                                                 
Folder 1369, Eero Saarinen Collection (MS 593). Manuscripts and Archives, Yale University Library; 

Eames, The Expanding Airport: A Study of Service and Convenience for Washington International. 
43 Opening Remarks of Herbert H. Howell, Assistant to the Administrator for Washington National Airport, 

to Elwood R. Quesada, Administrator, Federal Aviation Agency, January 13, 1959; January 1959; Records 

of the Office of the Administrator Box 2; Headquarters Records of the Federal Aviation Administration, 

1926-81; Records of the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA), Record Group 237, National Archives at 

College Park, MD 
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concept.44 Perhaps one reason for their negative reaction was the way contractors 

presented the Mobile Lounge system at this meeting. Saarinen along with other Ammann 

& Whitney team members stressed how this system would be an advantage to the 

passengers while presenting few benefits to the airlines. The only real advantage for the 

airlines presented at this meeting was a reduction in fuel use due to shorter taxi 

distances.45 Besides the Mobile Lounge concept drawings (Figure 18) two possible 

terminal configurations were shown to illustrate the advantages of the Mobile Lounge 

system over the finger system, Figure 19.46 

 

                                                 
44 McQuade, “Birth of an Airport: John Foster Dulles International Airport.” 
45 Opening Remarks of Herbert H. Howell, January 13, 1959. 
46 Eero Saarinen & Associates, “Terminal Building Options Proposal Presentation Material,” June 1958, 

Box 496, Folder 1363, Eero Saarinen Collection (MS 593). Manuscripts and Archives, Yale University 

Library. 
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Figure 19 Washington International Airport Terminal with Fingers (top) and Terminal with Mobile Lounges 

(bottom) 
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In Figure 19 the top image shows Saarinen’s initial concept for a finger system 

terminal. It would have a unit terminal layout similar to those at other major airports such 

as New York’s Idlewild and Los Angeles International. The unit terminal was a 

configuration familiar to the airlines, and they saw nothing wrong with it. Since 

passengers had not complained to the airlines about long walking distances, it was not a 

problem they acknowledged and thus did not require a solution. Even it was a problem 

the airlines were unsure if the Mobile Lounge system was the best solution. With the 

Mobile Lounge, the airlines saw only potential problems. The new and untried Mobile 

Lounges—they only existed on paper—could suffer from mechanical failures that would 

delay loading or unloading of their planes causing disruption in their schedules. While 

few if any passengers complained about long walks in the terminal they did complain 

about disrupted schedules. There were also unknown liability issues associated with 

passengers arriving late for their flights. 

At all airports, it was the responsibility of the passengers to get themselves to the 

departure gate before the aircraft door closed. The airlines, as good customer relations, 

might assist the passenger who missed a flight in booking another flight but they had no 

obligation to do so nor were they required to provide any additional compensation to the 

passenger in the form of penalties or fines. On the other hand, if the passengers’ delay 

were due to the fault of the airline compensation would be due. These situations arose 

from either inclement weather or mechanical problems. The Mobile Lounge, as an 

untested system, presented the airlines with unknown liabilities. Such questions as; where 
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does the passenger to be to be considered on time for the flight, the door of the lounge or 

the door of the plane and who is liable if the Mobile Lounge breaks down between plan 

and terminal needed answers. What the airlines wanted was some means for the 

passengers to walk or run from the terminal to the plane if the last Lounge left, but the 

plane was still boarding. 

Dulles was not the only airport experimenting with different sorts of boarding to 

receive a negative response from the airlines. In the late 1960s, the Tampa International 

Airport completed a modernization with the construction of mid-field sub-terminals that 

connected to the main terminal by way of an automated train. The airlines opposed the 

train because there was no provision for passengers getting themselves from the main 

terminal to the departure gates without it. Other airports such as Kennedy, Los Angeles, 

and Kansas City considered either Mobile Lounges or automated trains as components of 

their modernization plans. All were opposed by the airlines and eventually dropped.47 

The bottom drawing in Figure 19 shows an early concept for a much smaller 

Mobile Lounge system terminal. It emphasizes the short distance between the runway 

and the aircraft service positions located away from the terminal and the route the Mobile 

Lounges would take going between the terminal and the service positions. In July 1958, 

Saarinen had not determined how the building would look in three dimensions as 

evidenced by the crescent shape of the Mobile Lounge terminal. His focus had been on 

refining the Mobile Lounge so that he would know how to design a terminal that 

maximized its benefits. By the time of the July 1st meeting Saarinen was so convinced 

                                                 
47 Jay D. Sterling et al., “Technology and Politics: The Regional Airport Experience,” Ames Research 

Center, National Aeronautics and Space Administration (Grant Number 83-49) (Dallas, Texas, May 1976). 
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that his Mobile Lounge was the correct option for the new terminal, he could not accept 

the airlines’ rejection as the final say on the matter. Since the attendees at the meeting 

were not the real decision makers, Saarinen proposed to Ammann & Whitney and the 

CAA that a second more convincing presentation to the airline presidents themselves that 

addressed what he believed were the airlines’ concerns. The CAA accepted his proposal 

even though it meant delaying the final design of the terminal by several months. From 

August of 1958 until February of 1959 Saarinen and his team visited the headquarters of 

the twelve airlines to sell them on his Mobile Lounge system.48 

Saarinen at this point exhibited one of the central characteristics of a high-

modernist, he knew what was needed and set out to show others why this was so. In this 

regard, one observer considered him “an educator of clients. He sometimes pulled them, 

protesting, after him, deeper into their operational problem than they had intended to go.” 

Rather than give in and proceed with a finger system terminal—which would probably 

have been just as visually striking a structure as the terminal he did design—he was 

willing to accept a delay to convince others his vision was the correct one. “The building 

came second for Saarinen. He was more interested in improving the entire concept and 

functioning of an airport—for both planes and people.” The presentation he put together 

to educate the airlines included an animated short film, The Expanding Airport, by 

Charles and Ray Eames. This film showed the Mobile Lounge in action. The majority of 

the presentation was devoted to a comparison of costs to the airlines between the finger 
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system and the Mobile Lounge system since Saarinen believed their objections were 

economic one.49 

These headquarters presentations began with the film. It lasted roughly ten 

minutes and had three sections. The first section presented the idea that the airlines were 

not providing their customers the luxury service they advertised by making them walk 

long distances to get to and from their planes. This film claimed that the total distance 

walked by domestic passengers in 1955 was equal to “one hundred trips across the 

country plus twenty walks around the world plus four and a half round-trip treks to the 

moon.” The implication was that these walks would only get longer and more irritating in 

the future. The second section showed how this situation was not the result of a conscious 

decision made by the airlines but by the evolution of aviation technology and the growth 

of civil air transport. It stresses how once at airports “both the facilities and equipment 

were at the human scale with a close relationship between the aircraft, the public, and the 

offices.” The final section begins by stating that at the new airport in Chantilly when 

compared “with the city of Washington itself the distance from the Capitol, down the 

Mall, past the Washington Monument, and past the reflecting pool is the length of one 

runway. This is also the total length of the buildings and fingers in the terminal alone” 

based on the unit terminal design with fingers shown in Figure 19. The solution to these 

long walks at the new Washington terminal was replacing the boarding lounges located 

along the fingers with detachable pieces of the building, the Mobile Lounge. The comfort 

of these Mobile Lounges was stressed. The film closes with an image of the concept 

                                                 
49 Ibid. 
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Mobile Lounge moving across the airfield where conventional looking jet aircraft turn 

into larger delta winged aircraft which then turn into late-50s style spaceships. The 

implication being the Mobile Lounge is not just the way of the future but flexible to 

accommodate any future transport developments. The Expanding Airport presented no 

new arguments to the airlines; those came in rest of the presentation.50 

The airlines did have economic concerns. They were not simply businesses but 

businesses required to operate under a federally regulated rate structure. The Civil 

Aeronautics Board fixed these rates on a single fixed cents-per-mile figure nationwide. 

Every air carrier flying between the same two airports charged the same fare based on the 

CAB’s established distance between those airports. With their fares set by the Federal 

government, they operated on thin profit margins. Under this regulated fare, the cost of a 

ticket from Washington to Chicago from the new airport would be slightly less than one 

from National since the new airport was closer to Chicago. They were also aware that 

since the new Washington airport had—at least theoretically—to recover all construction, 

operation, and maintenance costs from its landing fees and leases. If these fees and leases 

were too high, the airlines would lose money on every flight in or out of the new airfield. 

From experience at other airports, they could forecast how much these charges would be 

with a finger system. Having no experience with a Mobile Lounge system they could not 

predict its associated charges. In the balance of the presentation, Saarinen along with the 

Ammann & Whitney team attempted to address that uncertainty.51 

                                                 
50 Eames, The Expanding Airport: A Study of Service and Convenience for Washington International. 
51 George A. Smith, Second Vice President, Eastern Air Lines, to James T. Pyle, CAA Administrator, 

December 12, 1958; December 1958; Records of the Office of the Administrator, Box 2; Headquarters 
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The bulk of the presentation to the airline presidents compared the cost of 

building and operating three versions of the airport. Airport “A” featured the 

conventional finger system. Airport “B” was a Mobile Lounge system airport where 

passengers boarded at either service positions on the apron or in a hanger. Airport “C” 

was also used the Mobile Lounge system but with all boarding taking place at the service 

positions. The presentation had a set of data for each airport option. This data compared 

values such as terminal area, amortization costs, annual maintenance and operation costs, 

passenger walking distance, the average cost of fuel used for taxiing, and so forth. The 

bottom line in Ammann & Whitney’s estimate, shown in Figure 20, was that a Mobile 

Lounge system airport represented a lower annual cost to the airlines of nearly a half a 

million dollars. This number was not insignificant. In the late 1950s, the airlines were 

averaging about $1,000,000 in profit due in large part to the cost of the new jet airliners 

they were all purchasing. The most striking difference shown was between the $10.8M in 

capital cost to build concourses and purchase boarding bridges (Jetways) to service 25 

gates and the $6.5M associated with Mobile Lounges. There would also be a savings in 

maintenance and operation with the cost for concourses being $330,500 annually 

compared with $167,400 for Mobile Lounges.52 
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52 Ibid. 
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Figure 20 Table from Airline Presentation Showing Summary of Annual Costs Passed on to Airlines 

 

The cost difference was an argument the airlines understood and one that 

temporarily overcame their concerns over the liability issues associated with the Lounges. 

By October 1958, seven of the twelve airlines had received the expanded presentation 

with only one, Eastern Air Lines, still objecting to it. The CAA, at this point, gave 

tentative approval for Saarinen to begin designing a terminal based on this system. All 

airlines had received the presentation by February 1959 with Delta and Northwestern as 
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the only other dissenters. The FAA gave its final approval to proceed with the finished 

design and construction of the terminal.53 

The estimated savings in the cost of operation may have convinced the airline 

presidents to drop their objections to using the Mobile Lounge system, but they still had 

their reservations about the liability associated with the concept. The airlines were most 

concerned about how the Lounges would affect their schedules. Passengers were 

complaining about flight delays, not about long treks through airports. Among the 

concerns of the air carriers had been how to determine when a flight departed. 

Traditionally the scheduled departure time was when the cabin door closed. Airline 

schedulers were familiar with determining flight and arrival times using this value. At 

Dulles posting a flight’s departure time with this value had the possibility of leaving last 

minute passengers stranded in the terminal because the last Mobile Lounge left several 

minutes earlier to allow for transit time to the aircraft and the transfer of passengers from 

Lounge to airliner. Using the time when the last Lounge leaves the terminal would 

require these schedulers making an alteration to their calculations for flights from Dulles 

that they did not need for other airports. Airlines were also concerned about the 

mechanical reliability of the Lounges. The failure of a Lounge could cause a delay in the 

departure of a flight or have passengers waiting on an arriving flight for the dispatch of a 

replacement Lounge. All of these could under certain circumstances expose the airlines to 

fines and penalties. Following Saarinen’s presentation all but three airlines—Eastern, 
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to Elwood R. Quesada, Administrator, Federal Aviation Agency, January 13, 1959. 
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Northwest, and Delta—were willing overlook these concerns permitting the construction 

of the Dulles terminal to proceed. 

Completing the Terminal 
The time spent persuading the airlines delayed finalizing the design of the main 

terminal at Dulles Airport. Delay in planning, in turn, delayed construction of the 

terminal. With nearly a year’s delay in starting the terminal, there was no possibility of 

meeting the January 1961 completion of the airport originally set by the FAA, but not 

agreed to by Ammann & Whitney. The delay caused by deciding on whether or not to use 

the Mobile Lounge was only the first of several delays in the construction of the airport 

that kept moving its completion further and further into the future. Hand and hand with 

delays were increasing costs resulting from design modifications, associated increased 

labor hours and extra material expenses. Both the delays and rising cost did not sit well 

with Congress. At the same time, the newly elected Kennedy White House had to find a 

new FAA Administrator to replace Quesada whose resignation was effective January 20, 

1961. Kennedy’s pick for Administrator, Najeeb Halaby, was immediately placed in the 

difficult position of arriving too late to have any real influence over the design or 

schedule of the project while having to defend decisions made by the previous 

Administration to Congress to get the money needed to finish the job. 

Saarinen was not idle while selling the Mobile Lounge system to the airlines. He 

spent the time refining the final design for the terminal building. By the time the airline 

presentations began, but after production of The Expanding Airport, he had abandoned 

the decentralized terminal for the finger system option and the crescent design for the 
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Mobile Lounge option (Figure 19). In their place, he conceived a long rectangular main 

terminal. Regardless of which system was eventually used for the airport, this building 

would be the center of the design. Figure 21 shows the terminal configurations included 

in the airline presentations.54 He provided two versions for option “A” which differed in 

how the fingers might branch off from the main terminal leading out to the aircraft 

boarding positions. The two Mobile Lounge options, “B” and “C,” could make use of the 

same terminal design. This design shows two short fingers extending from either side of 

the main terminal. The finger on the left was intended for general aviation—privately 

owned or corporate aircraft—with the one on the right for regional airlines and 

helicopters. 
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Figure 21 Potential Terminal Configurations for the A, B, and C Variants 

 

Saarinen also began sketching various designs or profiles for this single main 

terminal. His archives contain eight legal sheets of sketches or doodles for the new 

terminal building, Figure 22. While some of these sketches resemble the final design, 

many do not. Several were variations of Minoru Yamasaki’s four dome terminal for the 

St. Louis Airport, a design Saarinen admired. Others show a multi-column configuration 

like the one used at Dulles but holding up different roof profiles. Others showed the 

swooping roof but aligned in different ways. All in all, Saarinen was taking a logical 

approach first determining the building’s footprint—a long rectangle—then working out 

a design for the building that fits that footprint. With this approach, he began the 

preliminary detail design work for the foundations before the final decision on the Mobile 

Lounge system. The FAA made the decision to use the Mobile Lounge in February 1959. 

Saarinen delivered the finished design to the FAA on July 1, 1959.55 
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Collection (MS 593). Manuscripts and Archives, Yale University Library. 



174 

 

 
Figure 22 Saarinen's Sketches for the Washington International Airport Terminal 
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Besides the delay developing the final design several unnecessary delays resulted 

from the FAA project manager failing to take timely action on design change proposals. 

One such delay happened following Quesada’s review of the final plans. Normally the 

Administrator would not become involved with approving the plans, but he was in this 

instance. After his review, Quesada ordered a major change. He wanted the location of 

the terminal restaurant moved. Saarinen’s original plans called for suspending the 

restaurant on cables 80 feet up the control tower structure. Quesada ordered it moved to 

the base of the tower resting on the building’s foundation. Altering the plans for this 

change took two months to complete and an additional two for approval by Herbert H. 

Howell the project manager. This delay along with others caused the FAA in January 

1960 to announce that the dedication of the airport would be moved from January 1961 to 

sometime later that spring. At the same time, the delay in the dedication of the airport 

was announced the FAA revealed that the prototype Mobile Lounge probably would not 

be delivered for testing in April but later in 1960. As it turned out, the prototype Mobile 

Lounge did not arrive until May of 1961.56 

The FAA awarded the contract for designing and building the Mobile Lounge to 

Chrysler Motors. Chrysler would build the frame, engine, steering, and other mechanical 

system and its subcontractor Budd Industries would build the cabin designed by Walter 

Teague. Eero Saarinen and Associates—the company responsible for the Mobile Lounge 

concept drawings—served only as consultants to Chrysler and Budd. On paper it seemed 

                                                 
56 C. R. Ammann to Elwood R. Quesada, FAA Administrator, January 18, 1961; January 1961; Records of 

the Office of the Administrator, Box 29; Headquarters Records of the Federal Aviation Administration, 

1926-81; Records of the FAA, RG 237, NACP; Albon B. Hailey, “Six-Month Delay Seen In New Airport 

Opening,” The Washington Post, Times Herald, December 13, 1960, sec. City Life. 
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this team would have few problems completing the Mobile Lounge since Chrysler had 

experience building trucks, Budd built rail cars and trolleys, while Teague was a 

prominent industrial designer who specialized designing passenger aircraft interiors. In 

reality, Chrysler had difficulty making its design for the chassis work properly. The 

Mobile Lounge would be the largest ground vehicle using pneumatic tires built. 

Complicating this was the requirement that it handle precisely in close quarters around 

aircraft to avoid damaging them. Since the vehicle concept called for a double-ended 

ferryboat like design—one end of the lounge cabin mating with the terminal building and 

the other end mating with the aircraft—the set of wheels that turned the lounge needed to 

be the set at whichever end was going forward. The set of wheels not being used for 

maneuvering needed to be locked in place. Designing and then working out the problems 

of such a design that also provided four wheel drive took longer than the Chrysler 

engineers anticipated. The engineering problems were finally overcome late in 1960 with 

an increase in the cost of the work rising from the originally bid $750,000 to over 

$1,500,000. 

The delay in building a working chassis delayed final work on the passenger 

compartment and operator position of the Lounge. Budd needed the final dimensions of 

the chassis and other technical data before it could design the body. With increasing 

pressure to complete the prototype Mobile Lounge and keep the cost in check, little effort 

was spent attempting to get the vehicle to resemble Saarinen’s concept. Instead of his 

modernistic design with curved and rounded surfaces, Teague designed a box. Figure 23 



177 

 

shows the aircraft end of the prototype lounge at Dulles airport.57 The size of the lounge 

can be gauged from the Volkswagen parked next to it. Needing to finish the prototype 

quickly and deliver it to the FAA for testing, Budd did not have enough time to develop 

an enclosed aircraft boarding ramp as conceived by Saarinen. The initial attempts at 

providing such a feature were unsuccessful. Every design for such a device blocked the 

driver’s view impairing his ability to maneuver with precision near aircraft. Pressed to 

deliver something usable Budd installed a moveable gangplank such as those first 

proposed for the Mobile Gatehouse and Perlsee’s buses. These gangplanks can be seen 

fully extended in Figure 23. Figure 24 shows Teague’s design for the interior, again not 

quite what Saarinen envisioned in his concept drawings.58 

 

                                                 
57 Dulles International Airport Dedication Press Package, November 17, 1962; Dulles International Airport; 

Records of the Office of the Administrator Box 82; Headquarters Records of the Federal Aviation 

Administration, 1926-81; Records of the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA), Record Group 237, 

National Archives at College Park, MD 
58 Joseph W. Molitor, “Mobile Lounge, Dulles Airport, Washington, D.C.", print 3800-24, n.d., Box 496 

Folder 1362, Eero Saarinen Collection (MS 593). Manuscripts and Archives, Yale University Library. 
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Figure 23 Prototype Mobile Lounge (Aircraft End) alongside a Volkswagen 
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Figure 24 Mobile Lounge Interior 

 

As 1960 ended, it became obvious that Dulles International would not be finished 

by July 1961. On December 28, 1960, following two weeks of meetings between 

Ammann & Whitney and the FAA project staff, Quesada announced that Dulles would 

not be ready until July 1, 1962, at the earliest. As mentioned in Chapter 2 Quesada 

eliminated the project team as a separate entity within the FAA organization and 

announced Howell’s retirement. Quesada gave oversight of the project to Deputy 

Administrator Pyle. Pyle’s held his first meeting with the contractors to arrive at a 
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realistic schedule on January 18, 1961. 59 The timing of this announcement was fortunate 

for Quesada since he would not have to explain any new delays to Congress. Quesada, 

now an owner of the expansion Washington Senators baseball team, opted to resign as 

Administrator of the FAA at the end of Eisenhower’s term rather than stay on until 

President Kennedy appointed a successor. He submitted his letter of resignation on 

December 30, 1960, effective January 20, 1961. The job of explaining the delay to 

Congress and defending the additional $20M the delay will cost would fall to his 

successor. Due to the short notice of Quesada’s resignation President-elect Kennedy was 

not able to name Halaby as his successor until January 19, 1961. This delay resulted in 

Halaby having to wait until March 3, 1961, to assume his duties. Until Halaby was 

confirmed Pyle was Acting Administrator. Halaby retained Pyle as his deputy and as the 

executive responsible for completing the airport.60 

Even before he assumed the duties of Administrator Halaby had concerns about 

the Mobile Lounge system following his first briefing on Dulles Airport in February 

1961. These concerns grew out of the delays in delivering the prototype lounge for 

testing and the growing cost of both the prototype and the production models. Chrysler 

was now quoting a price of $232,000 per unit for each production lounge up from the 

$100,000 in the original contract. To address his concerns, Halaby appointed a special 

                                                 
59 Albon B. Hailey, “Quesada Eliminates Job Of Dulles Project Chief,” The Washington Post, Times 

Herald, December 29, 1960; C. R. Ammann to Elwood R. Quesada, FAA Administrator, January 18, 1961; 

January 1961; Records of the Office of the Administrator, Box 29; Headquarters Records of the Federal 

Aviation Administration, 1926-81; Records of the FAA, RG 237, NACP. 
60 Elwood R. Quesada to Dwight D. Eisenhower, December 30, 1960, Official File 105-A, Box 423-

Aeronautics and Aviation, White House Central Files, Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential Library; “FAA 

Historical Chronology 1926-1996,” accessed September 11, 2014, https://www.faa.gov/about/media/b-

chron.pdf. 
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task force on February 16th to review the Mobile Lounge system. This task force found 

nothing wrong with the concept and recommended proceeding with construction without 

any alteration in plans emphasizing the passenger convince and operational flexibility the 

lounges would provide. In the task force’s opinion, the difficulties encountered by 

Chrysler engineers and the associated increases in cost were normal with the 

development of any radical new vehicle.61 

The air transport industry had a different opinion of the Mobile Lounges. Despite 

Saarinen’s salesmanship, the airlines still opposed the concept of Mobile Lounges. At a 

panel discussion on the Mobile Lounges held during the 1960 meeting of the American 

Mechanical Engineers Society Thomas Sullivan, Director of the Aviation Section of the 

New York-New Jersey Port Authority, and Clifton Moore from the Los Angeles 

Department of Airports expressed “grave doubts that the Mobile Lounge would ever 

prove other than a fiasco.” Questions arose during this meeting that the industry felt went 

unanswered. Questions such as: what happens when a lounge approaching a plane slips 

on slick and icy pavement, could the lounges respond when a fully loaded aircraft 

experiences mechanical trouble and move the passengers to a new aircraft, and what 

happens when a lounge experiences mechanical trouble between terminal and aircraft. 

The attendees expressed these, and other concerns. They formed the basis of a letter to 

the new Administrator from Carl L. Lodjic—the president of P. I. Steel Corporation, 

builders of the Jetway. Lodjic claimed, “subordinates of Mr. Quesada, under the previous 

                                                 
61 McQuade, “Birth of an Airport: John Foster Dulles International Airport,” 134; Najeeb E. Halaby, FAA 

Administrator, to John F. Kennedy, November 22, 1961; November 1961; Records of the Office of the 

Administrator, Box 29; Headquarters Records of the Federal Aviation Administration, 1926-81; Records of 

the FAA, RG 237, NACP. 
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administration, blithely overlooked the objections of the airline operators and attempted 

to convince interested parties that the airlines were in agreement with the concept.” In 

other words, he accused the FAA and Saarinen of taking a high-modernist approach by 

discounting practical knowledge about airport operations. He also accused FAA of 

“flossing” over these objections with false statements. Lodjic urged Halaby to stop all 

development of the Mobile Lounge and build satellite terminals in the mid-field area that 

used his Jetways to board passengers with passengers ferried between the main terminal 

and the satellites on regular city buses.62 

This March 1961 letter was more than a businessman attempting to sell his 

product; it was the first in a series of serious attempts by the air carriers and their allies to 

get the new Administration to replace the Mobile Lounge system. The most serious 

challenge came in the form of an independent analysis of the Mobile Lounge system 

conducted by Kenneth A. Osterberg. He was a recognized expert in airport operations 

hired by the airlines in April 1961 to make an assessment of the Mobile Lounge system. 

He submitted his report on August 11, 1961, claiming there was too much risk and 

expense associated with the Lounges. In his opinion, Dulles would operate more 

efficiently reconfigured with a traditional finger system serving a minimum of 25 

boarding gates. Seeing merit in the Mobile Lounge system, Osterberg recommended the 

                                                 
62 Carl L. Lodjic, President P. I. Steel Corporation, to Najeeb E. Halaby, FAA Administrator, March 15, 

1961; March 1961; Records of the Office of the Administrator, Box 29; Headquarters Records of the 

Federal Aviation Administration, 1926-81; Records of the FAA, RG 237, NACP. 
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airport should order five Lounges and use them to experiment with and refine the concept 

so that it might be ready for use at some future airport.63 

Halaby’s first countermove to the attempts by the airlines to derail the Mobile 

Lounge system occurred during the August 30th meeting with all the airline presidents to 

negotiate rates for the airport. Halaby with all twelve airline executives flew out to Dulles 

where the prototype lounge drove out to the airplane to pick them up. On its way to 

docking with the FAA’s Electra, the lounge crossed over a 12-inch thick pad of ice laid 

out to simulate a snow-slickened patch of pavement. This demonstration directly 

answered one of the industry’s questions about the lounges; they could approach an 

aircraft over ice and not damage it. This aircraft was the first flight to land at Dulles with 

passengers and the prototype lounge picked them up without difficulty and ferried them 

to the terminal, which was still under construction. The only aspect of the visit that did 

not go as planned was that Saarinen was not there to show off his building. He was at the 

University of Michigan Medical Center undergoing an operation for a brain tumor. 

Saarinen died the next day, September 1, 1961, from complications associated with this 

operation.64 

Not completely impressed with the Mobile Lounge demonstration two of the 

attendees, W. A. Patterson, President of United Airlines, and M. D. Kochman, Vice 

                                                 
63 McQuade, “Birth of an Airport: John Foster Dulles International Airport,” 134; Najeeb E. Halaby FAA 

Administrator, to Presidents of Airlines using Dulles International Airport, November 25, 1961; November 

1961; Records of the Office of the Administrator, Box 29; Headquarters Records of the Federal Aviation 

Administration, 1926-81; Records of the FAA, RG 237, NACP. 
64 Albon B. Staff Hailey, “New Dulles Airport Rolls Out Ice and Red Carpet For Mobile Lounge and Its 

Precious Official Cargo: Lounge Crosses Ice Hazards Are Magnified,” The Washington Post, Times 

Herald, August 31, 1961; Morton Staff Mintz, “Eero Saarinen, Architect, Dead: His Styles Differed,” The 

Washington Post, Times Herald, September 2, 1961. 
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President, Properties and Facilities for American Airlines—two airlines that originally 

endorsed the Mobile Lounges in 1957—wrote Halaby on September 1 and September 13 

respectively asking him to seriously consider Osterberg’s recommendations and convert 

Dulles to the finger system. Halaby directed one final analysis of the airport by a team of 

FAA staff and consultants headed by Francis T. Fox, General Manager of the Los 

Angeles International Airport, to answer the questions raised by Osterberg. The results of 

this analysis, submitted to the FAA in November 1961, showed that the cost of the 

Mobile Lounge system at Dulles was comparable to the finger system. Each aircraft 

boarding position at the new airport cost about $600,000 compared to $700,000 per 

position at O’Hare and $900,000 at Idlewild. Converting the facility completely to the 

finger system would cost $15M in new funding plus abandoning $6M worth of facilities 

already built. Osterberg’s split use option—25 conventional boarding gates plus five 

lounges—would cost an additional $13M in alterations. Either modification to the current 

design would negate the built-in ability to expand the terminal in the future with minimal 

disruption to operations.65 

Fox’s final report to the Administrator on his team’s findings stated: 

A careful re-evaluation of the mobile lounge concept has been made by 

the staff of the Bureau of National Capital Airports and their consulting 

architects, engineers, and economists. They have concluded that the 

mobile lounge can physically operate with reasonable efficiency and 

safety to provide adequate service for the foreseeable traffic at the airport. 

We agree with this conclusion. The facts as we found them overcame our 

original skepticism. 

                                                 
65 Najeeb E. Halaby to John F. Kennedy, November 22, 1961; November 1961; Records of the Office of 

the Administrator, Box 29; Headquarters Records of the Federal Aviation Administration, 1926-81; 

Records of the FAA, RG 237, NACP 
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In our judgment the mobile lounge concept warrants an opportunity to 

provide an extra measure of convenience to the airlines’ passengers. 

Certainly an industry which has given so many innovations to the 

traveling public during the last three decades should not hesitate to 

provide this new service to its patrons. 

With this endorsement in hand, Halaby informed the airlines on November 25, 1961, that 

Dulles would be an all Mobile Lounge airport. The FAA further signaled its commitment 

to the Mobile Lounge by placing an order for 20 lounges with Chrysler. The most 

interesting observation about the ongoing opposition to the Mobile Lounge by the airlines 

came from G. Ward Hobbs—Director, Bureau of National Capital Airports. He said in an 

interview for an article about the opening of Dulles “This Mobile Lounge system, for a 

change, really thinks about the passengers’ comfort and convenience, the fetish of all 

airlines really, if they’d only look at it coolly.” Hobbs was looking back on his 20 years 

with the passenger service department at American Airlines when as he recalled that the 

typical big decision on passenger service was whether to give away fountain pens with 

the company logo to passengers or free cigarette lighters.66 

 

President Kennedy dedicated the airport on November 17, 1962. It was a blustery, 

overcast day. Also in attendance was former President Eisenhower. Former President 

Hoover, who as Secretary of Commerce in 1926 championed the creation of commercial 

aviation in this country, was also invited but could not attend due to ill health. Before the 

arrival of President Kennedy Eisenhower along with the Dulles family dedicated a 

memorial to John Foster Dulles, Eisenhower’s Secretary of State and the airport’s 

                                                 
66 Halaby to Kennedy, November 22, 1961; McQuade, “Birth of an Airport: John Foster Dulles 

International Airport, 134.” 
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namesake. Those attending the dedication could view the Mobile Lounges as well as 

several types of commercial turbojet transports. The only disappointment was the 

cancellation of the air show by the U.S. Air Force Thunderbirds due to the inclement 

weather.67 

The centerpiece of the dedication was Saarinen’s terminal building. He fulfilled 

his mission from the CAA and built a grand entry to the country. The building with its 

attached control tower was imposing rising above every other structure on the airport. 

The swoop of the roof captured the spirit of flight and established the modern style of the 

structure. At the same time, the columns that supported that roof were a reinterpretation 

of the neoclassical style of architecture used for many of the government buildings in 

Washington. In addition to a grand entryway, Saarinen designed a building that he 

believed answered the call of the architectural community to redesign the airport terminal 

along a human scale but achieving this self-imposed goal found him using the techniques 

of high-modernism. Viewed solely from the logic of reducing walking distances and 

separating passenger flows the terminal and its Mobile Lounge system the building 

should have been a success. Achieving this success, Saarinen rejected the practical 

knowledge of the air carriers on the practicality of the Mobile Lounges. 

Eero Saarinen’s untimely death kept him from seeing his revolutionary terminal 

building completed. On one level this was a good thing since he died believing he had 

something that would influence all future air terminals. As time passed the most 

                                                 
67 Edward T. Folliard, “Kennedy, Eisenhower Dedicate Dulles Airport: Facility Named for Late State 

Secretary Is Twice as Big as New York’s Idlewild Dulles Airport,” Los Angeles Times, November 18, 

1962, sec. A; Herbert Hoover to Najeeb E. Halaby, FAA Administrator, October 16, 1962; October 1962; 

Records of the Office of the Administrator, Box 82; Headquarters Records of the Federal Aviation 

Administration, 1926-81; Records of the FAA, RG 237, NACP 
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revolutionary aspect of his design, the Mobile Lounge, proved unable to adapt to changes 

in aviation technology and civil air transport procedures. This inflexibility was a direct 

result of Saarinen’s high-modernist rejection of the practical experience of airport 

operators and airline executives who preferred the finger configuration. While the 

Lounges did not adversely affect the operation of Dulles during its first years of 

operation, they proved inflexible. Eventually, Dulles International would abandon the 

Mobile Lounge and implement a variant of the system proposed by Carl L. Lodjic, 

satellite terminals in the mid-field area that used Jetways to board passengers.
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CHAPTER FOUR - THE WHITE ELEPHANT OF CHANTILLY 

On July 18, 1961, Najeeb Halaby—the new Administrator of the Federal Aviation 

Agency—appeared before the House Subcommittee on Transportation and Aeronautics. 

Halaby was making a third attempt to create a government corporation that would 

administer the FAA’s airports. The first attempt came during the Truman Administration 

and the second during Eisenhower’s. During the Administrator’s testimony, he was 

questioned by Rep. Friedel of Maryland about the necessity of a third civil airport in the 

region. Friedel, like the rest of the Maryland Congressional delegation, was concerned 

that once Dulles opened the FAA would use its power as the regulator of civil aviation to 

force the air carriers to shift flights from Friendship Airport to Dulles. This concern grew 

out of Friendship’s struggle to attract sufficient traffic during its first years to operate 

profitably. Halaby replied that he believed “that there is going to be such a public demand 

for air transportation” all the region’s airports would have an abundance of traffic.1 

Halaby again expressed his confidence in the airport’s and the region’s success by telling 

reporters; the airport would soon be operating in the black and the region would see 

sufficient traffic to keep three airports busy before the November 17, 1962, dedication 

                                                 
1 National Capital Airports Corporation Act of 1961: Hearings on H.R. 7399, Before the House of 

Representatives, Subcommittee on Transportation and Aeronautics of the Committee on Interstate and 

Foreign Commerce, 87th Cong. 21 (1961) (statement of Najeeb Halaby, Administrator, Federal Aviation 

Agency) 
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ceremony.2 Halaby retained his optimism about the eventual success of the airport even 

when faced with the airport’s failure to earn back enough money in fees and leases during 

its first five years to pay its operating budget. 

Dulles did experience a rapid increase in traffic during its first five years. Figure 

25 shows this increase compared to the Landrum & Brown forecasts and National Airport 

for the years 1941-19453. This growth was greater than that experienced by National 

during its initial five years of operation. However, Dulles’ growth fell short of the 

forecasts prepared for the FAA by Ammann & Whitney’s airport consultants Landrum & 

Brown. The Landrum & Brown forecasts were significant because they helped the FAA 

determine how much to charge in fees and leases to make the airport self-sufficient. This 

growth makes it appear the airport was doing well. In fact, it had been losing money from 

the day it opened. Still, Halaby continued to believe the airport would become profitable. 

During his final appearance before Congress as FAA Administrator in 1965, Halaby 

expressing the belief that his prediction of growing air traffic in the region was just 

running about five years behind the forecasts and that profitability would soon occur.4 

 

                                                 
2 Albon B. Hailey, “Halaby Sees Increasing Traffic Using Facilities of 3 Big Airports,” The Washington 

Post, Times Herald, December 20, 1961. 
3 The Landrum & Brown data comes from Comptroller General of the United States report “Growth and 

Use of Washington Area Airports,” GAO (Washington, D.C., August 18, 1971), Box 32/Folder 5, 

Virginians for Dulles records, Collection #C0025, Special Collections and Archives, George Mason 

University Libraries and the Dulles International and Washington National Airport data comes from the 

Metropolitan Washington Airports Authority web sites "Air Traffic Statistics Dulles" and "Air Traffic 

Statistics National", http://www.mwaa.com/dulles/about_dulles_international/air_traffic_statistics_2 and 

http://www.mwaa.com/reagan/about_reagan_national/air_traffic_statistics_2. 
4 Independent Offices Appropriation Bill of 1966, Hearings on H. R. 7997, Before Comm. on 

Appropriations, United States Senate, 89th Cong. 281 (1965) (testimony of Najeeb Halaby, Administrator, 

Federal Aviation Agency) 
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Figure 25 Forecast vs. Actual Aircraft Operations at Washington Dulles International Airpor 

 

Halaby was wrong, and in 1968 Dulles began to experience a decline in traffic 

that would continue into the 1980s (see Figure 26)5. This prolonged inability to earn a 

profit earned Dulles the reputation for being a white elephant. Many factors contributed 

to this decline, not the least of which was the FAA having to deal with the new situation 

of managing a multi-airport system. The decisions made by the FAA in managing this 

new system were less than optimal. While Dulles slowly lost business, Washington 

                                                 
5 Metropolitan Washington Airports Authority, “Air Traffic Statistics National,” September 12, 2008, 

http://www.mwaa.com/reagan/about_reagan_national/air_traffic_statistics_2; Metropolitan Washington 

Airports Authority, “Air Traffic Statistics Dulles,” October 11, 2008, 

https://web.archive.org/web/20081011103936/http://www.mwaa.com/dulles/about_dulles_international_2/

air_traffic_statistics; National Bureau of Economic Research, “US Business Cycle Expansions and 

Contractions,” The National Bureau of Economic Research, n.d., http://www.nber.org/cycles.html. 
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National Airport was able to sustain operations even though passengers congested 

National’s terminal and aircraft movements saturated the airfield. The reasons for this 

were that National was the most convenient of the three airports for out of towner doing 

business with the Federal Government and it cost the airlines less to use it. These were 

only some of the obstacles Dulles faced during its first two decades. Unanticipated 

developments in technology and the national economy followed by the deregulation of 

the airline industry also contributed to the decline in aircraft operations at the airport. 
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Figure 26 Annual Aircraft Operations at Dulles International and Washington National Airports 1961-1982 

 

In the early 1960s, aviation technology took an unanticipated path. At the time 

Dulles International Airport was undergoing final design and construction future 

predictions about the direction of civil air transport saw the replacement of the current 

generation of subsonic airliners on long distance routes with supersonic transports (SST) 

while turboprop transports served small and mid-sized airports. The first deviation from 

this path came with the introduction of mid-sized turbojet transports, such as the Boeing 

727, on regularly scheduled routes in 1964. These aircraft could operate out of first 
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generation airports like Midway and LaGuardia while carrying more passengers than the 

turboprops. As a result of the advent of mid-sized turbojets, the air carriers quickly got 

rid of their turboprops and remaining piston airliners. At the time FAA regulations 

prohibited turbojets from using National but, with the turboprops and older planes going 

away the FAA was faced with the choice of closing popular National or allowing the 

smaller jets to use the field. It chose to allow the jets use National but as a result, the 

years of growth in traffic the Dulles turned into years of decline. 

The second deviation from the perceived path of aircraft development was the 

jumbo jet. Common wisdom argued against building the Boeing 747 since the anticipated 

SST would begin service before the 747s reached half their service life. Since it already 

had a customer ready to take delivery of the planes, Boeing went ahead and built it. 

Carrying three times as many passengers as the 707s and DC-8s airlines could replacing 

two of these older types with one jumbo on their most popular long distance routes. 

Using jumbo jet in this manner brought on a further reduction in traffic. This reduction in 

traffic only got worse when the airbus type airliners—Douglas DC-10s and Lockheed 

L1011s which had passenger capacities close to those of the 747 but were designed to fly 

shorter routes and use shorter runways—entered service. The decline in aircraft traffic 

did not abate when the long anticipated SST—the Anglo-French Concorde—finally 

entered service. The Concorde was expensive to operate, had environmental issues—in 

the form of air pollution, possible ozone depletion, and noise—and carried no more 

passengers than a first generation 707. The result was that it did not replace the subsonic 

transports as initially predicted with only two regularly scheduled flights per day out of 



194 

 

Dulles. This failure of the SST to replace subsonic jets was the third deviation in the 

perceived trajectory of civil air transport development. 

The 1970s saw a downturn in the economy that adversely affected the airline 

industry. Problems for the airlines began in 1973 with the oil embargo imposed by the 

Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) against those countries 

supporting Israel during the 1973 Arab-Israeli War. This action by OPEC resulted in a 

quadrupling of fuel prices. The slowdown in the economy further affected the airlines 

with a decline in passenger revenue. The Iranian Revolution and Iran-Iraq War at the end 

of the decade drove fuel prices even higher causing the airlines to cut back further the 

number of flights in their schedules. 

Cutting back on schedules was possible at the end of the 1970s because the Carter 

Administration deregulated the airline industry in 1978. The first phase of deregulation 

removed the control the CAB had over airline schedules and fares. It also eliminated 

subsidies paid to the air carriers to provide service on unprofitable routes. The airlines, 

now free to drop service on unprofitable routes, either eliminated money-losing city pairs 

from their schedules or reduce the number of flights flown on those routes. The airlines 

were also free to use less costly types of airliners on less profitable routes. The legacy air 

carriers took another action during this phase of deregulation—before new lines could 

begin operation with phase two—was the protection of their profitable routes by 

concentrating service at their most popular airports in an attempt to block competitors 

from entering those market. National, not Dulles, was the popular airport, and the legacy 

airlines sought to build a dominant position there to head off expected competition from 
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upstart companies. This activity by the legacy airlines resulted in a further draw down in 

flights using Dulles as the air carriers focused on saturating National. The 1980s began 

with Dulles’ reputation as a white elephant firmly in place the result of nearly two 

decades of unprofitable operation. 

Metropolitan Washington’s Two Airport System and the Preference for 
National 

The timing of Dulles International Airport’s construction as the world’s first jet 

airport could not have been better. The first jet age began October 4, 1958, when British 

Overseas Airways Corporation (B.O.A.C) began flying its London to New York route 

using the redesigned de Havilland Comet 4 jetliner. Pan American World Airways 

followed shortly after on October 26, 1958, with its Boeing 707 service on the same 

route. Construction on Dulles Airport began that same summer. Pan American was the 

first domestic airline to put jets in service—both the Boeing jets and the DC-8s from 

Douglas. Within the next year and a half, the rest of the domestic trunk carriers followed 

suit starting in December of 1958 with National Airlines—using a 707 leased from Pan 

Am for its New York–Miami route (see Table 2). Besides the transition of the domestic 

air carriers from piston-props on their long distance routes, 1960 also saw some foreign 

airlines introduce jet service on their trans-Atlantic routes using U.S. built jet transports. 

The range and economy of these aircraft were so much improved over the older planes 

they replaced that non-European foreign airlines which had not previously offered trans-
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Atlantic flights—airlines like Air India and Pakistan International—began extending the 

flights from their countries and Europe on across the Atlantic to New York.6 

 

Table 2 Dates When Domestic Trunk Air Carriers began Turbojet Service 

Airline Name Date Started 

Turbojet 

Service 

Big Four 

American Airlines  1/25/59 

Eastern Air Lines  1/24/60 

Trans World Airlines  3/20/59 

United Air Lines  9/18/59 

Other Trunk 

Braniff Airways  12/10/59 

Continental Air Lines  5/10/59 

Delta Air Lines  9/18/59 

National Airlines  10/12/58 

Northeast Airlines  10/1/60 

Northwest Airlines  7/8/60 

Pan American World Airways  10/26/58 

Western Air Lines  6/15/60 

 

At the end of 1960 Landrum & Brown—the airport consultants on the Amman & 

Whitney team—produced a set of traffic forecasts at Dulles for the FAA. These 

projections, influenced in part by this explosive growth in turbojet airliner traffic, had the 

                                                 
6 R. E. G. Davies, Airlines of the Jet Age: A History, A Smithsonian Contribution to Knowledge 

(Washington, D.C. : Lanham, Md: Smithsonian Institution Scholarly Press ; In cooperation with Rowman 

& Littlefield Publishers, 2011), 50–52. 
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airport entering profitability within three years after opening. It was these forecasts that 

backed up Halaby’s early statements regarding the future of Dulles. In one interview he 

said: “Within three to five years … the Washington–Baltimore area should generate 

enough air traffic for full use of Dulles, Friendship, and National Airports.”7 Comments 

he repeated several times to Congress during his tenure as FAA Administrator. Just 

before the dedication of the airport, he told CBS reporter Roger Mudd “… we expect to 

get our money back for the taxpayers. In fact, that’s why we’re opening it as early as we 

are.”8 

Halaby’s confidence in the growth of Dulles if overly optimistic was not 

misplaced. Figure 25 compares the 1960 Landrum & Brown forecasted aircraft 

operations for the first five years of operation at Dulles with the actual aircraft operations 

recorded. Also shown in Figure 25 are the actual aircraft operations at Washington 

National Airport for its first five years.9 While the actual growth in traffic at Dulles 

during its first five calendar years was less than forecast, it did grow faster than traffic at 

National during its first five calendar years.10 The low actual value for Dulles’ first 

calendar year reflects only six weeks of operations due to its November 1962 dedication. 

                                                 
7 Hailey, “Halaby Sees Increasing Traffic Using Facilities of 3 Big Airports.” 
8 Najeeb Halaby, interview by Roger Mudd, CBS Evening News, CBS, November 17, 1962, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AlTRF4r1J8E 
9 The Landrum & Brown data comes from Comptroller General of the United States report “Growth and 

Use of Washington Area Airports,” GAO (Washington, D.C., August 18, 1971), Box 32/Folder 5, 

Virginians for Dulles records, Collection #C0025, Special Collections and Archives, George Mason 

University Libraries and the Dulles International and Washington National Airport data comes from the 

Metropolitan Washington Airports Authority web sites "Air Traffic Statistics Dulles" and "Air Traffic 

Statistics National", http://www.mwaa.com/dulles/about_dulles_international/air_traffic_statistics_2 and 

http://www.mwaa.com/reagan/about_reagan_national/air_traffic_statistics_2. 
10 Calendar years are used because that is how the data was presented by the Metropolitan Washington 

Airports Authority. 
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Landrum & Brown based their forecast for the first year on a late spring/early summer 

opening since that was the schedule when they made the predictions. 

The failure to match the forecast numbers was due in part to faulty assumptions 

by Landrum & Brown. After the first full year of operation at Dulles, G. Ward Hobbs, 

Director, Bureau of National Capital Airports (BNCA), informed Halaby this shortfall 

was due in large part to: 

 five airlines operating out of National did not move any of their flights to 

Dulles; 

 an aggressive advertising campaign by Baltimore to boycott Dulles and 

use Friendship instead; and 

 Northwest Airlines replacing jet service between Washington and 

Minneapolis with propeller service and using National because it lost one 

of its jets in a crash. 

Hobbs went on to say it took years for other new airports to achieve their aircraft 

operations and passenger forecasts—three years for O’Hare, four years for Idlewild and 

five years for National.11 

The Landrum & Brown forecasts, however, did not take into account the 

preference both the traveling public and the air carriers had for National Airport. The 

inaccuracy of these forecasts first became evident when five airlines kept all their flights 

at National. This continuing preference for National would become a key problem that 

the BNCA and its successor Metropolitan Washington Airports12 would need to 

overcome in the decades ahead. This preference would be at the core of every problem 

                                                 
11 G. Ward Hobbs, Director, Bureau of National Capital Airports, to Najeeb Halaby, Administrator, FAA, 

September 20, 1963; September 1963; Records of the Office of the Administrator Box 53; Headquarters 

Records of the FAA, 1926-81; Records of the FAA, Record Group 237, NACP 
12 Metropolitan Washington Airports was the name of the FAA organization responsible for the airports 

that succeeded the BNCA after an internal reorganization. It should not be confused Metropolitan 

Washington Airports Authority (MWAA) that eventually assumed responsibility when the government 

divested itself of the airports. 
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growing traffic Dulles would face into the twenty-first century. Travelers, especially 

members of Congress, prefer the close convenience of National. The air carriers liked 

National not only because it was the airport their customers preferred but because it cost 

them less to operate from there. Indicative of this preference were comments made by 

Leslie O. Barnes, president of Allegheny Airlines who told reporters his airline would 

never use Dulles because, in Barnes’ opinion, Allegheny’s passengers would rather drive 

to their destination than drive out to Dulles to catch a flight there. Allegheny Airlines was 

a short-haul regional airline headquartered at National Airport—in 1980 Allegheny 

changed its name to USAir and expanded from a regional carrier to a national one under 

deregulation. This statement was hyperbole since most of Allegheny’s flights out of 

National went to New York and New England destinations—more arduous drives than 

the one to Dulles—but it does express the sentiment the majority of passengers held 

regarding the two airports.13 

A traveler preference for the more convenient airport even when that airport 

offered fewer flights at less desirable times than a more distant one was first pointed out 

in two reports from the 1950s performed by the Air Transport Association (ATA)—the 

scheduled air carriers’ trade organization and lobbyist. The first study conducted in 1953 

study found that few travelers switched from using National Airport to using Friendship 

Airport based on statistics from the ten airlines that served both airports. Friendship had 

been the de facto second airport for three years by this time. Despite being larger and 

uncrowded, it did not appear to be preferred by users over smaller National. A possible 

                                                 
13 Larry Weekley, “Allegheny to Start Conversion to Jets,” The Washington Post, Times Herald, April 29, 

1965, sec. Business. 
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explanation why appeared in the 1955 study of passenger preferences in the Los Angeles 

metropolitan region and the New York-New Jersey metropolitan region. Both the regions 

in this second study had multiple airports with the same airlines flying from two or more 

airports. In each region one of those airports—Los Angeles International and Idlewild 

International Airport respectively—was considered the primary airport. This study 

showed that travelers preferred a more convenient airport to the primary airport even if 

that convenient airport was overcrowded and offered fewer flight options to similar 

destinations.14 

This preference for convenience came from decades of intercity travel experience 

during the railroad era. Railroad depots almost universally were located in or very near 

the center of the city they serviced. Rail travelers did not have to journey several miles 

into the country to board their trains. Railroads were more compatible with the built-up 

urban environment than airfields. The railroad terminals took up little space. Grand 

Central Terminal, for example, is well within the central business district of Manhattan 

and while it straddles Park Avenue is only one city block wide by one and a half city 

blocks deep. Since Grand Central’s tracks and rail yard are underground, they make no 

impact on the city above. Contrast this with the 860 acres—modest by airport 

standards—taken up by National Airport. Railroads, unlike airfields, placed no 

restrictions on the heights of buildings adjacent to their tracks. Figure 27 shows Grand 

Central Terminal with the Pan Am Building—now known as the MetLife Building—

                                                 
14 Emory S. Land, President, ATA, to Dwight D. Eisenhower, July 8, 1953, Official File 105, Box 422-

Aeronautics and Aviation, White House Central Files, Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential Library; Milton 

W. Arnold, Vice President in charge of Operations and Engineering, ATA, to F. B. Lee, February 15, 1955, 

Official File 105-A, Box 423-Aeronautics and Aviation, White House Central Files, Dwight D. Eisenhower 

Presidential Library. 
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directly behind and looming over it.15 In Figure 27, Grand Central is the small Beaux 

Arts structure below Walter Gropius’ International style skyscraper. Building this iconic 

skyscraper was possible because the New York Central Railroad placed it railyard 

underground and then sold the air rights to Pan Am—and other developers—so the city 

could be built directly over the tracks. Even if Juan Trippe—president and founder of Pan 

American Airways—wanted to build his headquarters building near an airfield used by 

his airline—just as the New York Central Railroad’s president William Newman built his 

company’s headquarters next to his new terminal building— it would have had to have 

been a considerable distance away because airports presented an entirely different set of 

requirements for space.16 

 

                                                 
15 Pan Am Building New York City, Manhattan Post Card Company, https://www.cardcow.com/85870/pan-

am-building-new-york-city/ 
16 Kurt C Schlichting, Grand Central Terminal: Railroads, Engineering, and Architecture in New York City 

(Baltimore, Md: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001), 151. 
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Figure 27 Pan Am Building Behind Grand Central Terminal looking North on Park Avenue 

 

Space is the one thing airports need above all else, thousands of acres of open 

space for modern international airports, on which to build runways, terminals, and all the 

other support facilities an airport requires. Thousands of acres of level open space are one 

thing an urban core lacks. One of the dilemmas faced by the CAA when it sought a 

location for the District’s second airport was finding enough space for the airport close to 

the city of Washington. Proximity was the main reason for selecting the Burke site over 
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Chantilly even when Chantilly rated higher in the CAA’s assessment and why the CAA 

clung to Burke even after the possibility of building there became politically unviable. 

Besides the space on which to build the airport the land underneath the landing 

and take-off corridors had to be controlled as well. These areas required zoning to 

prohibit the construction of tall buildings or other structures that would create an 

obstruction to arriving or departing aircraft. Following a series of fatal crashes around 

Newark Airport between December 16, 1951 and February 11, 1952 the CAA established 

additional restrictions on property under these approach and departure zones forbidding 

dwellings and other structures such as churches and theaters where people gather. This 

was done in an effort to reduce the number of causalities to people on the ground in the 

event of a crash. Recall that the CAA, at the Justice Department’s recommendation, 

purchased sufficient land for Dulles so that these restricted areas fell within the 

boundaries of the airport. Neither CAA nor the FAA have the power to compel local 

jurisdictions to enact these zoning restrictions in the first place and if enacted keep them 

in place when land developers want them changed. This is why many existing airports are 

being encroached upon by residential and mixed development construction. In Los 

Angeles, the simultaneous expansion of its international airport and uncontrolled growth 

of the surrounding communities of Westchester, El Segundo, and Englewood resulted in 

over nine years of lawsuits involving the city starting in 1964. Completely ignored in 

these suits was the fact that the airport opened in 1926 long before any of these 

communities existed. Yet somehow it was the airport’s fault the residents’ lives were 

disrupted by operation on the airfield. With the growth of the suburbs in the 1950s and 
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60s cities had to look further and further from the urban core to find sufficient land with 

little or no adjacent development for an airport. Those cities that built or developed new 

airports away from their business centers and had legacy close-in airports like Baltimore, 

Chicago, New York, and Toronto like Washington had to find ways to deal with this 

preference for convenience.17 

Baltimore, Chicago, and New York all opened new airports further from their 

urban centers in the 1950s than the airports they replaced or augmented and all had to 

solve the problem of attracting business to these new airfields in the face of public 

preference for nearby transportation options. The city of Baltimore’s solution was to 

force the airlines to move from Harbor Airport to Friendship during the years 1950-1952 

by closing the old field to civil air traffic. Baltimore also got the International Air 

Transport Association (IATA) to move its BAL airport code for the old Harbor Airport to 

Friendship. The CAB used these airport codes on the route certificates it issued airlines 

authorizing them to carry passengers between designated city pairs. Once the code was 

moved from Harbor to Friendship any airline holding a certificate with BAL as one of the 

approved city pairs had to fly into Friendship unless it had a waiver from the CAB or be 

in violation of its certificate.18 

Chicago took a less drastic approach when the airlines initially avoided O’Hare 

Airport when it first opened in 1955. To attract the airlines to the new airport, Chicago 

                                                 
17 “Crash Toll Record for ‘Non-Sked’ Line,” New York Times, December 17, 1951; “Air Crash Inquiries 

Stress Safe Lanes to Newark Field,” New York Times, January 24, 1952; “Disaster at Elizabeth,” New York 

Times, February 12, 1952; John D. Kasarda and Greg Lindsay, Aerotropolis: The Way We’ll Live Next 

(New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2011), 28–29. 
18 Edmund Preston, Maryland Aloft: A Celebration of Aviators, Airfields, and Aerospace (Crownsville, 

MD: Maryland Historical Trust Press, 2003), 54. 
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built an expressway out to the airport in 1960 and a new terminal which opened in 

January of 1962. Within six months of the new terminal’s opening, the airlines moved 

their operations to O’Hare to get away from the overcrowding at Midway. Chicago 

retained Midway Airport as a general aviation airport and for use by charter flights but 

did not go so far as to actually prohibit its use by scheduled air carriers. This made it 

possible in the mid-1960s for Chicago-based United Airlines to move some of its short-

haul flights from the now crowded O’Hare to the all but abandoned Midway hoping to 

revitalize that airport.19 

New York took a different approach by leasing LaGuardia and Idlewild Airports 

to the New York-New Jersey Port Authority in 1947. Newark leased its airport at the 

same time creating a regional airport system. The Port Authority brought in professional 

managers who operated the airports as a three-airport system with each airport assigned a 

specific role. The Port Authority then enforced these roles by requiring the air carriers to 

negotiate with it as to which airport a specific flight will use. They could do this because 

they received the IATA code NYC to cover all three airports for use on the CAB 

certificates. This way they could balance traffic across all three airports.20 The NY-NJ 

Port Authority further incentivized the airlines to use Idlewild through the Terminal City 

plan. Under this plan, each airline was responsible for building its own terminal. In some 

ways, this harkened back to the start of the century when the railroads built their depots 

as corporate symbols. By having the airlines build their terminals, the financial burden 

                                                 
19 Michael Branigan, A History of Chicago’s O’Hare Airport (The History Press, 2012). 
20 “History of the Port Authority - About the Port Authority - The Port Authority of NY & NJ,” accessed 

October 9, 2015, http://www.panynj.gov/about/history-port-authority.html. 
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for construction shifted to the air carriers. Shifting this burden had the additional benefit 

of providing the airlines with economic motivation to use that airport as much as 

possible. It was now the airlines who needed to generate traffic through their terminals to 

pay off the cost of construction. 

Other cities which added new airports followed one of those models close, 

reclassify and redirect, or manage to balance traffic. Toronto took a uniquely different 

direction. The city simultaneously built two airports in the late 1930s. One was close-in 

and originally called Toronto Island Airport on an island just off shore from Old Toronto. 

The other west of the city near the town Malton to function as an alternate to the closer in 

airport. Once the airports opened, Malton became the city’s main airport with Toronto 

Island Airport used for general aviation. During the intervening years, Toronto while 

improving and expanding its close-in airport has successfully fended off attempts to open 

it to turbojet aircraft. Air carriers using small turboprop commuter aircraft operate out of 

this convenient airport in sufficient numbers to make it Canada’s ninth business airport.21 

The airlines, when given a choice, opted for Washington National Airport over 

Dulles International basing their decision on more than just providing service to the 

airport preferred by their customers. The airlines paid less to use National than Dulles. 

When Dulles opened in 1962, it charged a landing fee of 25¢ per 1,000 pounds. National 

was charging on 15¢ per 1,000 pounds and Friendship 14.5¢. Also, since the aircraft 

using National’s shorter runways were less heavy than those using Dulles, the air carriers 

paid even less per landing. Adding together the lease rates for space in the terminal and 

                                                 
21 “History of Toronto Island Airport,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia, March 8, 2016, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=History_of_Toronto_Island_Airport&oldid=708991712. 
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the charge to use the Mobile Lounges the airlines ended up paying twice as much for 

each passenger enplaned at Dulles as it did at National. To calculate the cost of 

enplanement amount of money an airline is charged each year to use the airport is divided 

by the number of passengers who board its flights at that airport during the year. This 

cost goes down when either the airport charges the airlines less and when the number of 

passengers enplaned goes up. 

The FAA, like any other airport operator, derived income by charging landing 

fees, leasing terminal space to the airlines and concessionaires, and through surcharges on 

the concessionaires’ business. The FAA initially used the forecasts prepared by Landrum 

& Brown to calculate the estimated traffic through the Dulles. These forecasts were used 

to calculate the landing fees and lease rates needed to cover the airport’s forecast 

expenses. Based on these forecast traffic levels—calculated over a year before the airport 

opened—landing fees for Dulles in the summer of 1961 when fee negotiations with the 

airlines began were expected to fall between 25 and 35 cents per 1,000 pounds. It also 

speculated that the fee for the Mobile Lounges would be $40 per trip. With air fares 

regulated by the CAB, the airlines had to charge the same fare for a ticket between Dulles 

as they did from National to fly to the same city. Even if they could charge more, would 

passengers accept paying more to fly out of distant Dulles than close in National? This 

last was important since passenger volume also affects the cost of enplanement. If Dulles’ 

fees and leases were too high, the airlines could end up losing money on each flight 
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landing at Dulles. During 1961, the airlines hoped to negotiate fees on a par with those 

charged by National and Friendship.22  

Negotiating fees and leases was nothing new to the airlines, and they often 

resorted to hard-nosed tactics to get what they wanted. When Idlewild Airport was under 

construction, the airlines had negotiated favorable fees and leases with New York City. 

When the city ran into difficulty financing the new airport due to the amount of debt 

needed Robert Moses—New York City’s legendary urban planner and administrator—

proposed creating a city airports authority to operate the city’s two airports. This 

authority would have the ability to incur more debt than the city and so could raise the 

funds to complete the project. However, to incur this debt, the city airport authority 

would have to renegotiate the fees and lease rates charged the airlines to raise enough 

revenue to service its debt. The airlines first threatened not to use the new airport routing 

all their New York flights through Newark. At the same time, the New York-New Jersey 

Port Authority expressed an interest to lease and operate the airports as an alternative to a 

city authority. The Port Authority sought the support of the airlines by offering to keep 

their fees and leases the same as those they previously negotiated with the city. 

Understandably the airlines threw their support behind the Port Authority’s bid. In 1947, 

an agreement was reached between New York City and Port Authority to lease and 

operate New York City’s two airports. The airlines thought they had won until the Port 

Authority announced that after reviewing the financial situation it too would raise the 

                                                 
22 Hailey, “Halaby Sees Increasing Traffic Using Facilities of 3 Big Airports”; “Dulles International 

Airport: A Special Commemorative on the Occasion of the 25th Anniversary of Washington Dulles 

International Airport” (New Dominion: The Magazine for and about Northern Virginia, October 1987), D5, 

Box 59 “General (Air-AME)”, Airports - General, 1983 -- Folder, Verlin Smith Collection, Farms and 

Acreage Inc. Records, Mss3 F2299a FA2, Virginia Historical Society; Preston. 
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fees and lease rates. Now, since the Port Authority also was able to lease Newark’s 

airport, the airlines lost their leverage and capitulated.23 

By December of 1961 FAA administrator Halaby had been negotiating fees with 

the airlines since August. He was slowly becoming frustrated because the negotiations 

were going nowhere. He was particularly displeased with the air carriers’ negotiators 

whom he called “little gladiators” who were attempting to pressure him into a decision 

favorable to the airlines and which would restrict the airport’s ability to make money. As 

in New York the airlines threatened to use another airport, this time Friendship, for all 

their jet flights if they did not get their way. This threat had a greater chance of success 

since it was unlikely that the FAA would gain control of Friendship like the Port 

Authority gained control of Newark. At the same time the airlines trade organization, the 

ATA, was lobbying Congress to place restrictions on what costs the FAA could pass on 

to the airlines and how the FAA could coordinate operations between its two airports.24 

In July of 1961, just before the airlines and the FAA starting negotiations on rates 

at Dulles, the House on Committee Interstate and Foreign Commerce held hearings on 

the National Capital Airports Corporation Act of 1961. During these hearings, J.D. 

Durand, representing the ATA, requested the committee on behalf of his organization and 

the airlines it represented include some amendments to restrict how the FAA passes on 

airport operating costs to the airlines. The ATA offered five proposed amendments to the 

section of the bill dealing with fees. First, the ATA wanted a statement that the fees and 

                                                 
23 Nicholas Dagen Bloom, The Metropolitan Airport: JFK International and Modern New York 

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015), 33–36. 
24 “Dulles International Airport: A Special Commemorative on the Occasion of the 25th Anniversary of 

Washington Dulles International Airport.” 
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charges for aeronautical use should be fair and reasonable. This modification might 

appear uncontroversial except when questioned about what was fair and reasonable 

Durand said fair and reasonable would be what other airports of comparable size are 

charging. In other words, the ATA did not want the fees based on the actual cost of 

operating Dulles but similar to those charged by other jet airports in the region, 

Friendship for example. Another of the modifications made this restriction on fees and 

charges even more crippling by requiring mandatory and binding arbitration for all 

disputes on fees. Despite the ATA’s contention that other government agencies had 

submitted to mandatory arbitration this request if enacted would have set a precedent and 

made it even more difficult for Dulles to operate at a profit. A third amendment 

prohibited the FAA from applying profits earned at one airport against any deficits at the 

other. The effect of this amendment would keep the FAA from raising fees and leases at 

National for the express purpose of apply profit from National against debt at Dulles. The 

ATA also sought to limit the costs Dulles could pass on to those specifically related to 

aviation. The goal of this amendment was to prohibit passing on the cost of “facilities and 

functions at such airport provided for purposes other than, or in excess of, the needs of 

the commercial users of the airport.” By this, the ATA meant the access road and the 

terminal building which it described as a “National Monument” rather than airport 

infrastructure. Finally, the ATA wanted a statement that the duty of the Administrator 

was to promote, encourage, and develop civil aeronautics not operate a profitable airport. 
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These amendments appear to be yet another strategy by the airlines to force their position 

on fees and leases on the FAA.25 

During the fall of 1961, the airlines had ignored several requests from the FAA 

for their space requirements in the terminal claiming until they decided to fly into Dulles 

there was no point in reserving terminal space. By the end of December 1961, the FAA 

and the airlines still had not come to an agreement, and Halaby had enough. Using a 

speech at The Wings Club in New York Halaby delivered the airlines an ultimatum. 

Telling his audience: “They are trying to treat me like any other airport owner and they 

won’t get away with it.” He gave the airlines two weeks to provide the government with 

details about their space requirements or the FAA would make the decisions on location, 

layout, and size of airline space in the terminal. The airlines gave in providing their space 

requirements, but the fee negotiations carried on.26 While Halaby’s statement that he was 

not like any other airport operator succeeding in getting the negotiations moving they 

would come back to haunt him during his dealings with the Congressional supporters of 

Friendship Airport. 

The FAA and the airlines reached a final agreement on all fees in May 1962. The 

airlines gave in agreeing to pay 30 cents per pound as a landing fee. They would also pay 

$6.35 per trip for the use of the Mobile Lounges. Leases would range from $10 per 

                                                 
25 National Capital Airports Corporation Act of 1961 Hearing, 45-7 (1961) (Statement of J.D. Durand, 

assistant General Counsel, Air Transport Association of America). 
26 “Airlines Given 2 Weeks to Decide On Space Required at Dulles Airport,” The Washington Post, Times 

Herald, December 22, 1961. 
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square-foot for ticket counters to $2.50 per square-foot for baggage handling space.27 

This agreement made Dulles the most expensive airport in the region and created 

conditions where the airlines used every opportunity to move flights from Dulles to 

National. The first of these was the lifting of the ban on turbojets at National Airport. 

Jets at National - A Crippling Blow 
On November 13, 1959, the FAA took its first action at managing a two-airport 

system by issuing a policy which designated Dulles International Airport as the region’s 

long-haul airport and Washington National Airport as the region’s short-haul airport. The 

policy also banned turbojets from National. What the FAA failed to do was define the 

terms long-haul and short-haul. Specifically, it did not establish a radius around the 

region labeling cities outside the radius as long-haul destinations. The FAA seemed to 

hold the opinion that with the coming of the 707s and DC-8s long-haul was synonymous 

with jets and short-haul with the older propeller aircraft rather than a specific distance. 

The agency could take this attitude because it banned turbojet aircraft from National. This 

ban extended to any regular use of jets at National Airport by any scheduled air carrier or 

government agency. This policy statement went on to designate Friendship Airport as the 

interim jet port for the National Capital Region until Dulles became operational. It named 

Andrews rather than National as the area’s emergency field for commercial jet transports. 

                                                 
27 Albon B. Hailey, “Halaby Sees Increasing Traffic Using Facilities of 3 Big Airports,” The Washington 

Post, Times Herald, December 20, 1961; “Dulles Field Fees Settled by F.A.A.: Agreement on User 

Charges Reached With 13 Airlines,” New York Times, May 4, 1962. 
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Included in the FAA’s rationale behind this policy was the overcrowding and continued 

growth at National.28 

This assumption that long-haul was equal to turbojet service proved incorrect 

since during Dulles’ first years of operation the airlines still offered transcontinental 

flights out of National. In April of 1962—just before the dedication of Dulles—American 

Airlines offered four flights a day to Los Angeles and another four daily flights to San 

Francisco from the Baltimore–Washington region. Two of the Los Angeles flights 

departed from Friendship and flew direct on 707s. The other two flights flew from 

National to Chicago’s O’Hare Airport using Electra turboprops where the passengers 

transferred to 707s to complete their journey. In the case of the San Francisco flights, one 

departed Friendship with three from National using the same aircraft arrangements.29 

With no limit placed on the distance for flights out of National, airlines continued to offer 

cross-country flights from that airport even after Dulles opened.  

American Airlines’ June 1963 schedule shows ten flights from the Washington 

Metropolitan Region to Los Angeles—four from National, three from Friendship, and 

three from Dulles. The Friendship flights were still nonstop turbojets as were the flights 

from Dulles. The flights from National still used turboprops to fly to Chicago where 

passengers transferred to jets. The same schedule shows nine flights to San Francisco 

                                                 
28 Statement of Policy on the Use of Washington National Airport by Scheduled Turbo-Jet Transport 

Aircraft, November 13, 1959; November 1959; Records of the Office of the Administrator Box 2; 

Headquarters Records of the FAA, 1926-81; Records of the FAA, Record Group 237, NACP 
29 “American Airlines TimeTable for April 1962,” accessed May 9, 2016, 

http://www.timetableimages.com/ttimages/complete/aa62/aa62-03.jpg. 
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eight of which were from National with the remaining flight from Dulles.30 American and 

other airlines justified scheduling cross country flights out of National because the first 

leg to Chicago was a short haul and that the aircraft that flew to O’Hare did not continue 

to the West Coast. This interpretation would not apply once the mid-sized turbojets 

entered the fleets of the nation’s airlines. One last thing these schedules show was the 

predicted growth in flights out of the region that formed the basis of Halaby’s optimism 

was taking place. In little over a year, American added six flights to Los Angeles and four 

to San Francisco. Furthermore, Dulles’ opening had no impact on Friendship since it 

gained one Los Angeles flight to offset the San Francisco flight transferred to Dulles. 

In July 1965 at the end of his tenure as FAA Administrator Halaby remained 

confident in the ultimate success of Dulles Airport. He acknowledged that actual traffic at 

the airport was about five years behind the initial forecasts but, traffic had shown strong 

growth each year since dedication. Based on the latest five-year projection from the 

BNCA this growth would continue through the end of the decade. Halaby anticipated 

Dulles making a profit by the end of the decade. He anticipated traffic would grow to the 

point where in 1975 the terminal building would need expanding. At the same time, he 

told the Senate Committee on Appropriations that his successor, William F. McKee, 

needed to make a decision on the future of National Airport. “We must take full account 

of the fact that within a very few years almost all air carrier operations will be conducted 

by jet aircraft.” Halaby was referring to the recent introduction of mid-sized turbojets by 

                                                 
30 “American Airlines Timetable for June 1963,” Airline Timetable Images, accessed February 16, 2016, 

http://www.timetableimages.com/ttimages/aa/aa63/aa63-03.jpg. 
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the domestic manufacturers Boeing and Douglas. These jets were capable of using 

National’s shorter runways would soon enter service.31 

The British De Havilland Corporation had stunned the world in 1949 when it first 

flew the prototype of its DH 106 Comet 1 turbojet transport. Conventional wisdom at the 

time held that turbojet engines were too inefficient and so lacking in power that a civil jet 

transport would not be able to carry enough payload to make a profit. The Comet 2 using 

newly developed Roll-Royce Avon engines showed that the conventional wisdom was 

wrong. The Comet 2 was so successful carrying passengers over long distance routes that 

De Havilland, the only company producing a turbojet transport, was booking orders from 

all the world’s major airlines including those in the United States. Since no American 

manufacturer had even begun to design a turbojet transport, it appeared the British 

aeronautical industry would nominate civil aviation for at least the next decade.32 

The turbojet offered the air carriers several economic advantages over piston 

powered aircraft. They were over twice as fast as the airliners they would replace thus 

capable of making a round trip between any two cities in the same amount of time as a 

one-way trip by a piston powered plane. A single jet could fly as twice as many 

passengers as one of the older planes. This permitted the airlines to earn more revenue 

per flight and since they could make twice as many flights in the same amount of time 

even more passengers could be carried between two cities for more profit. Jet engines 

required less maintenance than piston engines because they had fewer moving parts to 

                                                 
31 Independent Offices Appropriation Bill, 1966, Hearings on H. R. 7997, Before Comm. on 

Appropriations, United States Senate 89th Cong. 216 (1965) (testimony of Najeeb Halaby, Administrator, 

Federal Aviation Agency) 
32 Jeffrey A. Engel, Cold War at 30,000 Feet: The Anglo-American Fight for Aviation Supremacy 

(Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2007), 134–39. 



216 

 

wear out, they did not use spark plugs that required frequent adjustment or replacement, 

and they did not need complex gear systems connecting high revolution per minute 

(RPM) engines to low RPM propellers. Even fuel cost less per gallon because jets used 

kerosene which was cheaper to refine. Another advantage of jet engines was their lack of 

vibration and noise. The vibration created by piston engines placed stress on the airframe 

requiring frequent inspections which placed airliners out of service to find and repair 

damage. Compared to the older planes passengers found the jets to be smooth and quiet. 

While jetliners cost more per plane to acquire than their predecessors—the majority of 

which in the airlines’ fleets were less than five years old with another five to seven years 

of service life—their larger passenger capacity translated into more passenger/miles per 

aircraft which meant more profit per flight. The opportunity to make more money with a 

plane passengers preferred had the airlines converting as much of their fleets as possible 

as quickly as possible to jets. One downside of this rapid conversion was the large 

amount of debt incurred by the air carriers purchasing these planes. Paying off this debt 

meant the airlines had to place these planes on their most traveled routes. Several of these 

routes included Washington National Airport but, that airport’s runways were too short to 

accommodate the first commercial turbojet transports—Boeing’s 707, Douglas’ DC-8, 

and Convair’s 880. Dulles was built to accommodate these jets so the air carriers began 

using it for these routes but since it cost the air carriers more to operate from there they 

were not make as much money as they could using National. 

Seeing the success of the British aviation industry was about to have with the 

Comet, France called upon it manufacturers to develop a response. Several French 
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companies answered the call with designs. Eventually, the French government selected a 

twin engine mid-sized design by Société nationale des constructions aéronautiques du 

Sud-Est in 1955. This aircraft, the Caravelle SE 210, which first flew in 1955 was ideally 

suited for intra-European service. Smaller than the full sized turbojet transport the SE-

210 could operate from shorter runways. In the mid-1950s most European cities lacked 

airports with long runways. The SE-210 had a shorter range than the Comet 2, but this 

was not a handicap since it had sufficient range to fly between all the major cities on the 

continent. It soon became popular with Air France—the French national airline—

replacing both piston and turboprop aircraft on its European routes. Other European 

airlines purchased the SE-210 for their inter-European routes as well.33 

The Caravelle's success in Europe attracted the attention of United Air Lines. 

United had a route structure in the eastern United States similar to the route systems of 

European airlines. In 1961 United purchased 20 SE-210s to use on its most heavily 

traveled East Coast routes starting with its New York–Chicago service. Just as the Comet 

spurred the U.S. aerospace industry to develop the large 707 and DC-8 airliners, the 

Caravelle started them on the path to developing mid-sized jetliners. Boeing was the first 

to introduce a mid-sized plane, the 727 tri-jet, in February of 1964. The following a year 

Douglas brought out the two engine DC-9. Finally, in 1968 the Boeing 737 entered the 

market—after the DC-3, the 737 was one of the most successful transport aircraft 

designs.34 

                                                 
33 Davies, Airlines of the Jet Age, 55–61. 
34 Ibid., 55–61; “Boeing: Historical Snapshot: 727 Commercial Transport,” accessed October 6, 2015, 

http://www.boeing.com/history/products/727.page; “Boeing: Historical Snapshot: DC-9/C-9 Transport,” 
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When United started operating the Caravelle in the U.S. it wanted to use it on the 

heavily traveled Washington–Chicago route. Specifically, on the route from National 

Airport not the one from Dulles. Responding to this request the FAA agreed test what 

impact the SE-210 might have on operations at Washington National the summer of 

1961. Two months after assuming his duties at the FAA Administrator Halaby personally 

participated in this new evaluation of turbojets. The former Lockheed and Navy test pilot 

took the controls of a United Air Lines Caravelle and made several landings and takeoffs 

at National on July 15, 1961 a week after United began flying the jet on its New York–

Chicago route. The FAA’s tests included noise monitoring on and around the airport; 

something not done in the 1959 evaluation on the suitability of allowing jets use 

National. As might be expected the possibility of allowing jets to use National received 

an immediate response from Friendship’s supporters in Congress. Senator Butler of 

Maryland claimed that allowing jets into National would unfairly impact Friendship. 

Friendship Airport realized its first profitable year in 1960 mainly due entirely to its 

monopoly on jet access to the National Capital Region. Friendship had just begun an 

expansion of its facilities to offer better service to the jet traveler. Butler stated that if 

National operated jets customer preference for the more convenient airport would draw 

away as many as 22 percent of Friendship’s customers—customers who lived in the 

District and the two close in Maryland Counties of Montgomery and Prince George’s—

and turn that airport back into a money loser.35 

                                                                                                                                                 
Snapshot: 737 Commercial Transport,” accessed October 7, 2015, 

http://www.boeing.com/history/products/737-classic.page. 
35 Albon B. Harley, “Jet Tests Begin at National; Friendship Fears Traffic Loss: Halaby at Controls,” The 

Washington Post, Times Herald, July 16, 1961. 
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Donald W. Nyrop, President of Northwest Airlines, confirmed Butler’s concern 

that the airlines would be delighted to offer jet service at National when the, wrote 

Halaby asking that the FAA test the Boeing 720B as well. The Boeing 720B was a 

modified version of the 707 designed to operate from shorter runways. Northwest used 

this plane, rather than the Caravelle, on some its routes that included short runway 

airports and hoped to include National in that number if the airport was opened to 

turbojets. Nyrop informed Halaby that the 720B was quieter than the Caravelle and had 

better short runway characteristics. In his reply to Nyrop. Halaby said that if the ban was 

ever lifted it would be for all types of jets capable of using National, not a specific model. 

Once the FAA evaluated all the test data, it chose to leave the ban in place.36 However, 

the continuation of the ban was predicated on either the future availability of piston 

powered aircraft and continued customer acceptance of turboprop aircraft. This continued 

acceptance of turboprops was a major concern since in March of 1960 the FAA placed 

operational restriction on the Lockheed Electra—the most widely used domestic 

turboprop. These restrictions were in response to a series crashes where the Electra’s 

wings came off in flight. The problem was identified and corrected with the airliners 

returning to full operation in February of 1961 but the public’s faith had been shaken and 

the Electra never regained it former popularity.37 

                                                 
36 Donald W. Nyrop, President Northwest Airlines to Najeeb Halaby, Administrator FAA, August 9, 1961; 

August 1961; Records of the Office of the Administrator Box 30; Headquarters Records of the FAA, 1926-

81; Records of the FAA, Record Group 237, NACP; Najeeb Halaby to Donald W. Nyrop August 21, 1961; 

August 1961; Records of the Office of the Administrator Box 30; Headquarters Records of the FAA, 1926-

81; Records of the FAA, Record Group 237, NACP 
37 Davies, Airlines of the Jet Age, 46–47. 
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Once the U.S. aircraft industry began providing mid-sized jet transports for sale, 

the total conversion of the domestic air carrier fleets from piston and large turboprop 

aircraft to turbojet took place. Each year between 1961 and 1965 there were fewer piston 

planes flying scheduled routes. The airlines operating out of National were switching to 

turboprops—which were not covered by the ban—but these aircraft were slower and 

more expensive to operate than the pure jets. The airlines and their trade organization the 

ATA kept the pressure on the FAA by to open National to turbojets. Complicating any 

decision about National Airport was its age. In 1965, National was 25 years old, and little 

had been done to upgrade or modernize the airport including adding the infrastructure to 

support jets. The lack of this infrastructure at National and the cost of adding such 

improvements was another factor in the 1959 ban. 

The first serious push to allow turbojets into Washington National Airport came 

in January 1965 when Representative Pucinski of Illinois asked Halaby to lift the ban so 

that Chicago-based United Air Lines could operate jet service between Chicago’s 

Midway Airport and National. That airline had just shifted its popular New York–

Chicago service from O’Hare to Midway and still wanted to add National to its mid-sized 

jet service.38 During the months of February and March of 1965, there were rumors in the 

Nation’s Capital that the FAA was again studying the possibility of allowing jets to use 

National Airport.39 Acting on these rumors Allegheny Airlines—based in Arlington, VA 

and one of the five airlines that did not move any flights from National to Dulles—

                                                 
38 “Legislator Wants D.C. Jet Service,” The Sun, January 13, 1965; “Lift Jet Ban, FAA Is Urged,” The 

Washington Post, Times Herald, January 13, 1965. 
39 “Rep. Long Reports Plan To Close National Airport,” The Washington Post, Times Herald, February 25, 

1965. 
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announced that it was going to purchase between four and eight DC-9 jetliners it would 

operate out of National.40 Halaby put an end to the rumors during testimony before the 

House on May 2 when he disclosed that he ordered a complete study of National Airport 

to evaluate the following options: upgrade the airport to allow jet operations; restrict the 

airport to general aviation, or closing the airport altogether. BNCA director Hobbs also 

testified during these hearings on that status of Dulles. He explained that the long range 

revenue plan had Dulles losing money for the first ten years, breaking even for the next 

ten years, and then recovering the cost of construction plus interest during the following 

decade. Even though he admitted the BNCA was probably five years behind on that plan 

he felt traffic at “Dulles was bound to go up.”41 Later in testimony before the Senate 

Committee on Appropriations Halaby observed that “We must take full account of the 

fact that within a very few years almost all air carrier operations will be conducted by jet 

aircraft.”42 The last bit of airline pressure to lift the ban came in November—after Halaby 

had departed—when Eastern Airlines announced that it would begin using Boeing 727s 

out of National for its New York–Washington shuttle starting in May of 1966 with or 

without the FAA’s permission.43 

The FAA announced in January of 1966 that it would lift turbojet the ban in April 

of that year. Considering Halaby’s statement to the Senate Committee on Appropriations 

                                                 
40 Larry Weekley, “Allegheny to Start Conversion to Jets,” The Washington Post, Times Herald, April 29, 
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that soon the air carriers will operate nothing but jets indicates lifting the ban was most 

likely inevitable. One factor that drove the airlines to use Dulles was the jet ban at 

National. The steep slope on the left side of Dulles’ operations line in Figure 26 covers 

the years the ban was in place. That line begins to flatten out the year after the FAA 

removed the ban. Correspondingly, National’s line takes an upward turn in the two years 

following the lifting of the ban. The positive growth in both lines shows that air travel 

was still growing in the region, as Halaby claimed it would. However, more growth and 

faster growth was happening at National. The popularity of that airport combined with 

the airlines’ ability to operate more profitable turbojets out of the less expensive airport 

would in the coming years adversely impact Dulles’ ability to attract new traffic and 

make money. 

The BNCA was aware of the effect on Dulles of lifting the jet ban. At the time the 

announcement was made Arven Saunders—the new director of the BNCA—stated that as 

part of the decision to allow jets to use National was an agreement he negotiated with the 

airlines not to decrease the number of flights into Dulles while they added flights at 

National. In this agreement, the airlines pledged not to drop below their traffic levels on 

October 1, 1965.44 As can be seen in Figure 26 the air carriers kept to the agreement for 

the next decade. 

The FAA took a second action to limit flights operating in and out of National in 

July of 1966 by establishing a flight perimeter. This perimeter for the first time quantified 

the term short-haul as it applied to the airport. In July the new Administrator, William F. 
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McKee, first announced the FAA and the 13 airlines that operated out of the airport had 

agreed to a 500-mile limit on all non-stop flights from National. With no exceptions to 

this limit, cities like Chicago, St. Louis, and Atlanta that currently had non-stop flights 

would lose them.45 This announcement met with protests, especially from Capitol Hill. 

Washington National was the preferred airport for Congressional Representatives and 

Senator; a preference that would be an ongoing annoyance for Dulles. Responding to the 

complaints from the members of Congress the FAA quickly announced a new agreement 

setting the perimeter at 650 miles while a handful of cities within 1,000 miles of National 

that already had non-stop service to retain it. These grandfathered cities included 

Minneapolis, St. Louis, Memphis, Tampa, Orlando, Miami, and West Palm Beach. These 

restrictions went into effect on August 7, 1966. In a second action, the FAA restricted the 

number of slots—one landing or one take-off equals a slot—at National to 60 per hour 

with scheduled air carriers further limited to no more than 40 slots per hour. The FAA 

reserved the other 20 slots for charter and general aviation use. The slot restrictions went 

into effect on the first of September.46 

“Growth and Use of Washington Area Airports,” a 1971 GAO report, called the 

decision to lift the jet ban at National Airport a major impact on the growth of traffic at 

Dulles. Table 3 Average Hourly Aircraft Operations and Passenger Traffic contains data 

from that report. The numbers clearly show the imbalance of operations between the two 

airports immediately after lifting the jet ban. These averages show that National 

                                                 
45 William J. Eaton, “New FAA Chief Under Fire for Flight Changes: 90 Flights Switched,” The 

Washington Post, Times Herald, July 18, 1966, sec. City Life. 
46 “Curbs on Airport Eased in Capital: Nonstop Service Regulation Is Relaxed by F.A.A.,” New York 

Times, July 28, 1966. 
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processed five times the number of aircraft operations and four times the number of 

passengers each day on average than Dulles. At no point during the day, even during the 

afternoon push, do the number of operations at Dulles approach the level at National. The 

higher number of flights between the hours of five p.m. and seven p.m. at Dulles reflect 

the scheduling of trans-Atlantic flights. The speeds attainable by turbojets translated to 

one-way flight times across the ocean of seven to eight hours. Factoring in the time zone 

difference an eastbound flight departing in the early evening would arrive at any 

European city at breakfast time. This early arrival allowed ground crews time to service 

the aircraft for a noon departure which would arrive in the United States in the mid-

afternoon. Only between five and six p.m.—when flights to Europe were boarding—did 

the passenger traffic at Dulles approach that at National. As the GAO report noted, the 

Dulles terminal building never approached its optimum capacity 1,600 passengers an 

hour while National never dropped to its optimum capacity of 900.47 

  

                                                 
47 Comptroller General of the United States, “Growth and Use of Washington Area Airports.” 
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Table 3 Average Hourly Aircraft Operations and Passenger Traffic48 

 Dulles National 

Hour 

ending 

Operations 

per hour 

Passengers 

per hour 

Operations 

per hour 

Passengers 

per hour 

 8 a.m. 1 18 29 944 

 9 a.m. 7 294 35 1,256 

 10 a.m. 5 224 41 1,637 

 11 a.m. 2 87 41 1,570 

 12 p.m. 7 232 41 1,641 

 1 p.m. 8 302 38 1,617 

 2 p.m. 3 111 36 1,361 

 3 p.m. 5 199 39 1,636 

 4 p.m. 7 353 35 1,671 

 5 p.m. 13 806 42 2,352 

 6 p.m. 17 1,135 44 1,861 

 7 p.m. 16 751 42 2,187 

 8 p.m. 9 456 41 1,972 

 9 p.m. 9 345 41 1,910 

 10 p.m. 6 240 41 1,696 

 

 

The one advantage Dulles had when it opened to overcome passenger, airline and 

Congressional preference for National Airport was being the exclusive turbojet airport 

serving the National Capital Region. As long as that designation held it was on track to 

becoming a profitable airport, even though it was growing slower than anticipated. 

Allowing turbojets into National took that advantage away. Now Dulles had to compete 

with an airport that was more convenient to get to and more economical for the airlines. 

                                                 
48 The periods tested were a week each month covering Dulles operations in the calendar year 1969 and a 

week each month covering National operations in the calendar year 1968. 
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The perimeter placed on National, especially after it was modified in 1973 placing a 

1,000-mile limit on one-stop flights, helped prevent a wholesale abandonment by the 

domestic airlines. The 40 slot per hour rule also helped slow the future decline but, the 

traffic at Dulles began to decline shortly after the lifting of the ban.49 The prolonged 

decline that followed lifting the ban was a result of an economic downturn in the airline 

industry. 

Jumbo Jets, Oil Embargos, and Supersonic Transports 
As shown in Figure 26 Annual Aircraft Operations at Dulles International and 

Washington National Airports 1961-1982 the decade of the 1970s began with what the 

National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) classified as a business cycle 

contraction—the NBER does not use the term recession to refer to a period of negative 

economic growth.50 Between February 1961 and December 1969, the country 

experienced steady economic growth. One aspect of this growth was the expansion of 

civil aviation used as the basis for the predictions of growth at Dulles. The period also 

saw growing inflation due in part to the continued deficit spending to pay for the Viet 

Nam War. One reaction to this growing inflation was the 1969–1970 recession. While 

mild it was accompanied by a spike in oil prices which had a direct impact on the 

aviation industry.51 Both National and Dulles saw a drop off in traffic followed by an 
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50 National Bureau of Economic Research, “US Business Cycle Expansions and Contractions.” 
51 Marc Labonte and Gail Makinen, “The Current Economic Recession: How Long, How Deep, and How 

Different From the Past?” (Congressional Research Service, January 10, 2002), 
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increase as the economy began to improve. The introduction of the Boeing 747 jumbo jet 

contributed to the improvement at Dulles. 

In 1966 Pan American World Airways shocked the aviation industry by placing 

an order for 25 planes with aircraft manufacturer Boeing for an as yet undersigned large 

turbojet transport. This plane, which would become the 747, was to carry at least twice as 

many passengers as any existing jet transport across intercontinental distances. The first 

model of the 747 delivered to Pan Am had a range of 6,100 miles.52 What shocked the 

industry was that the proposed aircraft was a departure from the presumed trajectory of 

technological development. Conventional wisdom in the mid-1960s saw the supersonic 

transport (SST) then under development in the United States and Europe as the future of 

civil aviation. More shocking was that Boeing, the leading contender to design and build 

the U.S. SST, undertook this project in the first place. A tenant of aviation visionaries at 

the time, like Najeeb Halaby, was that speed trumped everything else, even the cost of 

operation. 

To the airman, progress and speed had been synonymous; growth 

and compressed time, identical. The airman regarded swift 

transportation as a logical goal; economics and politics perceive it as 

merely complex, costly and difficult. To me in 1961, a man of 

aviation, the supersonic transport was just as sensible as the DC-6 

and Constellation replacing the DC-3 and then being supplanted by 

the 707 and DC-8.53 

With the SSTs expected to enter service by the end of the 1970s, the 747s would only be 

a third of the way through their service life, and few airlines would want to buy them. 

The Boeing Company addressed this by designing the 747 to permit easy conversion to a 

                                                 
52 Davies, Airlines of the Jet Age, 108–9. 
53 Najeeb E. Halaby, Crosswinds: An Airman’s Memoir, 1st ed (Garden City, N.Y: Doubleday, 1978), 182. 
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cargo plane reasoning that shippers would be satisfied with its less expensive subsonic 

speed. 

Conventional wisdom was incorrect. The aircraft industry saw the economics 

inherent in the wide body design. The 747 carried two and a half to three times as many 

passengers as the 707s and DC-8s but only used half again as much fuel. American 

Airlines quickly responded with slightly different requirements for such an airplane to 

use on its domestic routes. Douglas responded with a design that would become the DC-

10. Douglas’ transport differed from the 747 in three key areas: it had transcontinental 

(3,000 miles) not intercontinental range, it used three engines not four for less fuel 

consumption, and it could operate for older short runway airports. After Douglas had 

begun designing its wide body, Lockheed made the decision not to miss out on this 

potential market as it had by not building a competitor to the 707. Lockheed saw more 

potential sales in the domestic market than the international one and designed its L-1011 

along the lines of the DC-10. A new European manufacturer, Airbus Industrie, developed 

its wide-body jetliner optimized for the shorter routes of the European market with the 

2,000-mile twin-engine A300.54 

The impact the 747 on airports was a requirement for stronger service ramps and 

runways to support its weight and terminal modifications to accommodate its greater 

wingspan and higher cabin door. The forward-looking design of Dulles’ airfield required 

only reinforcement of the service apron to accommodate these planes. However, Dulles’ 

Mobile Lounges could not raise their boarding ramps high enough to accommodate the 

                                                 
54 Davies, Airlines of the Jet Age, 421–22. 
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extra five feet needed to reach the doors. The jetways used at conventional finger airports 

could not reach the higher doors either. For Dulles the solution was relatively easy, 

acquire a new boarding vehicle. The other airports faced more difficulty accommodating 

the jumbos having to rebuild portions of their terminals completely to add the additional 

separation of boarding gates needed for the 747’s wingspan and to raise the jetways. 

The Budd Company, builders of the cabin for the Mobile Lounge, seeing an 

opportunity with the imminent arrival of the 747 developed the Plane-Mate boarding 

vehicle. Budd designed the Plane Mate in hopes airports across the country would adopt 

it instead as the solution for accommodating the 747 instead of rebuilding portions of 

their terminals. The Plane-Mate differed from the Mobile Lounge in several ways. The 

most obvious feature of the Plane-Mate were the two humps on its roof. These housed the 

mechanism which allowed the entire cabin to raise or lower to match either the terminal 

boarding gate or the aircraft cabin door. Figure 28 shows a Plane-Mate fully raised to 

match the height of a 747 cabin door. Unlike the Mobile Lounges, the Plane-Mates had 

true front and rear ends. Since they did not operate like ferry boats, they had a less 

complex drive and steering systems. This simpler drive system helped make the vehicle 

less expensive than the Mobile Lounge. The Plane-Mate provided full protection from the 

weather; a feature Budd was unable to design into the original Mobile Lounge cabin. One 

shortcoming of the Plane-Mate was its capacity. While greater than that of the Mobile 

Lounge—150 passengers vs. 100—it still took three of the vehicles to load a 747 fully. 

Just as Saarinen hoped the original Mobile Lounge would become popular with airport 

operators—a hope never realized due to airline opposition—Budd expected the savings 
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of using the Plane-Mate compared to the cost of rebuilding terminal facilities would lead 

to widespread use.55 

 

 
Figure 28 Plane-Mate Loading a 747 at Dulles International Airport 

 

Budd had some initial success marketing the Plane-Mate. Najeeb Halaby, now 

president of Pan American World Airways, ordered three for use at Kennedy Airport. Pan 

American’s answer to the 747 door height problem was to tear down its iconic Worldport 

terminal building at Kennedy International and build a new facility. Halaby had argued 

against this course of action preferring instead to use Plane-Mates. His board of directors 

overruled him but did allow the purchase of up to eight of the vehicles for use while the 

company constructed its new terminal.56 At the same time, American acquired eight 

                                                 
55 “New Wheeled Airport Lounge Shown,” New York Times, November 6, 1969. 
56 Halaby, Crosswinds, 280–81. 



231 

 

Plane-Mates to use at LaGuardia where it planned to operate DC-10s.57 Unfortunately, 

both of these turned out to be temporary. Once Pan American and American finished 

their enlarged terminals with conventional boarding systems, they got rid of the Plane-

Mates. Besides Dulles, the only other customer of the Plane-Mate that retained its vehicle 

was the National Air and Space Administration which used theirs to debark astronauts 

from the space shuttle. 

Civil aviation experienced renewed growth following the 1969-1970 recession 

but, it created circumstances that would lead to difficulties for the aviation industry by 

the mid-1970s. The improving economy coincided with the introduction of the airbus 

type wide body airliners—the DC-10, the A320, and the L-1011. Lockheed was the last 

of the manufacturers to bring its wide body jet to market. To generate sales Lockheed 

priced the L-1011 below the DC-10. In response, Douglas was forced to lower the price 

of the DC-10 setting off a mini price war. The airlines wanting to cash in on the 

depressed prices purchased more widebodies than their traffic and route structure 

required. Initially, this was not thought to be a problem because the airlines expected with 

the economy improving following the oil embargo they would see a growth in passengers 

similar to that seen during the 1960s when passenger-miles flown grew from 38,862,964 

to 125,420,120.58 When traffic did not grow at this rate, the airlines found themselves 

with an excess number of large planes they could not fill with passengers. 
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As the jumbo jets entered service following the 1969–1970 recession Dulles 

experienced a growth in operations. Much of this was from air carriers placing the DC-

10s and L-1011s into service. A restriction on widebodies at National helped to keep this 

growth from turning into a decline. The FAA initially took another step to slow the 

growth at National by limiting another new type of jets at that facility. This new type of 

aircraft was a new version of an existing one that used National, the stretched version of 

the Boeing 727. Boeing engineers found they could lengthen the fuselage of a 727 

without needing a major redesign. This stretching of the passenger cabin allowed this 

modified 727 to carry more passengers than a first generation 707 with no significant loss 

in fuel economy or the need for longer runways. Needless to say, the airlines operating 

727s out of National wanted to replace their existing equipment with these higher 

capacity versions but, the FAA refused their requests attempting to control growth at 

National.59 

The FAA changed this position in April 1970 to counter a work action “slow 

down” by air traffic controllers at National. The controllers were protesting the poor work 

environment caused by the high traffic volume at National. The FAA responded by 

allowed airlines to use the stretch version of the 727 on a temporary basis while it 

negotiated with the controllers. The FAA reasoned, by allowing the use of these higher 

capacity jetliners the air carriers could carry the same number of passengers using fewer 

                                                 
59 Davies, Airlines of the Jet Age, 117–18. 
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flights per hour. After resolving the labor dispute later in 1970, the FAA did not reinstate 

the ban on stretch jetliners.60 

About this same time rumors began circulating that the FAA was considering a 

change to its ban on the larger capacity airbus type aircraft into National. These rumors 

turned into reality in 1973 when the FAA proposed a redefinition of the roles of the two 

airports. The stated goals of this proposal were: 

1. To rationalize the role and use of the airports from an overall 

transportation viewpoint; 

2. To achieve fuller utilization of existing and planned capacity at 

the airports; 

3. To reduce unnecessary constraints on the use of equipment at 

the airports; and 

4. To ensure that the growth, use, and role of the airports are 

compatible with the changing demands and expectations of the 

community especially with respect to environmental quality. 

The new policy reaffirmed the 650-mile limit for non-stop flights from National and 

added a new restriction, a 1,000-mile limit on one-stop flights. Under this policy, the 

FAA would modernize but not expand National so that air carriers could operate new 

equipment, i.e. airbus type aircraft. However, this new equipment had to be quieter than 

the existing ones. The slot limits would remain unchanged unless an airline wanted to use 

an airbus type aircraft. The airline wanting to use one of these widebody aircraft it would 

give up two of its existing slots for each slot used by these larger types. The extra slot 

surrendered would not be reassigned to any scheduled air carrier but become part of the 

charter/general aviation slot pool. The new policy also expected the air carriers to 

continue observing their agreement not to schedule flights into or out of National after 10 

                                                 
60 Comptroller General of the United States, “Growth and Use of Washington Area Airports.” 
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p.m. or before 7 a.m. It is important to note that this curtailment of nighttime operations 

was an agreement between the air carriers and the airport not a law nor a regulation nor a 

rule. There has never been an enforceable curfew at National Airport which is open for 

operations 24 hours a day. The airlines made this agreement because at that time they 

simply saw no economic reason to schedule late-night or early morning flights. 61 

This policy would have been beneficial for Dulles since it sought to close a 

loophole in the perimeter rule. Recall that just after Dulles opened air carriers were still 

booking cross-country flights out of National but requiring passengers to change from the 

turboprop that flew out of National to a turbojet. In the view of the FAA, this amounted 

to two distinct flights because of the change of planes. After the introduction of the 

midsize jets at National, the airlines began using schedules these long distance flights 

now landed within 650 miles of National, refueled, let a few passengers off, took other 

passengers on, and then continued to a final destination well beyond the 650-mile limit. 

This practice violated the spirit of National’s designation as a short haul airport, but, 

since the practice was not specifically prohibited the FAA could do nothing to stop it. 

The 1,000-mile boundary on one-stop flights in the proposed regulations was specifically 

designed to halt this practice. 

One specific example of this practice were the flights by American Airlines 

between Washington, D.C., and Tulsa, Oklahoma. American Airlines held a CAB 

certificate to provide one round-trip flight a day between Washington and Tulsa; a 

certificate it had held for several years. In the early 1970s, an average of only 75 

                                                 
61 Washington National Airport and Dulles International Airport: Policy Regarding Roles, 38 Fed. Reg. 

2713 (January 29, 1973). 
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passengers per week flew between the Nation’s Capital and Tulsa. With only turbojets 

available in its fleet in 1973 and the distance between the two cities these flights should 

have gone to Dulles. At the same time, the number of passengers flying between them per 

week was too few to make money on daily flights. In the early 1970s, the airlines needed 

their aircraft between 60 and 65 percent full to make a profit.62 Faced with having to 

provide this daily CAB mandated flight between Washington and Tulsa and needing at 

least 69 passengers per flight to make a profit American chose to stop in Chicago.63 This 

practice allowed the airline to add passengers seeking to fly between Washington and 

Chicago or Chicago and Tulsa to the few who were flying between Washington and 

Tulsa.64 

Not everyone was happy with these regulations especially anti-noise community 

groups that organized following the decision to allow turbojets into National. One of 

these groups Virginians for Dulles (VFD)—“a citizens group dedicated to reducing the 

nefarious impact of National Airport on their private lives, their neighborhoods, and the 

Metropolitan community at large”—demanded the FAA make some changes to the 

proposed policy. When the FAA refused, the VFD sued to ask among other actions the 

FAA conduct an environmental impact assessment (EIA)—as called for in the National 

                                                 
62 Davies, Airlines of the Jet Age, 141. 
63 The 69 passenger number represents 65 percent of the 106 passenger capacity of a normal fuselage 727. 
64 William D. Stewart, senior vice president American Airlines to Federal Aviation Agency Office of the 

General Counsel, March 30, 1973, Folder 3, Box 24, Virginians for Dulles records, Collection #C0025, 

Special Collections and Archives, George Mason University Libraries. 
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Environmental Policy Act of 1969—before implementing any of new proposed policies. 

The VFD files its lawsuit just as the economy entered another contraction.65 

The 1973-1975 recession had a negative impact on air travel in general and 

operations at Dulles in particular. The embargo the Organization of Petroleum Exporting 

Countries (OPEC) placed countries supporting Israel during the 1973 Arab-Israeli War 

produced a quadrupling of petroleum prices(Figure 29). These prices never returned to 

their lower levels during the remainder of the decade. The recession also brought on a 

decline in travel which slowed the growth in civil aviation. These two effects exacerbated 

the negative aspects of the airlines’ overinvestment in widebody airliners. The increase in 

the cost of fuel necessitated a higher load factor per flight to break even, but declining 

travel made that difficult. With the CAB slow to respond to a request for fare increases 

the only option available to the airlines was cutting back on service. Fewer scheduled 

flights using these widebody aircraft translated into fewer flights at Dulles since these 

aircraft types could not use National. 

 

                                                 
65 Sigurd H. Rasmussen, Member Executive Board Virginians for Dulles to Federal Aviation Agency 

Office of the General Counsel, Folder 3, Box 24, Virginians for Dulles records, Collection #C0025, Special 

Collections and Archives, George Mason University Libraries. 
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Figure 29 Price of Oil per Barrel 1970-2000 

 

The arrival of the much anticipated supersonic transport in the mid-1970s could 

not turn around the decline at Dulles—an airport ideally suited for this type of aircraft. 

Once considered the future of civil aviation, the SST had become little more than 

deviation in the trajectory of aviation technology. Initial enthusiasm in the United States 

for this advancement in civil air transport in 1960 turned sour in 1971 when faced with 

not only the cost of designing and developing the aircraft but with a series of 

environmental concerns. Meanwhile, the Soviet Union and an Anglo-French consortium 

finalized their SST designs with prototypes flying by 1969. The United States finally 
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dropped out of the race to build an SST in 1971 when Congress cut off funding in the 

face of poor economic forecasts along with environmental and political opposition.66 

The sonic boom created by these large aircraft was the one technical problem that 

could not be mitigated making the SST unsuitable for flying over populated areas. 

Following a series of tests around Oklahoma City in 1964 and at Edwards Air Force Base 

in 1966 the effects of sonic booms on the ground were deemed more than the “annoyance 

level.”67 The result was the eventual prohibition of supersonic commercial flights over 

the continental United States. With the U.S. airlines no longer able to operate at 

supersonic speeds between cities on their domestic routes a major market for the SST 

went away. Given the Concorde’s production lead over a domestic SST, U.S. air carriers 

had placed dozens of orders for the plane as soon as the manufacturer began taking them 

in 1965. These orders were all canceled due to the supersonic speed ban by 1973—two 

years before the first Concorde entered service. In the end only British Airways and Air 

France—the national air carriers of the two governments that financed construction of the 

plane—purchased and operated the aircraft.68 

With supersonic speeds limited to the over water portions of routes, the most 

profitable use of these planes was on the North Atlantic service between Europe and the 

United States. However, given the high cost of operation and the relatively small 

passenger payload of these aircraft, the U.S. airlines which flew to Europe were still not 

                                                 
66 Davies, Airlines of the Jet Age, 318–27. 
67 Ibid., 154–57. 
68 Ibid., 113–16. 
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interested in operating these planes.69 Both British Airways and Air France began 

Concorde service to Europe from Dulles Airport on May 24, 1976. However, the two 

flights a day by an airliner with a capacity of around 100 passengers did not offset the 

loss of the handfuls of 250 passenger capacity widebody flights Dulles was experiencing. 

Further, as during every period of economic slowdown the domestic airlines used every 

means available to shift traffic from Dulles to less expensive airfields. 

Airline Deregulation - A Second Crippling Blow  
Unlike the previous recessions, traffic at Dulles did not recover from the 1973-

1975 recession. National, on the other hand, was growing yet again. The combination of a 

reduction in the size of the domestic fleets of DC-10s and L-1011s, the stretch mid-sized 

jets operating out of National, that airport’s proximity to Washington, and its lower 

operating costs made it hard for Dulles to compete. Had everything remained the same 

Dulles might have slowly turned its decline around but new rumors concerning how the 

airlines might operating in the future, ways that could adversely affect Dulles, had begun 

to circulate. The subject of these rumors was airline deregulation. 

Beginning with the Air Mail Act of 1925 the federal government guided the 

development and growth of civil air transport in the United States. Guided by precepts of 

early twentieth century progressivism first the Post Office Department and then the Civil 

Aeronautics Board sought to nurture the fledgling industry by supporting those airline 

companies that were financially sound and capable while excluding smaller less secure 

                                                 
69 Braniff International Airways did operate a joint Concorde service with both British Airways and Air 

France between 1978 and 1980 flying between Dallas/Fort Worth and London or Paris. All the aircraft used 

belonged to the foreign airlines but were temporarily re-registered to Braniff for the flights between Dulles 

and Dallas/Fort Worth, a sort of legal slight of hand. 
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operators. Both the Post Office Department and the CAB executed their responsibility in 

the public interest as they defined it, but the result was an oligopoly.70 From its origin in 

1938, when it grandfathered the existing certificates of public convenience and necessity 

authorizing the transportation of persons, property, and mail, the CAB approved only a 

single new certificate. The board disallowed all other attempts by upstart companies 

seeking to become a trunk airline finding they were “unfit, unwilling and unable” to 

perform that service in the public interest.71 

The CAB did not just guard the gate by controlling which companies could 

operate as scheduled air carriers it regulated all aspects of the airline business. The board 

controlled the routes the air carriers flew by first establishing potential city-pairs—two 

points between which airlines could carry passengers, mail, or freight and then allowing 

the airlines to bid on acquiring the right to fly that route. Once an air carrier accepted a 

certificate for a city-pair, it could not discontinue service without CAB permission. Air 

carriers were encouraged to retain less than profitable city-pairs on their schedules with 

indirect subsidies awarded by the CAB. 

The CAB’s most important power was control of fares. The Civil Aeronautics Act 

of 1938 granted power to prevent ruinous price wars. With an air route network as 

complex as that in the United States, the CAB avoided spending time determining an 

appropriate fare for each city-pair by setting a single cents-per-mile rate nationwide. Any 

carrier wishing to charge a different rate had to receive CAB permission. The process 

                                                 
70 F. Robert Van der Linden, Airlines and Air Mail: The Post Office and the Birth of the Commercial 

Aviation Industry (Lexington, Ky: University Press of Kentucky, 2002), vii-xiii. 
71 Davies, Airlines of the Jet Age, 139–40. 
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used by the CAB in ruling on such requests included asking the opinion of all the other 

air carriers. A unanimous agreement was a prerequisite for a favorable response to such 

requests. The inflexibility of fares this system created may have protected the young civil 

air transport industry getting established in 1938, but by the 1970s it hindered the mature 

air carriers from responding to the necessities of slowing growth in a time of economic 

contraction. 

By the start of the decade of the 1970s the belief that the CAB had outlived its 

usefulness began to grow. Consumer advocates argued that if the CAB allowed new 

airlines to start operations and offer market-based fares, the public would benefit with 

improved scheduling and lower ticket prices. Economists like Alfred Kahn argued against 

the New Deal era notion that regulated monopolies—like the airline industry— were the 

only means to control structurally competitive industries which operated in the public 

interest.72 Congress began to take an interest in deregulating the airlines when Senator 

Kennedy, Chairman of the Judiciary Committee, held hearings on the subject in 1975. 

President Carter signaled that deregulation of the airlines would be an issue his 

administration would tackle when he appointed Kahn as Chairman of the CAB in 1977. 

The Airline Deregulation Bill of 1978 became law in October of that year. Initially, 

airline deregulation proved worse for Dulles Airport than the decision to open National to 

jets. 

As seen in Figure 26, by 1982 Dulles had experienced ten years of steady decline. 

This decline began with the recession of 1973-75 and continued through the first years of 

                                                 
72 Alfred E. Kahn, The Economics of Regulation: Principles and Institutions (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 

1988), xv–xvii. 
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deregulation. Deregulation affected Dulles, at least initially, negatively because several 

things happened that caught its proponents unprepared. The legacy airlines reacted to the 

removal of the CAB’s power to keep new airlines or even the certified smaller regional 

airlines from encroaching on their most profitable routes. They did this in hopes that by 

saturating an airport’s slots and gate space there would be no capacity left for 

encroachment. This tactic left the newcomers with little or no room at these profitable 

airports. Expensive Dulles was anything but a profitable airport. The upshot was the 

airlines moving more traffic away to airports wanted to defend. Being expensive, Dulles 

was not attractive to the newly created companies who were operating at a loss while 

trying to build their business. The airlines could move away and drop below their 

October 1965 because their 1966 agreement with the BNCA was non-binding. All this 

movement and concentration was possible because once freed of CAB oversight the 

airlines changed the way they built their route networks. 

One of the lingering aspects of the Air Mail Act of 1925 was the construction of 

air route networks. Just as architects looked to railroad stations for inspiration when 

building the first airport terminals, the U. S. Post Office Department looked to the 

railroads for inspiration when designing the first air mail routes. Railroads tended to run 

their main or trunk line between two prominent terminal cities. In the case of the New 

York Central Railroad (NYC), these cities were New York and Chicago. The tracks of 

these trunk lines also passed through cities that lay between the terminal cities. Again 

using the example of the NYC, its mainline passed through Albany, Buffalo, Cleveland, 

Toledo, and South Bend—among others—on its way from New York to Chicago. Some 



243 

 

trains, the locals stopped at every city, town, and community with a station along the 

route while the express trains only stopped at the most important. The trunk line had 

branches that provided service between communities away from the trunk and the cities 

served by the trunk (see Figure 30). 

 

 
Figure 30 New York Central System Map from 1926 

 

Under the Air Mail Act of 1925, the Post Office could contract with private 

companies to carry the mail over designated routes.73 The Post Office imitated the 

railroads by creating a transcontinental trunk between New York and San Francisco over 

which government pilots flew the mail. A series of Contract Air Mail (CAM) Routes 

                                                 
73 F. Robert Van der Linden, Airlines and Air Mail: The Post Office and the Birth of the Commercial 

Aviation Industry (Lexington, Ky: University Press of Kentucky, 2002), 10–11. 
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augmented this trunk similar to the branch lines of the railroads.74 The Air Mail Act was 

amended the following year to allow the change how the Post Office paid its contractors 

and permitted the creation of additional routes. Creating these additional routes led the 

Post Office to split its transcontinental trunk into two separate routes—New York to 

Chicago (CAM 17) and Chicago to San Francisco (CAM 18)—and privatize those 

routes.75 This trunk and branch route structure was in place when the CAB began 

regulating the airlines and remained their route structure up to deregulation (see Figure 

31). 

 

 
Figure 31 Post Office Air Mail Route Map from 1928 

 

                                                 
74 Ibid., 18. 
75 Ibid., 26. 
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In the early years of civil aviation, the trunk route system worked well enough. 

The networks were simple with few nodes—city pairs requiring service—and only a 

handful of flights a day, at most, between them. The aircraft of the time were short 

ranged having to make frequent refueling stops and so accommodated routes with 

numerous stops well. As air travel became more popular in the 1950s and 1960s, more 

nodes were added to the route networks and along with more flights between popular 

cities. Trunk routing which worked for railroads because they could not deviate from the 

rails that connected the cities in their route network, however, for airlines they became 

cumbersome and inefficient, especially as aircraft acquired transcontinental range 

eliminating the need for frequent fuel stops. Even so, as long as the government 

continued to provide subsidies to make up for revenue lost serving cities that generated 

insufficient revenue efficiency was not an issue. With the subsidies removed as a result of 

deregulation, the airlines found themselves needing to do more to improve the 

profitability of their route networks besides simply dropping money-losing cities. They 

needed a route structure that made the most efficient use of their equipment and 

personnel. The system they soon adopted with the hub-and-spoke network. 

A hub-and-spoke configuration was not necessarily a new idea. New York and 

Chicago had always been the principal destinations of several airlines’ route networks. 

As a result, the airports in these cities had some of the characteristics now associated with 

hub airports. These were not true hubs since the airlines still maintained trunk routes 

through them as well as some point-to-point routing. Not even Delta Airlines which had a 

reputation during the pre-deregulation era of routing every flight through Atlanta 
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operated a true hub-and-spoke route system. It was two freight carriers—Universal 

Airlines which operated a hub at Willow Run Airport outside of Detroit and Federal 

Express which operated its hub at Memphis—that had the first true hub-and-spoke 

networks in the 1960s and 1970s.76 

A hub-and-spoke network differs from the trunk configuration by having a 

centrally positioned airport act as a hub for surrounding airports served by the airline; the 

spoke airports. Figure 32 is an example of a hub with eleven spokes. Passengers can fly 

from any spoke city to any other spoke city but to do so, they are required to deplane at 

the hub and then board the flight going to their final destination. To minimize the length 

of time, the passengers spend at the hub waiting for the continuing leg of their journey 

the airline schedules the departure of the flights from the spoke airports, so they all arrive 

at the hub within the same half hour to 45-minute time frame. This group of arriving 

flights is called a bank. All the passengers arriving in a bank deplane at the hub, move 

through the airport to the gates from which the flight to their final destination departs, and 

board this second aircraft. With the arrival of the final plane in a bank, using the network 

in Figure 32, there are now eleven aircraft at the hub loading passengers bound for the 

eleven spoke cities; as soon as each departing aircraft completes loading it leaves the hub 

as part of another bank. 

 

                                                 
76 Daniel L. Rust, Flying Across America: The Airline Passenger Experience (Norman: University of 

Oklahoma Press, 2009), 217. 
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Figure 32 Hub-and-spoke Network with 12 Nodes 

 

The hub-and-spoke configuration offers several advantages to the airlines. One is 

that this configuration uses the fewest number of connections while providing service to 

all the cities in the system. Again in the example shown in Figure 32 the airline only 

needs eleven aircraft to provide service from every city to every city in the network. If 

the airline were to attempt to provide a similar point-to-point service it would need 66 

aircraft—the formula to calculate that requirement is 
𝑛(𝑛−1)

2
 with n the number of nodes 

in the system. Hub-and-spoke operations also gave the airlines flexibility in the 

equipment used for each spoke. Spokes to small market cities could use smaller more 

efficient aircraft while the spokes to large market cities used larger aircraft. For the 

traveler this configuration permitted one-stop service from any city in the network to any 

other city. 

At first glance, Washington Dulles appeared to have the attributes needed for a 

hub airport. It had over 120 slots per hour, more than enough to handle multiple large 

banks of aircraft. It had a central location on the East Coast capable of serving spokes 
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from New York to the Carolinas and inland to the Ohio and Tennessee River Valleys. 

The airfield was large enough to accommodate dozens of aircraft of the same time. 

Despite these positive attributes Dulles’ negative features, its high cost and Mobile 

Lounge System kept it from being selected as a hub as the airlines shifted to this type of 

network. The Mobile Lounge presented a serious disadvantage to any airline considering 

hub operations at the airport. Efficient hub operations required passengers moving 

expeditiously from arriving aircraft to departing aircraft so that aircraft spend the 

minimum amount of time on the ground. Aircraft earn no revenue sitting at the gate. As 

the airlines refined their schedules to the hub-and-spoke configuration the time an aircraft 

spent at the gate was between 40 and 60 minutes. Enough time to unload, perform as 

quick cleaning of the cabin, and reload for departure. It took as much time to load and 

unload a Mobile Lounge planeside as it took to perform the same operations alongside a 

terminal. Added to this ground time at Dulles were the following: 

 Time for the Lounges needed to travel from plane to the terminal building; 

 Time to unload the Lounges; 

 Time for passengers to move from one Lounge to another; 

 Time to reload the Lounges; and 

 Time for the trip out to the departing aircraft. 

All these activities unique to Dulles double or triple the time allotted for a plane on the 

ground between flights. Using the Mobile Lounges to ferry passengers directly from an 

arriving aircraft to all the connecting aircraft would not save any time and would 

represent a routing nightmare for the Mobile Lounge operations office. If Dulles was to 

succeed in the hub-and-spoke era, it would have to move on from the Mobile Lounge 

System. 
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Dulles Airport got through its first two decades of operation with mixed success. 

The foresight of its CAA designers was proven when their airfield was able to 

accommodate every advance in aviation technology that came along. What their design 

could not overcome was the airport’s location and cost of operation. Without a direct 

ground connection to the District of Columbia Dulles was ill-equipped to compete with 

the move accessible National and Friendship Airports. The cost to build the airport 

coupled with the requirement to recoup that cost to repay the U.S. Treasury resulted in 

fees and leases twice those of the other two airports. Higher fees and leases meant the 

airlines had to have higher than average load factors to make a profit on flights out of 

Dulles, something that was not happening because of the airport’s inconvenience to the 

local community. Allowing jets into National Airport did not help the difficulties Dulles 

was facing. Still, as long as the economy did well, Dulles was able to generate some 

growth. It might have generated more had it not been for Saarinen’s Mobile Lounges. 

While the airfield proved adaptable to every innovation in civil aviation, the 

design of Saarinen’s Lounges was too rigid to adapt to change. The film The Expanding 

Airport used to sell the concept to the airline executives implied the Lounges could 

accommodate new aircraft types for decades. The reality was that six years after they 

began operation they could not accommodate the access door of the 747 that was only 

five feet higher that the door on a 707. This early obsolescence represents the type of 

inflexibility typical with high-modernist designs. It still might be argued that the basic 

concept was sound given the arrival of the PlaneMate which corrected some of the 
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Mobile Lounge’s shortcomings. As it turned out, it was the underlying concept that that 

had the problem when the airlines adopted the more efficient hub-and-spoke routing 

system following deregulation. The airline executives were correct by insisting on a 

traditional boarding method. 

If Dulles was to shed its image as a white elephant, two things needed to happen. 

First, it needed to become more accessible. Accessibility for Dulles meant completing 

Interstate 66 into the District of Columbia. While an Interstate Highway might not seem 

like something that fell within the purview of Dulles’ managers, it did since the FAA now 

resided within the Department of Transportation. Secretary of Transportation had the 

authority to help resolve the stand-off between the Commonwealth of Virginia and the 

residents of Arlington County. The second action required the airport find a way to 

abandon the Mobile Lounge concept for a more traditional boarding method so it could 

attract airlines looking for a hub.
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CHAPTER FIVE - 1984-1986: THE BREAKOUT YEARS 

On July 8, 1981, Secretary of Transportation Drew Lewis announced that the first 

of the two actions needed to make Dulles successful would happen. As part of a new set 

of policies for National Airport, he promised to have the Dulles International Airport 

Access Highway (DIAAH) extension joining with Interstate 66 completed within 27 

months. Thia was possible because construction on the extension of Interstate 66 inside 

the Beltway had finally begun in 1978 and was nearing completion. Secretary Lewis 

made good on his promise dedicating the DIAAH extension on November 30, 1983.1 

This event capped off a year that saw the first growth in aircraft operations at the airport 

in over a decade. This growth improved in 1984 aided in no small part by improved 

access to the airport. 1984 was also the year Congress changed the name of the airport to 

Washington Dulles International Airport to “reveal its whereabouts to the unseasoned 

traveler.”2 This confusion by novice travelers as to their whereabouts was due in part to 

the opening of a new international airport serving the Dallas, Texas, region—Dallas-Fort 

Worth International Airport—in 1973.3 In the debate over the name change legislation 

Congress also expressed the opinion that “[t]o some small extent, the airport’s underuse 

                                                 
1 Paul Hodge, “Dulles Access Road Formally Dedicated; Will Open Monday: Dulles Access Road to I-66 

Will Open Monday,” The Washington Post, December 1, 1983, sec. METRO Federal Diary Weather 

Obituaries. 
2 “Dulles Name-Change Voted,” The Washington Post, June 16, 1984, sec. METRO Weather Obituaries 

Religion. 
3 Michael Isikoff, “Panel Wants to End Dallas-Dulles Mixup,” The Washington Post, May 9, 1984, sec. 

METRO Federal Diary Obituaries Classified. 
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may be the product of traveler confusion.”4 As straightforward as this solution to Dulles’ 

under usage seemed to Members of Congress as was discussed in the previous chapter it 

was not confusion over the airport’s location that caused the problem but a combination 

of the airport’s inaccessibility—customers preferred a convenient airport—and Dulles’ 

unsuitability as a hub airport. Opening the DIAAH extension addressed accessibility. 

1984 brought the first of a series of events would eventually make Dulles a hub. These 

events were the 1984 revised Master Plan which abandoned the Mobile Lounge Concept, 

the decision by four airlines to make Dulles a hub in 1985, and the transfer of Dulles and 

National from the federal government to a regional airports authority in 1986. 

1985 saw the third year of growth at Dulles. It was, in fact, a real turnaround year 

for the airport and the year during which it began to lose its reputation as a White 

Elephant.5 Initially, changes in the airline industry resulting from deregulation hurt 

Dulles. However, as the deregulation era continued and the way the airlines reorganized 

their route structures to accommodate the new reality, the changes had the potential to 

benefit Dulles. Before that could happen, the airport needed two things in place. The first 

was a revision to the master plan that recognized the new reality of airline deregulation, 

specifically hub-and-spoke routing. The second was money to build out the master plan. 

Dulles received its revised master plan in August of 1984. Based on the recommendations 

of this plan the airport management granted permission to build temporary conventional 

concourses in the airport’s midfield to three of the four airlines that chose to hub at 

                                                 
4 “Dulles Name-Change Voted.” 
5 Warren Brown, “Dulles Airport Recovers from White-Elephant Image: Area’s Rapid Growth Attracts 

More Airlines Dulles International Takes Off with Additional Flights,” The Washington Post, May 13, 

1985, sec. Washington Business. 



253 

 

Dulles. It was fortunate the airlines were willing to foot the bill for these concourses since 

Congress was unable to find the will to fund airport construction. This reluctance in 

Congress fund airport construction in 1985 was due in part to its consideration of 

proposed legislation from a commission established by Secretary of Transportation 

Elizabeth Dole—the Holton Commission. This legislation would eventually lead to the 

establishment of the Metropolitan Washington Airports Authority (MWAA) in 1986 

which placed the operation of the airports on a business vice bureaucratic basis. 

Figure 33 is a continuation of Figure 26 in the previous chapter. Compared to the 

1970s the two decades shown here represent the type of success the airport’s builders 

hoped to achieve following its dedication. In addition to the sustained growth over the 

period depicted the airport grew during both the economic contractions; something it did 

not do in the 1970s. Of particular note is the point in 1996 when operations at Dulles 

finally exceeded those at National. This event may have been 30 years late in happening, 

but it validated the original decision to build Dulles. What is not clear when looking just 

at the numbers is why they occurred and what changed from the previous decade. Dulles 

was no closer to the city of Washington. National Airport was no less crowded nor less 

popular. Dulles still had a cost of enplanement at least twice that of neighboring major 

airports. Still, it began to grow where before it had not. This chapter will look at how the 

events mentioned above, the move away from the Mobile Lounge, the creation of airline 

hubs at Dulles, and the transfer of operational responsibility to MWAA bring about this 

change. The next chapter will look at other events occurring in the region at large that 

also contributed to this growth. 
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Completing the Dulles International Airport Access Highway 
For Dulles to grow it had to attract more passengers who would then attract more 

scheduled flights. Attracting more passengers required the airport to overcome its 

accessibility problem; it was not easy to get to especially when compared to National. Its 

inaccessibility was a problem the airport’s designers had identified when they called for 



255 

 

the DIAAH to connect with Interstate 66. The original function of Interstate 66 was as a 

radial limited access highway connecting the innermost of the three circumferential 

highways planned for the District of Columbia with the Interstate planned for the 

Shenandoah Valley. The FAA’s intention was to piggy back on this project to avoid 

paying for an access road all the way into the District.6 

The FAA’s plans for the access road hit a snag in the mid-1960s when the 

Commonwealth of Virginia decided to delay construction of Interstate 66 between 

Interstate 495 and the District. Interstate 495, commonly known as the Beltway, was the 

only one of the three planned circumferential roads built. Planners canceled the other two 

in the face of community opposition. Virginia’s decision to delay building the eight-lane 

extension of Interstate inside the Beltway had nothing to do with community opposition 

or the cancellation of the roads it was supposed to join. The delay was to allow the 

Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority (WMATA) time to plan the route of its 

mass transit system, Metro, along with the Interstate’s right-of-way through Arlington 

County. By 1970 the Commonwealth was ready to start construction inside the beltway, 

but a new problem arose.7 

Several vocal community groups attended the hearings of Commonwealth’s 

Highway Department on the road. The community groups were using the same 

arguments against the Interstate that Virginians for Dulles were using against National 

Airport; it would be too noisy, it would pollute the air, and unique to this protest it would 

                                                 
6 Stephen J. Lynton, “A Long Road: Bitter Fight Against I-66 Now History I-66’s Final Shape A Tribute 

To Its Opponents’ Tenacity,” The Washington Post, December 22, 1982, sec. THE VIRGINIA WEEKLY. 
7 Ibid. 
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disrupt communities. Another difference between these protesters and the VFD was the 

political animosity between urban and liberal Northern Virginia and the rural and 

conservative officials who dominated the Commonwealth’s government. When the 

Arlington communities felt officials in Richmond did not take their objections to building 

Interstate 66 seriously, they organized the Arlington Coalition for Transportation (ACT) 

and sued to stop construction in 19718 

ACT lost this suit in Federal District Court and appealed to the U. S. 4th Circuit 

Court of Appeals in Richmond. This court reversed the lower court’s decision in 1972, 

finding that the Commonwealth needed to complete an Environmental Impact 

Assessment and have that EIA approved by the Court before it could begin construction. 

The Commonwealth appealed this decision to the U. S. Supreme Court where it lost in 

June of 1975. Following this ruling, President Ford’s Secretary of Transportation William 

T. Coleman, Jr. announced his department was withdrawing authorization to extend 

Interstate 66 inside the Beltway. However, this was not the final word on the matter. 

Virginia’s Governor Milles E. Godwin Jr. believed the road should be built and 

began a campaign to make that happen. His first victory came January when the Fairfax 

County Board of Supervisors reversed their years-long opposition and endorsed building 

the Interstate 66 extension. The Board based its decision on providing their constituents a 

more direct commute to their jobs in the District and at the Pentagon. In June of that year, 

the Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments voted for the extension. Buoyed 

by these results Godwin and other advocates began negotiating with Secretary Coleman 

                                                 
8 Ibid. 
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when he indicated he might be willing to reverse his decision under the right 

circumstances. On January 5, 1977, Coleman announced he would allow the construction 

of the extension of the extension to proceed subject to a set of restrictions. These 

restrictions included: limiting the size of the interstate to four lanes; prohibiting 

commercial trucks; and restricting traffic during rush-hour to carpool only—an exception 

to the carpool regulation would apply to vehicles headed to the DIAAH. Virginia also 

agreed to pay $100M to WMATA so it could complete its Orange Line.9 

ACT tried to block the start of construction but lost in both the Federal District 

Court and the U.S. 4th Circuit Court of Appeals. The difference this time was that in the 

time between the two lawsuits the Commonwealth completed an EIA. While ACT 

attempted to argue that the EIA was incomplete and inadequate, the courts found 

otherwise. Also, the courts considered the restrictions negotiated by Secretary Coleman 

addressed the issues of noise and air pollution, and the route of the highway following the 

abandoned Washington and Old Dominion right of way did not disrupt communities 

more than they already were. With the lawsuits out of the way, construction began in 

earnest in 1978 with the Interstate opened to traffic on December 22, 1982.10 

While the Commonwealth of Virginia was dealing the new realities of 

construction under the National Environmental Policy Act of 1970, the FAA finally 

submitted National Airport’s EIA in 1980. The acceptance of the EIA by the court 

cleared the way to finally issue new regulations for National which Secretary of 

Transportation Drew Lewis did on July 8, 1981. These new regulations, supported by the 

                                                 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
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findings of the EIA, consisted of five actions to reduce noise at National and boost the 

usage of Dulles. For the first time the FAA set a limit on passengers for National Airport 

capping the annual volume at 16 million. Other actions to achieve these goals were: 

 a strictly enforced curfew on all jet operations between 10 p.m. and 7 

a.m.—previously jets had been allowed to depart between 10 p.m. 

and 11 p.m. What made this curfew different was the establishment of 

a maximum noise level of 72 decibels for any aircraft operation 

between 10 p.m. and 7 a.m.; 

 a reduction in hourly slots for scheduled airlines from 40 to 37; 

 11 of the remaining 23 slots were set aside for commuter flights—this 

was a new class of service defined by the Air Deregulation Act of 

1978; 

 accelerate the completion of the extension of the Dulles International 

Airport Access Highway to connect with I-66 now that the interstate 

was completed into the District of Columbia; 

 establish more stringent noise limits at National by 1986—none of the 

jetliners currently using the field would meet these limits; and 

 extending and strictly enforcing the non-stop limit to 1,000 miles. 

The Secretary clearly recognized that getting passengers to Dulles was an important step 

in making that airport successful. The other policies could help redirect flights from 

National to Dulles but if the passengers had a difficult time getting there they might use 

the airport, and the airlines would lose money because they could not fill their planes. 

With the DIAAH in place, something needed to be done to make the airport a hub.11 

The 1984 Master Plan 
The FAA recognized from the very beginning that Dulles International Airport 

would need expanding at some point in time. This need to expand was the rationale 

behind acquiring sufficient land to accommodate a much larger airport than the one 

                                                 
11 DOT, “Statement by U.S. Secretary of Transportation Drew Lewis at a News Conference on the 

Metropolitan Washington Airports Policy,” July 8, 1981, Box 28/Folder 6, Virginians for Dulles records, 

Collection #C0025, Special Collections and Archives, George Mason University Libraries. 
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originally built and for having the original planners design a fully built-out airport with 

two sets of parallel runways and a 1,200-foot long terminal building.12 However, other 

than Saarinen’s architectural plans for the terminal expansion no actual planning 

documents existed. This situation changed in 1970 when Congress passed the Airport and 

Airways Development Act. This law directed the Secretary of Transportation to prepare 

and publish a National Airport System Plan. This plan would cover all public airports in 

the country. The contents of the plan would assist the Department of Transportation and 

the FAA in determining how to dispense federal airport development funds.13 While the 

FAA’s two airports were not eligible for these funds, the Secretary of Transportation 

directed it to prepare development plans as well. The contractor hired to prepare the 

master development plan for Dulles, Peat, Marwick, Mitchell & Co., submitted the final 

draft in 1977. 

Before the contractors completed their plans, the FAA needed to make some 

urgent changes to the terminal building. These changes were brought on by federal 

regulations to create a sterile zone around all of an airport’s boarding gates. This 

regulation was implemented to stem the rash of aircraft hijackings that started in the late 

1960s and continued into the 1970s. This regulation required anyone one entering the 

sterile zone to pass through a magnetometer and have their hand baggage x-rayed. The 

only way screeners could ensure everyone entering the sterile zone passed through their 

equipment was to set up at choke points between the ticketing area of a terminal and the 

                                                 
12 Herbert H. Howell, “Remarks Made at Briefing to Mr. Quesada,” January 13, 1959, Record Group 

237.4.1 Office of the Administrator Correspondence File, Box 2, Folder January 1959, National Archives 

and Records Administration, Collage Park, MD. 
13 Airport and Airways Development Act of 1970, Pub. L. No. 91-258, 84 Stat. 219 (1970) 
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fingers containing the boarding gates. This requirement posed a problem at Dulles since 

Saarinen designed his terminal to be free of choke points. An interim solution used 

temporary barricades to cordon off the waiting area forming two sterile zones—one to the 

east and one to the west—in front of the Mobile Lounge boarding gates. This interim 

solution provided sterile zones between the airplanes and the rest of the terminal, but they 

also created congestion by restricting movement through two large sections of the waiting 

area and forcing all circulation into the much smaller non-sterile section of the terminal. 

In 1975 construction began on an extension along the entire south side of the terminal 

moving the Mobile Lounge boarding gates back 50 feet. This new addition would 

become the sterile zone with the original Mobile Lounge gates forming the security 

choke point. This terminal addition also permitted construction of a new baggage make-

up and break-down facility underneath it on the ground level. Moving these operations 

into the new addition opened up space in the baggage claim area allowing the installation 

of additional luggage carousels.14 

The 1977 master plan for Dulles Airport did not depart from the original design 

philosophy as can be seen in these planning criteria: 

 Satisfying 1995 expansion requirements and allow for further 

expansion to meet post-1995 needs. 

 Allow for maximum flexibility to respond to unforeseen future 

events and technological developments. 

 Develop a plan which can be constructed in stages and that 

minimizes disruption to ongoing terminal used by logical 

phasing. 

                                                 
14 Peat, Marwick, Mitchell & CO. in association with Burns & McDonnell; Hellmuth, Obata & Kassabaum, 

Inc.; Stanford Research Institute, “Final Draft Master Plan Report: Dulles International Airport,” IV-29 
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 Develop a plan that does not unreasonably constrain the 

expansion of other important airport facilities. 

 Maintain the "architectural integrity" of the existing terminal, 

responding to aesthetic considerations. 

 Retain the transporter concept for the existing passenger terminal 

operation. 

 Include the present planned terminal improvements, scheduled 

for completion about 1980, in the proposed expansion concepts. 

 Continue the original Dulles terminal plan philosophy of 

minimizing walking distances for all passengers, including 

passengers transferring between airlines. 

 Consider the need for a second domestic passenger terminal 

and/or a separate international terminal. 

 Allow for development of convenient access and parking 

facilities, including provision for transit-related access facilities. 

 Stage terminal facilities development to correspond to the 

planning years (1980, 1985, and 1995). 

While using different language, these are almost identical to four criteria Saarinen 

established in 1957. Note that these criteria call for retaining the Mobile Lounge Concept 

even for transfer between planes. Since this master plan predates the airlines’ conversion 

to hub-and-spoke routing the planners were still anticipating less than 20 percent of 

travelers needing to transfer. The only thing different at this stage from Saarinen’s plan 

was the acknowledgment that there would be unforeseen events—like improved security 

screening—and technological developments—like the introduction of the jumbo jet—that 

will need accommodation within the design. The biggest unforeseen event, however, the 

introduction of hub-and-spoke routing remained unanticipated in the Master Plan of 

1977.15 

                                                 
15 Ibid IV-30. 
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Using these planning criteria Peat, Marwick, Mitchell & Co. developed four 

different concept plans for the expansion of Dulles. All four concept plans presented two 

phases of development, one completing in the 1985 timeframe and the second completing 

in the 1995 timeframe. Figure 34 shows the plan to expand the terminal building during 

both of these phases. All the concepts called for the building of the fourth runway—the 

parallel east–west runway from the 1961 plans—by 1995. The plans also called for 

expanding the aircraft service apron and the number of service buildings, constructing 

more parking capacity, and purchasing additional land to maintain the buffers between 

the airport and future development in the community around the airport. Where the four 

concepts differed was with the terminal. Three of the four called for building a second 

detached terminal as part of the second phase. This second terminal would either be a 

dedicated international terminal or a domestic overflow terminal. While the master plan 

presented no specific design for this second terminal, it would also use the Mobile 

Lounges to ferry passengers to and from their aircraft in keeping with Saarinen’s aversion 

to concourses with boarding ramps. 
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Figure 34 Master Plan for the Dulles Terminal Showing Phases 

 

The FAA evaluated all four concepts along with comments from the general 

public, other local and regional government agencies, and the airlines. Following this 

“technical and coordinative review,” the FAA selected concept one for the airport master 

plan. In summary, this concept would: 

Expand existing passenger terminal facilities to satisfy 1985 and 

1995 requirements; develop remote parking lot and improve 

access; expand air cargo and general aviation facilities at existing 

locations; purchase land to preserve future airfield development 

options and provide for noise abatement; preserve option for 

developing new general aviation runway and basing area. 

The terminal expansion would take place over a fifteen-year period with the first phase 

adding five Mobile Lounge gates to both the east and west ends of the terminal—see the 
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shaded area behind the main terminal in Figure 34. The temporary international arrival 

facility located at the east end of the terminal would be demolished and replaced with 

facilities incorporated into the west end of the terminal. The fifty-foot extension on the 

south side of the terminal would be extended an additional fifty feet behind the new 

sections of the terminal making it 100 feet deep, Figure 35. The second phase would add 

four additional Lounge gates east and west (see Figure 34). In essence, this was 

Saarinen’s designed expansion with the addition of the security holding area behind the 

original building.16 

 

 
Figure 35 Master Plan for Dulles Terminal Showing the 100' Security Area Extension 

 

This plan came out just before the deregulation debate began in Congress. Its 

developers knew deregulation was likely to happen but had no way of knowing what its 

actual effects would be for the airline industry in general or Dulles in particular. The only 

accommodation for the possible effects of deregulation was a doubling in both the 

aircraft operations and passenger traffic between 1985 and 1995 shown in the forecasts 

                                                 
16 Ibid, V-1–V-4 
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used as assumptions for the size of facility needed in 1995. Commitment to the Mobile 

Lounge Concept shows that the planners did not foresee conversion of the route structure 

from trunk routing to hub-and-spoke.17 

One assumption made by Peat, Marwick, Mitchell & Co. was that construction 

would not be delayed they once delivered the plan. Phase One was intended to complete 

in 1985 not start in 1985. The FAA was unable to begin construction because Congress 

was unwilling to appropriate the money to do so. Any other airport would have been able 

to raise construction money through issuing bonds. Dulles was not any other airport it 

needed to get its money from Congress. With aircraft operations declining at Dulles and 

the airport yet to have a year where income exceeded the total of its operating expenses 

and amortization of its construction debt to the U.S. Treasury, appropriating funds for 

new construction seemed like throwing good money after bad. Congress had no reason to 

believe the forecasts used by Peat, Marwick, Mitchell & Co. or the FAA given the 

experience with the overly optimistic forecasts for Dulles’ first years of operation. 

Though frustrating, not starting construction benefited Dulles because to grow the airport 

needed to move away from the Mobile Lounge Concept, something this plan did not do. 

In 1982 Peat, Marwick, Mitchell & Co. conducted the five-year review of the 

Dulles Airport Master Development Plan. Deregulation had been in effect for four years 

at this time, and the airlines had begun to adopt hub-and-spoke routing. The consultants 

completed their review and submitted the final draft of the revised plan in 1984. This 

                                                 
17 Peat, Marwick, Mitchell & CO., “Working Paper Number 2: Aviation Activity Forecasts for Dulles 

International Airport,” January 1977, 4, ALM Special Collection item Number 81 0711, Smithsonian 

Institution National Air and Space Museum Library. 
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revision made several departures from the previous plan the main one being the 

abandonment of Saarinen’s Mobile Lounges. This departure from the older design 

philosophy was evident in the basic assumptions which stated: “Future passenger 

terminal development is assumed to occur at the ‘midfield’ site between the parallel 

runways and south of the existing passenger terminal.”18 This assumption about the 

future of terminal facilities at Dulles came before the decision by New York Air to build 

the first temporary midfield concourse. Since the revised master plan would go on to 

include a midfield terminal, it is clear that including a midfield terminal in the master 

plan set up an environment in which approving New York Air’s request to build a 

temporary midfield terminal met little or no resistance. 

This revised plan became the foundation for all development that would take 

place at the airport over the next twenty-five years. The plan first called for purchasing an 

additional 1,100 acres of land to accommodate the originally planned fourth runway—

parallel to and south of the existing crosswind runway—as well as a fifth runway—

parallel to and west of the existing main runways. The plan called for a passenger 

concourse built between the existing terminal and the aircraft service buildings “to meet 

the requirements of domestic flights and passengers not accommodated conveniently by 

the remote apron and mobile lounge system,” i.e. supporting a hub airport. The existing 

terminal would be retained for ticketing, baggage claim, and international arrivals and 

extended to 1,240 feet when needed to support these functions. The plan envisioned an 

                                                 
18 Peat, Marwick, Mitchell & CO. in association with Burns & McDonnell; Hellmuth, Obata & Kassabaum, 

Inc.; Stanford Research Institute, “Master Plan Update Dulles International Airport: Draft Final Technical 

Report” (U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Aviation Administration, Metropolitan Washington 

Airports, August 1984), 3, RG 37/Subgroup 9/Series 3/File 9, Arlington County Library - Metropolitan 

Washington Airports. 
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underground people mover connecting the terminal with the midfield concourse as well 

as several improvements to the parking facilities. Finally, the plan provided a right-of-

way for the potential future extension of Metro onto the airport grounds with an 

underground station at the terminal.19 There was even the mention of the possibility of 

the Smithsonian Institution’s National Air and Space Museum building a facility on 

airport property.20 Anyone familiar with Washington Dulles International will realize that 

the airport built all of these except for the second crosswind runway between 1987 and 

2010. The Metro Silver Line is under construction with 2020 the projected date for 

beginning service at the airport. 

This plan was not implemented immediately, except the first of the economy 

parking lots, because like the 1977 Master Plan it needed funding from Congress. 1984 

was not the time for the FAA to approach Congress for additional construction funds for 

either of its airports because Secretary of Transportation Elizabeth Dole had begun her 

attempt to divest the federal government of the responsibility of operating its two 

airports. Any further development at the airport other than those fully paid for the airlines 

would have to wait until Congress acted one way or the other on her proposal to transfer 

the airports to a local airports authority. 

The 1984 revised master plan is significant for several reasons. Foremost the 1984 

plan became the basis for all future development at the airport. Elements of this plan that 

have not been built such as the parallel east-west runway remain as part of future 

development. The 1984 plan also represents a departure from Saarinen’s attempt to 

                                                 
19 Ibid., 122-4. 
20 Ibid., 132. 
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reduce the distances passengers walked through airports. For the architect, this design 

feature of his terminal was more important than the soaring roof. At the same time, while 

the 1984 plan turned away from Saarinen’s Mobile Lounges it carried forward his plan 

for expanding the capacity of the terminal by adding additional sets of piers on both sides 

of the building. Finally, by including the concept of a midfield concourse, it provided a 

way forward to make Dulles a hub airport. 

The importance of becoming a hub airport cannot be over emphasized. The 

conversion of the domestic air route system from the antiquated trunk-and-spur 

configuration adapted from the railroads to the more efficient hub-and-spoke 

configuration made the domestic airlines more cost efficient in the deregulated 

environment they found themselves in after 1978. Major airports across the country were 

making the modifications necessary to become hubs. If Dulles wanted to join the ranks of 

major airports it needed to make this transition as well. 

End of the Trunk Air Carriers 
Airline deregulation underwent consisted of two regulatory phases; during the 

first the CAB’s scheduling and rate control powers, then after two years new air carriers 

could enter the market. As the industry adjusted to this new environment, it experienced 

two non-regulatory phases as well. The first of these characterized by experimentation 

and the arrival of new companies trying to compete for passengers lasted from 1978 to 

1982. It ended during the economic downturn that saw the second oil embargo associated 

with the Iranian Hostage Crisis. The second of these non-regulatory phases brought a 

period of airline consolidation. All those new airlines were finding that even under 
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deregulation it was difficult to run a profitable company. This phase also saw route 

consolidation as the industry as a whole converted to the more efficient hub-and-spoke 

route networks. It was also during this second non-regulatory phase that airlines 

introduced computerized reservation systems, code sharing, and frequent flyer 

programs.21 The proponents of deregulation predicted the events of the first non-

regulatory phase. Those of the second phase—while logical developments when seen in 

hindsight—caught most experts by surprise. It was the conversion to the hub-and-spoke 

network that is of interest here since it changed how airlines used airport terminals. 

Before deregulation, the number of passengers transferring between one aircraft and 

another to continue their journey was less than 20 percent of the number of passengers 

using the terminal. After deregulation, that number rose to sixty percent or more.22 This 

change in terminal usage presented a problem for Dulles since Saarinen’s Mobile Lounge 

Concept assumed a low number of transfer passengers. 

One of the new airlines emerging during the first years of deregulation was New 

York Air. This airline was created in October 1980 to compete with Eastern Airlines on 

its New York–Washington Shuttle service. Frank Lorenzo—president of Texas 

International Airlines (T.X.I.)—founded New York Air. T.X.I. was a regional carrier that 

began expanding out of the southwest following deregulation. In 1984, just as he had 

with T.X.I. Lorenzo sought to expand New York Air and serve other markets than just 

                                                 
21 Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments, “Washington-Baltimore Regional Airport System 

Plan,” February 17, 1988, IV-38–IV-42, RG 37/Subgroup 9/Series 3/File 11, Arlington County Library - 

Metropolitan Washington Airports. 
22 “United Locates New Hub at Dulles Airport, Schedules 50 Daily Flights Beginning in May,” Aviation 

Week & Space Technology, December 16, 1985. 
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New York City from Washington.23 An obstacle in Lorenzo’s path was the congestion at 

National Airport. The limited number of available slots were allocated based on 

negotiations between the airlines operating out of the airport. What is more, the number 

of slots available was cut by three per hour after the Secretary of Transportation Lewis 

issued the new 1981 policies for National. None of the other air carriers were willing to 

give up their slots so New York Air could expand its service there and compete with 

them for travelers who preferred the convince of National. New York Air’s solution was 

to use Dulles, and it began operations there in February 1985 with two flights a day to 

New York. Concurrent with beginning operations at Dulles the airline received 

permission from the FAA to build a temporary concourse with five conventional 

boarding gates on top of two of the aircraft service structures leased by the Continental 

Airlines, also part of Lorenzo’s Texas Air Corporation. These single story service 

structures—shown at the bottom of Figure 3624—supported the servicing of aircraft. They 

provided the airlines with space for operations offices where the flight crews assembled 

and planned their flights, storage space for baggage awaiting loading, storage space for 

equipment, and rest areas for the ground crews that serviced the aircraft. New York Air 

would use Mobile Lounges to ferry passengers between the main terminal and this 

                                                 
23 R. E. G. Davies, Airlines of the Jet Age: A History, A Smithsonian Contribution to Knowledge 

(Washington, D.C. : Lanham, Md: Smithsonian Institution Scholarly Press ; In cooperation with Rowman 

& Littlefield Publishers, 2011), 127–28. 
24 Peat, Marwick, Mitchell & CO. in association with Burns & McDonnell; Hellmuth, Obata & Kassabaum, 

Inc.; Stanford Research Institute, “Final Draft Master Plan Report: Dulles International Airport,” 

September 1977, Exhibit IV-2, ALM Special Collection item Number 81 0713, Smithsonian Institution 

National Air and Space Museum Library. 



271 

 

concourse. When this temporary structure opened in the fall of 1985, it represented the 

first departure from Saarinen’s Mobile Lounge System.25 

 

                                                 
25 Caroline E. Mayer and Warren Brown Washington Post Staff Writers, “Pan Am to Establish First Hub at 

Dulles Airport: Pan Am to Establish Hub at Dulles Airport,” The Washington Post (1974-Current File), 

May 2, 1985. 
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Figure 36 Dulles Airport Terminal Area in 1977 

 

New York Air’s creation of a hub at Dulles began to snowball when Pan 

American World Airways announced in May of 1985 that it would also create a hub at 

Dulles. Deregulation freed Pan Am from its agreement with the CAB that granted it 

unlimited access to international markets at the cost of being banned from having any 
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domestic routes. Following deregulation, Pan Am began building a domestic route 

structure not to service domestic markets so much as to provide feeder service for its 

overseas routes. Dulles would serve as just such a hub for the airline bringing in 

customers from the Ohio and Tennessee Valleys to connect with international flights. 

Since airlines optimized these international flights around early evening departures, Pan 

Am’s hub would not require the expeditious movement of passengers from arriving to 

departing flights. For this reason, the airline was satisfied with using the Mobile Lounges 

seeing no need to build a conventional terminal. Pan Am increased its weekly flights 

through Dulles from 14 to 56. This decision by Pan Am also represented a blow to 

Baltimore–Washington International Airport which had also been under consideration by 

the airline for its new hub.26 

In July of 1985, a third airline announced its intention to make Dulles its hub, 

Presidential Airlines. Presidential was a low-cost airline founded in 1984 and 

headquartered at Dulles. Like New York Air, Presidential built a temporary concourse 

atop the aircraft service buildings south the of the main terminal. Presidential’s concourse 

with ten gates was larger than New York Air’s. It abutted the New York Air concourse so 

that they shared a Mobile Lounge dock. Modified Mobile Lounges were used to ferry 

passengers between the main terminal and these concourses. By the fall of 1985, Frank 

Lorenzo consolidated all the airlines owned by his Texas Air Corporation—Texas 

International, People Express, Continental, and New York Air—under the Continental 

brand. In 1987 Presidential contracted with Continental to provide feeder service with 

                                                 
26 Ibid. 
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some of its aircraft operating under the Continental Express brand. In 1988 Presidential 

entered into a similar arrangement with United with these aircraft branded as United 

Express. When Presidential went bankrupt in 1989 Continental acquired its midfield 

concourse at Dulles.27 

The biggest news for Washington Dulles came on December 5, 1985, when 

United Airlines announced it would open a major east coast hub at the airport. Like New 

York Air United received permission to build a temporary concourse atop its leased 

service buildings. Initially, this concourse was to have ten gates, but United increased that 

number to fourteen by the time it opened in May 1986. The airline’s announcement 

indicated that at first, it would schedule 50 flights a day through the Dulles hub but 

planned to expand that number to 100 per day within three years.28 

Fortunately for the airport, four airlines recognized the potential Dulles had as a 

hub, and three of them were willing to spend their money to make it one. This decision 

was not something the airlines made on their own. A community advocacy group, the 

Dulles Policy Task Force, helped sway the airlines’ decision with a survey that showed 

large numbers of potential passengers now lived closer to Dulles than the region’s other 

airports. The FAA also recognized the potential for growth when it gave the airlines 

permission to build their temporary concourses. It is also clear from the contents of the 

1984 master plan the FAA recognized that Saarinen’s plan would not support hub-and-

spoke networks. The creation of these four hubs at Dulles and especially the building of 

                                                 
27 Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments, “Washington-Baltimore Regional Airport System 

Plan,” p IV-44 –IV-45 
28 “United Locates New Hub at Dulles Airport, Schedules 50 Daily Flights Beginning in May,” Aviation 

Week & Space Technology, December 16, 1985; Carol Jouzaitis, “United to Expand at Dulles,” Chicago 

Tribune, December 6, 1985, sec. 3. 
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the midfield concourses made a significant impact on operations at Dulles. The 1985 and 

1986 upturns in the operations graph in Figure 33 coincide with the decisions by New 

York Air and United to create hubs at Dulles. 

If the airport were to succeed going forward, it would need to begin implementing 

everything in the 1984 revised master plan. Implementing the plan would require a 

reliable source of funding when the airport needed it. Congress was not that reliable 

source as had been demonstrated over the years. The airport needed to free itself from 

dependence on Congress as its only source of funding. Several times in the past the FAA 

or its predecessors attempted this only to fail. About the same time Peat, Marwick, 

Mitchell & Co. were finishing up their revisions to the master plan the new Secretary of 

Transportation began a new attempt to free her department of National and Dulles 

Airports. 

Getting the FAA Out of the Airport Business 
The most significant difference between Washington’s two airports and the rest of 

the country’s airports was their funding. Dulles and National Airports were funded 

directly from the Federal Treasury. This direct funding was not the good thing it might 

seem at first. All money for daily operations—employees’ wages, electrical power, 

building maintenance, and so forth—as well as for construction and expansion required a 

Congressional appropriation. The operating funds were part of first the CAA’s and then 

the FAA’s annual budget request. While Congress never shut a federal agency down by 

denying its budget, it often appropriated less than was requested. Construction funds were 

separate from the annual operating budget, and their approval was not always a sure 
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thing. The Burke Airport never got started because Congress only appropriated $1M of 

the $2.6M requested. When the CAA finally asked for the balance of that request 

Congress refused due to local opposition. Another example of the unreliability of 

Congressional funding was the political squabble over modifying Dulles’s sewer plans. 

While the FAA was asking for the money, these modifications were the worst plans ever 

devised, but when the asking party shifted to the District of Columbia, the proposal sailed 

through. While not part of this story there were several attempts to get money for 

improvements at National that were not approved by Congress. All the other airports in 

the country relied on revenues generated at the airport through the collection of fees and 

leases for their operating expenses and construction bonds sold to investors to fund 

building and expansion projects. 

The real handicap for the FAA’s airports was that they used a bureaucratic 

accounting procedure not a business accounting procedure even though they were 

businesses. Under the accounting procedures used by the U.S. Treasury funds 

appropriated by Congress went into separate accounts for operating funds and 

construction funds disbursing them as needed. The FAA deposited the revenue generated 

by its airports in a different account in the Treasury, the miscellaneous receipts account. 

Technically, the money deposited in the miscellaneous receipts account would offset 

money appropriated for operating the airports and repay the cost of construction, but 

there was no direct link between that account and the airports’ operations and 

construction accounts. Business accounting would have the money collected through fees 

and leases placed in an operating account. The operating expenses of the airport would 
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come out of this operating account. Since these were federal airports, some mechanism 

using appropriated funds to make up any shortfalls in the operations account was needed. 

Still, the goal was for both airports to be self-sustaining. Any surplus in the operating 

account could be transferred to the Treasury to pay back the construction debt. 

This casual approach to paying back the construction debt points out another 

difference between the FAA’s airports and other airports. Those airport had strict 

schedules of repayment on their construction bonds. If they missed a repayment, it could 

have a negative impact on the airport’s credit rating. This impact would make it more 

difficult to raise funds in the future. This repayment requirement provided airports with 

the incentive to operate profitably. The FAA’s airports had no such incentive. In 1985, 

Dulles had yet to have a year during which it made a profit. National Airport on the other 

hand during the same period made money, in many instances more than the losses 

experienced at Dulles. In the 1973 fiscal year, for example, Dulles had a deficit of $4.9M 

while National had a profit of $5.2M.29 Due to the accounting system in place, officially 

one was not used to offset the other even though revenue earned went into the same 

miscellaneous receipts account. What was needed was a change in the accounting system 

used by Dulles and National to one where revenue could be applied directly against 

expenses and any surplus applied toward repaying the cost of construction or the cost of 

modernization. 

                                                 
29 Jay D. Sterling et al., “Technology and Politics: The Regional Airport Experience,” Ames Research 

Center, National Aeronautics and Space Administration (Grant Number 83-49) (Dallas, Texas, May 1976), 

53. 
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With every other major airport in the country operated by some local authority, 

that used business accounting like that just described, why was the federal government 

operating two commercial airports in the first place? The Federal Aviation Act of 1958 

which created the FAA gave it two core missions: 

 to provide for the safe and efficient use of the airspace by both 

civil and military aircraft; and for other purposes, and 

 to provide for the regulation and promotion of civil aviation in 

such manner as to best foster its development and safety. 

Absent from these missions was the requirement for managing two airports. The FAA 

inherited this function from the CAA. The CAA was given this task by the Washington 

National Airport Administration Act of 1940. Between 1874 and 1967 the District of 

Columbia was governed directly by the federal government. In place of a mayor, it had a 

three-member commission appointed by the President as its executive. Congress acted as 

the District’s legislative body. Various federal agencies supervised all municipal services. 

After the building of National Airport, the CAA drafted the Administration Act giving 

itself responsibility for operating the airport. With the rest of the District’s services being 

provided by one federal agency or another, this was normal. The CAA’s reason for 

wanting this role was to use the airport as a real world test facility for airfield technology; 

a requirement that grew out of the CAA’s oversight for the safety of civil aviation 

including establishing standards for equipping and constructing airports. This mission to 

testing airfield technology was the same motivation behind the CAA’s design for its 

second airport as discussed in chapter two. Never having operated a municipal airport 

before assuming responsibility for National the CAA did not anticipate the difficulties 

involved, most of which grew out of local politics. 
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The first example of these difficulties was the six-year dispute with Virginia over 

sovereignty issues at National Airport. Neither the Appropriation Act funding the 

construction of the airport nor the Administration Act of 1940 addressed such issues as to 

which government could impose and collect taxes, whose laws applied to the airport 

property, and who had law enforcement and arrest jurisdiction. The issue was 

complicated because the District of Columbia–Virginia border was established by the 

United States Supreme Court in 1792 as the high water mark of the Potomac River on the 

Virginia shore. The government built much of National Airport on landfill out into the 

Potomac, District territory. However, did the boundary move outward with the landfill as 

it established a new high water mark or did it remain at the location of the 1792 

shoreline? While this dispute continued, the airport existed as a jurisdictional “no man’s 

land.” In September of 1944, an airport employee died on the job, and his body remained 

at the airport for a day and a half until Arlington County, the District, and CAA officials 

could agree on which jurisdiction would issue the death certificate so they could transport 

the body to a funeral home. Finally, in 1946 the federal government and the 

Commonwealth reached an agreement over sovereignty, and the Administration Act of 

1940 was amended. Having learned a lesson, when Congress wrote the legislation for 

building what would become Dulles International Airport it included specific language 

addressing sovereignty. 

By 1985 the biggest of these local political issues in the National Capital Region 

was the feud between Maryland and the FAA along with Virginia and the District of 

Columbia to some extent over the economic viability of Baltimore’s Airport. Friendship 
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International Airport was renamed Baltimore/Washington International Airport (BWI) in 

1973 following its sale to the State of Maryland by the city of Baltimore. The name 

change was a marketing ploy to attract travelers headed to Washington. This feud was a 

local dispute best settled by the parties involved, Maryland, Virginia and the District of 

Columbia. However, as long as the FAA operated National and Dulles these local 

political issues got elevated to the federal level involving cabinet secretaries, members of 

Congress, and occasionally the President; all individuals with more important things to 

deal with than which airport gets which flights. John L. McLucas—a former FAA 

administrator—told Congress every day when he arrived at work there were a dozen 

items needing his immediate personal attention. Most days at the bottom of that list was 

something concerning the airports. The only reason it was on his list at all was more often 

than not it was some issue raised by a member of Congress thus requiring the 

Administrator’s personal involvement.30 

An example of this sort of distraction happened in the fall of 1985. One of the 

perquisites members of Congress, Supreme Court Justices, and ambassadors had at 

National Airport was a small VIP parking lot located steps from the main entrance—

these officials also got free parking anywhere at the airport. With the crowding occurring 

at National by 1985 this lot was usually full. In September Rep. Crane of Illinois along 

with 37 other members of Congress wrote the FAA Administrator asking that he bar the 

Justices and ambassadors from using the VIP lot at National. Dulles had a similar lot, but 

                                                 
30 Transfer of National and Dulles Airports, Hearing on S. 1017 and S. 1110 Before the Senate Subcomm. 

On Aviation of the Comm. on Commerce, Science, and Transportation, 99th Cong. 134-7 (1985) (statement 
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apparently members of Congress had no problem there since their request was only for 

National. Administrator Engen eventually responded in November stating after 

conferring with Chief Justice Burger and senior State Department officials he would not 

change the rules for the VIP parking lot. Rep. Crane replied back criticizing Engen for 

not also conferring with the 535 members of Congress and threatening to include 

language in next Appropriations Bill to force the FAA to change the rule. To this Engen 

replied that a better solution would be to pass the Airport Transfer Bill currently being 

debated in the Senate that would create an independent airports authority that could better 

address the larger question of inadequate parking at the airports in general.31 

Placing this request for a rule change in perspective was the fact that the VIP 

parking lot in question only accommodated 31 cars. Even if Engen changed the rule had 

Rep. Crane and his 37 co-signers all arrived at the airport looking to use the VIP lot, and 

that lot was empty when the first member of Congress arrived, seven of them would still 

have had to use the general parking lot. Even with this being the case Engen still had to 

take the time to out of his schedule to meet with the Chief Justice and State Department 

officials, who were taking time out of their schedules, to resolve this complaint. The time 

spent on this issue was the time everyone including Rep. Crane could have better spent 

on more important business. The only reason Rep. Crane even presumed to make such a 

request was that the members of Congress considered National their personal airport and 

since they controlled its funding, they could bully the FAA to do what they wanted. What 
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was needed was a change to in the organization that operated the airports; a change that 

freed them from Congressional interference and gave them a more reliable source of 

construction funding. 

The first attempt to alter the organizational relationship between the National 

Airport and the CAA came in 1949. On March 31st of that year, the Commission of the 

Organization of the Executive Branch of the Government issued a report on Federal 

Business Enterprises. A year earlier President Truman asked former President Hoover to 

chair a commission to examine the organization of the executive branch and make 

recommendations to streamline its organization and eliminate duplication of effort the 

between departments. In its report on Federal Business Enterprises, the Hoover 

Commission found National Airport to be a “straight-line business enterprise.” The 

reasoning behind this finding was that most of the activities at the airport were of a 

business nature. The Hoover Commission recommended incorporating the airport under 

the Government Corporation Control Act of 1945 since it conducted a large number of 

business transactions with the public every day. By incorporating the airport would gain 

“greater flexibility in management and simpler budgeting, accounting, and auditing 

methods.” Both the administration and Congress took no immediate action on this 

recommendation to incorporate the airport. It fell to the Eisenhower Administration to 

make the first attempt to move the operation of the airport away from direct government 

control.32 

                                                 
32 Washington National Airport Incorporation Act of 1954 Hearing, 5-7 (Robert B. Murray, Jr., Acting 

Secretary of Commerce to Richard M. Nixon, President of the Senate, May 6, 1954). 
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The spring of 1954 was a busy time at the Department of Commerce on the 

airport situation in the region. Recall in April of that year the continued congestion at 

National Airport and failure to the previous year’s effort to use Andrews Airforce Base as 

the region’s second commercial airport had the White House organizing a meeting to 

reach a solution to the second airport situation.33 In May 1954, Robert Murray—acting 

for Secretary of Commerce Weeks—forwarded proposed legislation to the Senate which 

would create the Washington National Airport Corporation. In his justification for this 

legislation, Murray relied heavily on the findings of the Hoover Commission. The Senate 

took up this legislation with Senator John Bricker of Ohio—Chairman of the Committee 

on Interstate and Foreign Commerce—sponsoring the bill and scheduling hearings for the 

25th of May. 

The Commerce Department wanted to convert National to a government 

corporation to improve aspects of operating the airport. The department wanted 

specifically to place the airport under business accounting procedures so that revenue 

could be applied directly against expenses and to give airport managers the option of 

using business contracting procedures rather than government ones. Under the 

Department of Commerce's plan, the airport’s income would be applied directly against 

its expenses, like every other airport. Congress would still provide appropriated funds for 

capital improvements since the corporation would not have the ability to issue bonds. 

This bill also required the Secretary of Commerce to place a value on the airport that 
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would represent the “sale” price of the airport to the corporation. The corporation would 

then repay the government at a set rate. The 1954 bill creating an airport corporation 

never made out of committee. 

Four months after being confirmed as FAA Administrator, Najeeb Halaby made 

another attempt to implement the Hoover Commission’s recommendation to create an 

airport corporation. This legislation for a National Capital Airports Corporation was 

nearly identical to the legislation submitted in 1954 for the Washington National Airport 

Corporation except that it now included both of the FAA’s airports.34 Halaby did not 

refer directly to the Hoover Commission report of 1949 and its characterization of the 

airport as a straight-line business as the primary justification for his request but, 

explained how the airports would form a part of an “airway system” he envisioned for the 

region. Halaby explained what he meant by “airway system” in the following way: 

If you think of an airway as beginning at the doorstep and leading 

to another doorstep you then have to begin to think of regional 

planning of airports, and highways, and access roads, and you have 

to think of not only surface transportation from the doorstep to the 

doorway of the airplane, but you have to think of heliports and 

other means of rapid and convenient mobility, so a background for 

this bill, as I see it, is a national aviation system where we are 

trying to work a system of airports, highways, and access roads 

that will enable a person to get from his office or home to where he 

is going with a minimum cost and a maximum of safety and speed. 

Here again, Halaby’s high-modernist mindset was on display. The request to incorporate 

the airports was to him just the first step in a larger plan he had to build this type of 

“airway system” in the Washington Metropolitan Region. Earlier in this same statement 

to the House Subcommittee on Transportation and Aeronautics he stated: “We will soon 

                                                 
34 National Capital Airports Corporation Act of 1961, H.R. 7399, 83rd Cong. (1961). 
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be coming to the public and the Congress with a plan and a concept for a national 

aviation system.” If Halaby thought placing his request in the context of a larger project 

would help with incorporating the airports he was mistaken. None of the committee 

members questioned him on this system but focused instead on specifics of the bill 

itself.35 

Neither the 1954 nor the 1961 incorporation legislation would free the airports 

from dependence on Congress for construction appropriations. The Government 

Corporations Control Act of 1945, which governed the formation of the airport 

corporation, did not grant government corporations the ability to issue construction or 

any other types of corporate bonds. While the airport could receive gifts and donations to 

cover expenses, it could not seek out investors. Not having the ability to issue bonds 

effectively restricted any construction for modernization or expansion at the airports to 

appropriated funds. The 1945 Act also required the employees of government 

corporations come from the civil service and be governed by all civil service policies. 

This provision would hamper any attempt by the airport to either hire experienced 

personnel from outside the federal government or keep experienced and competent 

personnel from leaving to take higher paying jobs at other airports.36 Other government 

agencies also faced this inability to hire and retain highly skill employees which led 

them, especially the Department of Defense and the National Aeronautics and Space 

                                                 
35 National Capital Airports Corporation Act of 1961: Hearing on H.R. 7399 and H.R. 7398, Before a 

Subcommittee of the Committee on Interstate and Foreign Commerce House of Representatives, 87th Cong. 

14-5 (1961) (Statement of Najeeb Halaby, Administrator, Federal Aviation Agency). 
36 C. Herman Pritchell, “The Government Corporation Control Act of 1945,” The American Political 
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Administration, to turn to contractors as a source of the expertise needed to manage 

technical projects; something discussed in the next chapter.37 

The strongest opposition to creating an airport corporation came from the General 

Accounting Office (GAO). Frank Weitzel—Acting Comptroller General of the United 

States—who testified in the hearings for both bills raising the same objections to the 

rationale for creating such a corporation. The first such objection was that the purpose of 

the Government Corporation Control Act of 1945 was to reduce the number of such 

corporations that proliferated during the New Deal Era and World War Two, not to 

facilitate the creation of new ones. Weitzel next explained how the Budget and 

Accounting Procedures Act of 1950—legislation passed after the Hoover Commission 

report—permitted agencies to establish “business-type budgets and commercial-type 

audits,” like those requested in the corporation bills, with the permission of Congress. 

Weitzel went on to explain that if the agency could demonstrate sufficient reason why 

adopting more commercial-like contracting procedures would be beneficial to the 

government, Congress had the authority to grant that capability as well. However, 

Weitzel counseled against Congress granting such contracting authority because an audit 

of National Airport brought to light several deficiencies had administering its current 

contracts under the stricter government procedures. Based on these observations the GAO 

recommended disapproving the request to incorporate.38 
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The 1961 Corporation Bill may not have moved forward but until the 87th 

Congress adjourned at the end of 1962, but there was still a possibility it might come to a 

vote. These hopes dimmed following some poorly chosen remarks by Alan S. Boyd—

Chairman, Civil Aeronautics Board—during a January 1962 meeting with the Maryland 

Congressional delegation. The meeting was called by Rep Friedel and included Halaby. 

Friedel wanted specifics on what the two regulatory agencies would do concerning air 

traffic into Friendship once Dulles opened. Boyd stated the facts that Friendship would 

most likely lose traffic since the FAA’s 1958 policy on the roles of National and Dulles 

only directed turbojet traffic to Friendship until Dulles opened and several airlines flying 

turbojets into Friendship and were doing so on route certificates listing Washington, D.C. 

as a terminal point. Boyd’s comments only served to feed Baltimore’s paranoia that the 

federal government would use its regulatory authority over the airlines to force them to 

shift flights from Friendship to Dulles. Representative Lankford refused to accept Boyd’s 

and Halaby’s statements that the airlines would choose Dulles over less expensive 

Friendship on their own. “You are going to encourage them to use Dulles, and you have 

the means to do it,” Lankford stated. When Boyd denied this Lankford replied the Halaby 

did, referring to his statement before the Wings Club of New York the previous 

December that he was not just any other airport owner. Halaby pointed out that Lankford 

took the statement out of context—he was referring to fee negotiations which at the time 

of this meeting still were not resolved—and his agency would take no action to force 

airlines to use Dulles. Despite these denials, the Marylanders remained convinced that 
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there was some plan to take jet traffic away from Friendship and weaken it 

economically.39 

As a result of this meeting Rep. Brewster of Maryland—Friendship Airport was 

within his district—introduced legislation to create an independent authority, the 

Washington Airports Board, to manage National and Dulles airports. The board proposed 

by this act would become an independent federal agency whose sole function was to 

operate the airports. Friendship’s supporters sought through this legislation to remove all 

responsibility for the profitability of the airports from the FAA thus removing the 

temptation of using its regulatory authority over the airlines to make Dulles profitable. 

All Brewster’s proposal—the Washington Airports Act of 1962—did was to confuse the 

issue to the point that no consensus could be reached. Both the FAA’s and Brewster’s 

bills died in committee.40 One positive thing that came out of Brewster’s legislation was 

the introduction of the concept of using an independent airports authority to operate the 

airports rather than a government corporation. 

The next attempt to create a regional airports authority came in 1969. This time 

the proposal would have transferred the airports to a Virginia authority. The parochial 

attitude of the Maryland Congressional delegation who feared such an authority would 

economically disadvantage Friendship Airport for the Virginia airports killed this attempt 

to separate Dulles and National Airports from federal control. However, now the idea of a 
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regional authority under state or local control rather than federal control was planted. 

This concept of such a regional authority matured in 1984. 

When she assumed the office of Secretary of Transportation on February 7, 1983, 

Elizabeth Dole began a concerted effort to divest her department of two business 

enterprises it managed: CONRAIL the northeast regional freight rail business and the 

FAA’s Metropolitan Washington Airports. Getting rid of CONRAIL was straightforward 

since the Northeast Rail Service Act of 1981 directed the Secretary of Transportation to 

sell the government’s share of the business. Her Department placed the shares up for sale 

in 1984. On February 8, 1985, Secretary Dole announced that the Norfolk Southern 

Railway won the right to purchase the shares. However, that company withdrew its bid in 

August when Congress could not act swiftly enough to enabling pass legislation—the 

Conrail Privatization Act of 1986. Eventually, in 1987, private investors purchased the 

shares, and the federal government was out of the freight rail business. 

On January 8, 1984, Secretary Dole began the struggle to divest the government 

of its airports when she formed a commission with former Virginia governor A. Linwood 

Holton as its chair. The commission’s task was to find a means to transfer National and 

Dulles Airport from the federal government to some other body. Dole had no specific 

agenda other than getting rid of the airports, so she left the details up to the commission. 

The other members of the commission were: governors Harry Hughes of Maryland and 

Charles S. Robb of Virginia, D. C. mayor Marion Barry, Senators Paul S. Sarbanes of 

Maryland and John W. Warner of Virginia, Representatives Steny Hoyer of Maryland 

and Frank R. Wolf of Virginia, D. C. Council members R. Scott Foster and Betty Ann 
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Kane, deputy administrator of the Maryland Aviation Administration Nicholas Schaus, 

member of the New York-New Jersey Port Authority William J. Ronan, president of the 

Air Transport Association Paul Ignatius, president of the Regional Airline Association 

Duane H. Ekedahl, and president of the National Business Aircraft Association John H. 

Winant. The inclusion of local politicians from each of the three jurisdictions that had an 

economic interest in the airports along with the exclusion of anyone from the Department 

of Transportation or the FAA shows a realization that the solution rested at the local 

level. The Holton Commission held its first meeting on July 25, 1984.41 

This first meeting was mainly ceremonial and went smoothly, but some of the 

underlying difficulties that past attempts encountered were evident. Nicholas Schaus 

expressed the paranoia that the Marylanders had concerning the economic viability of 

Baltimore’s airport when he stated: “the interests of Maryland’s citizens must be 

recognized and protected … and BWI’s regional role recognized.” One concern of the 

major airlines was that the politically active anti-noise groups in Virginia would lead to 

an anti-National bias in the Virginia delegation. Councilwoman Kane seemed to feel that 

this commission would have no better success than any of the previous attempts to divest 

the FAA of its responsibility for the two airports. However, these sentiments were mild 

compared to what would happen at future meetings.42 

Early on it became clear that the Virginians did not trust the Marylanders and vice 

versa. Holton himself asked: “Shouldn’t there be some protection that BWI doesn’t get a 
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competitive advantage.” Rep. Hoyer did not deny that BWI would be in competition with 

the Virginia airports but did not respond to the Virginia’s Secretary of Transportation 

Franklin White’s suggestion that the Maryland delegation leave the discussions. Adding 

fuel to this interstate feud was the Virginia heavy make-up of the initial proposed board 

that would govern the proposed airports authority. The Virginia members of the Holton 

Commission agreed with some other Virginia officials who testified that they should not 

copy the make-up of the WMATA board. In 1985 the District of Columbia, Maryland, 

and Virginia each appointed two voting members and two non-voting alternate members 

to WMATA’s board. The experience of local politicians was that this composition led to 

constant deadlocks with little or nothing getting done. In the view of the Virginians, 

Dulles and National were in Virginia so the Commonwealth should dominate the board 

with the governor of Virginia having the authority to appoint all board members even 

those from the District and Maryland. While the District’s members on the Commission 

went along with this Maryland’s did not.43  

The main advantage to having a state commission operate the airports as opposed 

to a regional commission would be swift approval of the implementing legislation. A 

single state airports authority would only require the action of a single legislature to set it 

up. In the Washington Metropolitan Region, setting up a regional airports authority 

would require the agreement of the Maryland and Virginia General Assemblies along 

with the D. C. City Council on the content of the authorizing legislation. With regard to 
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the region’s airports, these legislatures rarely saw eye-to-eye in the past. Getting 

agreement on the composition and authority vested in a regional airports agency would 

likely result in compromises that could impair the authority’s ability to act either 

efficiently or in the best interest of all of its airports. In an attempt to mollify the 

Marylanders’ suspicion about a single state authority William Whitson, chairman of the 

Kenton County Airport Board, was called to testify regarding the Cincinnati/Northern 

Kentucky International Airport. This airport was located in Kentucky but served as 

Cincinnati’s airport. Ohio had no voting members on the airport board though over 95 

percent of the airport’s passengers were traveling to or from Cincinnati. Whitson told the 

Holton Commission his board had not received any “expressions of dissatisfaction” from 

Ohio residents in several years.44 Then again there was no airport located in Ohio 

competing with Cincinnati/Northern Kentucky International Airport for passengers. The 

Marylanders were not swayed by this testimony and continued to hold out for equal 

representation on the airport authority’s board for each jurisdiction even though they did 

concede to letting Virginia alone charter the authority. 

With the December deadline to submit the commission’s report to Secretary Dole 

looming and no consensus over the composition of the authority’s board in sight, Holton 

asked Governors Hughes and Robb and Mayor Barry to meet personally to resolve the 

issue. While these chief executives were members of the commission, other than at the 

initial meeting of the commission they had representatives attending for them. With Gov. 

Hughes holding out for equal representation for Maryland they could not arrive at an 
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agreement before the December meeting of the Commission when a final report was 

due.45 

The December meeting of the Holton Commission considered two different 

proposals for divesting the airports from the FAA. Sen. Sarbanes called for the creation 

of two authorities. One authority chartered by Virginia would operate Dulles Airport and 

a second authority chartered by all three jurisdictions would operate National. The other 

approach proposed by Sen. Warner was a single Virginia chartered authority with an 

eleven-member board. The board would consist of five members appointed by Virginia’s 

governor, three by D.C.’s mayor, two by Maryland’s governor, and one by the president. 

This plan gave Virginia more representation on the panel than any single jurisdiction but 

did not give the Commonwealth a majority. The inclusion of a presidentially appointed 

member inserted a neutral member who could assess issues without being influenced by 

local allegiance. In the end, Warner’s plan was adopted by the Commission in a 10 to 5 

vote, the Maryland members all voting against, and that plan was forwarded to Secretary 

Dole. However, as one commission member commented getting a compromise plan out 

of the panel was the easy part, getting Congressional approval, the hard part, was about to 

begin.46 
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Reacting to the completion of the work by the Holton Commission the Virginia 

General Assembly introduced legislation during its 1985 session to create a regional 

authority. In March Governor Robb signed that legislation creating a regional airport 

authority to acquire Washington National Airport and Washington Dulles International 

Airport from the federal government. Since Congress had yet to enacted legislation 

transferring the airports, the agency created by Virginia was more of a placeholder, yet it 

copied the basic structure of the Holton Commission with an eleven-member board and 

the 5-3-2-1 representation scheme. 47 

All previous attempts to divest the FAA of the airports did not pass Congress 

because of a combination of Congressional resistance and after the construction of Dulles 

airline industry opposition. Congress was reluctant to surrender the fiscal leverage it had 

over the operation of National because it considered that airport its personal airport and 

frequently used its control over the airport’s budget to influence everything from its 

parking privileges to the distance of the non-stop perimeter. A state chartered airport 

authority as outlined in the Holton Commission report would give the airport a funding 

source independent placing it beyond Congressional control. 

The airlines came to resent the restriction on operations at National put in place to 

force them to move flights to Dulles. In many instances, these restrictions were in 

response to the anti-noise community groups that formed when jets were allowed into 

National. The majority of these groups represented Virginians and thus exercised 

significantly more political influence over Commonwealth politicians than they did over 
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federal bureaucrats or members of Congress. The airlines had experienced the power of 

residents over local politicians at Kennedy International in New York when anti-noise 

activists got politicians to establish a noise cap that withstood court challenges and 

resulted in fines to the airlines that violated it.48 The airline industry was less able to 

influence Virginia’s legislators than it was members of Congress. To the ATA, and the 

airlines it represented, the authority proposed by the Holton Commission was more likely 

to impose more restrictive noise and passenger regulations than the federal government 

and ATA would have less power to stop them. 

On April 22, 1985, the Washington Metropolitan Airports Transfer Act of 1986 

(99 S. 1017) was introduced on the floor of the Senate. It would authorize leasing the two 

federal airports for a period of 35 years to an eleven-member authority constituted as 

recommended by the Holton Commission. The legislation established an assessed 

valuation of $47M for the two airports. This value would determine the lease payments 

charged the new authority for the airport facilities. The bill contained two apparent 

concessions to the airline industry. It was silent on the subject of the 16 million passenger 

cap placed on National by the Department of Transportation in 1981. The airport 

authority was neither granted the authority to adjust the passenger cap nor required to 

retain the current cap. While the act kept in place the 37 slot maximum between the hours 

of 7 a.m. and 10 p.m. for the duration of the lease it did not address 10 p.m. to 7 a.m. 

noise limits—a voluntary but not an official curfew at National. By remaining silent on 
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passenger volume and noise limits the legislation in effect left these as issues for the 

airlines and the airport authority to negotiate in the future.49 

Maryland’s airport paranoia was evident before the legislation was introduced in 

Congress. A February 7, 1985, editorial in the Baltimore Sun criticized the unequal 

composition by assuming that the members would vote strictly based on improving the 

economy of their jurisdiction rather than the region as a whole. The unequal balance of 

the membership of the authority’s board would disadvantaged Maryland because in the 

Baltimore Sun’s opinion the president would appoint a Virginian as chairman who would 

vote with his compatriots giving the Commonwealth a six to five majority. At the same 

time, the Baltimore Sun admitted that Baltimore-Washington International Airport did 

not prosper with National and Dulles operated by the FAA, so divestiture was a good 

thing. Since Marylanders were as concerned as anyone about the noise and pollution at 

National, there were more than economic reasons for Maryland to have membership on 

the board equal to that of Virginia.50 

Even more, than unequal representation on the airport authority board 

Marylanders were incensed at the $47M valuation of National and Dulles Airports. 

Governor Hughes of Maryland believed the actual value of the airports was closer to 

$342M. Governor Hughes based his valuation on the work of the Grace Commission—

formal title the Private Sector Survey on Cost Control—which valued the two airports at 

between $292M and $414M. To put everything in context, Hughes told Congress that 
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Maryland paid $34M in 1972 to purchase Friendship Airport outright from the city of 

Baltimore. That amount would be $97M in 1985 dollars. To further emphasize his point 

about the undervaluation of the airports he told Congress that the State of Maryland was 

preparing an unsolicited bid of $94M for the airports. When Sen. Trible of Virginia asked 

if Maryland’s offer to purchase the airports was serious Hughes replied: “I imagine it 

might be somewhat impractical, Mr. Chairman, but I would tell you right here today that 

if the Federal Government offered to sell us that airport, both airports, for $94M and we 

had 35 years in which to pay it, we will sign a deal this afternoon.”51 

Earlier in her testimony before the Senate Aviation Subcommittee Secretary Dole 

explained how her department arrived at the $47M valuation. First, the value of all the 

money appropriated by Congress for the construction, upgrading, and operation of the 

two airports since 1938 was added to arrive at the total incurred by the public for the 

facilities. Next, all the revenues collected over that time were added together. The total 

revenue collected by the two airports was subtracted from the total debt to arrive at a 

balanced stilled owed the Treasury at the end of the 1985 fiscal year of $47M; the 

secretary called this the “hypothetical debt.” At all previous hearings since Dulles opened 

its debt was considered independent of any profit earned at National. It is worth noting 

that this one time the profit earned by National was applied to the debt incurred by 

Dulles. Also, note that the hypothetical debts did not include money appropriated each 

year to operate the airports. Ordinary airports would have subtracted operating costs from 
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income before determining how much money was available to pay off the costs of 

construction. The reason for this was that payment on bills for operating an airport is due 

when presented; repayment of construction bonds can be spread out over several years. 

Secretary Dole went on to explain that since the revenue collected by the airports came 

from the airlines and that the future lease payments of the authority would also come 

from fees charged the airlines, any higher valuation would amount to asking the airlines 

to pay twice.52 

This method of valuation on the part of the Department of Transportation was 

used specifically to win the support of the ATA and its member airlines for the transfer 

proposal. This organization had opposed previous attempts to transfer control of the 

airports, but this time, it enthusiastically supported it. During his testimony, Paul R. 

Ignatius, president of the Air Transport Association, said this plan would finally create a 

stable environment with “a greater degree of policy continuity” his members needed. In 

the past “[t]here have been changes introduced by different administrations for differing 

reasons. Often Congress has become involved in matters directly affecting the airport. All 

of this created uncertainty, which we believe would be supplanted if there were an 

authority of the kind anticipated by this legislation.” At the time of this hearing the 1984 

revised master plan pointed Dulles away from a design the airlines did not like—the 

Mobile Lounge System—and airport management had used this change in design 

philosophy to approved New York Air’s request to build a conventional concourse in the 

midfield. Approving the authority would place the airport in a position to immediately act 
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on the recommendations of the 1984 plan something that was not certain if Dulles was 

still dependent on Congress for funding. There was also growing evidence that an 

increasing number of passengers considered Dulles the most convenient airport, a trend 

the airlines could not ignore but one that required modernized facilities. 

Ignatius defended the Secretary’s method of valuation by explaining that the 

value established by the Grace Commission would only apply if the authority could put 

the land the airports sat on to any other use. The authority could not do this since the 

legislation limited the authority to using airport land for airport-related purposes only. If 

airport property could not be put to airport use or other use specifically allowed by 

Congress—i.e. building the National Air and Space Museum facility—the land reverted 

to the government. This provision barred the authority from making money by selling off 

parcels of land to developers. Not that the authority would consider such a thing since the 

1984 plan called for acquiring additional land to maintain the buffers and offsets 

incorporated into the original design. Because of this limitation, the land itself had 

limited value.53 Secretary Dole also pointed out this limitation during her testimony. 

Shortly after the introduction of the transfer bill Sen. Hollings of South Carolina 

presented alternative legislation to solve what he saw as the real issue under 

consideration. That issue was not divesting the government of its airports but funding for 

improvements at the airports. Hollings’ proposed allowing the FAA the use $250M from 

the Airport Improvement Program (AIP) Trust Fund to upgrade facilities at the two 

federally owned airports. Hollings said the AIP trust fund could provide this money 
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because it currently had $3B in uncommitted funds. This law would create a one-time 

exception to the Airport and Airways Improvement Act of 1970 which prohibited the use 

of AIP funds for facilities at the FAA’s airports, other than facilities related to air traffic 

control.54 Hollings told the press he thought the motivation behind transferring the 

airports was getting around Congress’ failure to appropriate money for improvements at 

the airports for the past few years. There was, however, speculation that Hollings, who 

had previously shown no special interest in the airports or the proposal to transfer them 

from federal control, introduced this bill on behalf of Sen. Sarbanes of Maryland to pay 

off some political debt. Both Senators denied collusion on the matter, and no evidence 

was found to prove otherwise.55 

In the end, the Hollings Bill would not have worked because the $3B was not as 

uncommitted as the Senator thought. Due to the accounting method used for the AIP 

Trust Fund funds are not shown as committed until spent. There were several scheduled 

projects for which those funds were intended including modernization of the nation’s air 

traffic control system.56 Hollings’ bill did not make it out of committee, but it did cause a 

delay in moving the transfer bill forward as time was taken up to address the issues it 

raised. 

The full Senate debate on the Transfer Bill scheduled to begin by on March 20, 

1986, was delayed when Sen. Sarbanes of Maryland joined by Sen. Hollings began a 

filibuster—part of the circumstantial evidence there was a political debt being paid off. 
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As the filibuster continued, the fiscally conservative Sen. Gordon Humphry joined 

Sarbanes in his efforts to block the bill. Humphry suggested the airports should be sold to 

the highest bidder, picking up on one of Sarbanes issues that the government was giving 

the airports away at $47M. Humphry was not engaged in idle speculation since a few 

says before the British investment bank N.M. Rothschild and Sons indicated that it could 

raise $1B for any group wanting to purchase the airports. The prospect of having a 

private group, especially a private foreign group, take over the airports serving the 

Nation’s Capital was enough for the majority leader to muster enough votes to end the 

filibuster. Not yet admitting defeat Sarbanes vowed to continue delaying passage of the 

bill by introducing numerous amendments.57 

The Senate passed the Transfer Bill on April 12th. The bill sent on to the House 

was essentially the same as the draft that came from the Department of Transportation. 

The governing board of the authority remained at eleven members with the same 5-3-2-1 

distribution between the local jurisdictions and the federal government. The Senate’s 

version extended the term of the lease from 35 to 50 years but kept the price at $47M 

with an additional one-time payment of $25M to cover the outstanding obligation to the 

airport employees’ retirement fund. This version granted the airports’ employees the right 

to collective bargaining. Neither of the Commonwealth’s Senators opposed this 

concession which was significant since Virginia was and is a right-to-work state and the 
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airport authority was a Virginia chartered entity. There was also an amendment to extend 

National’s non-stop perimeter to 1,250 miles—something included to attract the support 

of Texas’s Representatives since Dallas and Houston would then be within the non-stop 

range of National.58 

The movement of Transfer Bill through the House of Representatives was no 

easier than that through the Senate. Added to the obstacles thrown up by the bill’s 

opponents was a time limit due to Congress’ need to adjourn sometime before the 1986 

mid-term elections. If it did not pass by then, its supporters would have to reintroduce it 

in the 100th Congress, and the process restarted from square one. One of the most 

significant initial opponents to passage was Rep. Mineta of California, the Chairman of 

the Transportation Subcommittee scheduled to hold hearings on the bill. Mineta—who 

would later become Secretary of Transportation—questioned the constitutionality of 

giving up facilities paid for by the taxpayers. At the same time, he recognized the merits 

of getting the government out of the airport business. While the bill was under 

consideration in the House, he first offered an alternative bill that revived the government 

corporation approach first proposed in 1954. When that proposal did not appear to have 

enough support, he worked with Secretary Dole and Holton to fashion a compromise that 

kept the original concept of a state chartered airports authority intact, addressed his 
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concerns over relinquishing Congressional oversight and offered Maryland $50M for 

improvements to BWI.59 

The bill that finally came to the floor of the House in September created the 

position of Chief Operating Officer to oversee the operation of the airports. This 

individual would report to the authority’s board. Mineta raised the lease price to $187M 

and extended the term of the least to 50 years. This raise in price helped to quiet 

Maryland’s claims that the government was giving away the airports. Finally, a Board of 

Review was created to oversee the actions of the authority board of directors. 

In plain terms, this Board of Review, comprised solely of members of Congress, 

was Congress refusing to give up control over the airports. It had the power to veto the 

authority’s budget, construction plans, and policies. An even more sinister aspect 

provided that should a judicial body impair the Board of Review’s ability to function; the 

MWAA could no longer carry out specified actions requiring the Board of Review’s 

approval, such as adoption of a budget and issuance of bonds. This language created non-

severable Congressional oversight, and in the event, the Board of Review was declared 

invalid the MWAA would have almost no authority to operate.60 

When the airport bill came to the floor of the House there remained enough 

opposition in both houses of Congress—Senator Sarbanes was vowing to filibuster the 
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modified House bill if it ever made it back to the Senate—that the bill only had a 50/50 

chance of passage. Then William K. Hellmann, Maryland State Transportation Secretary, 

informed Secretary Dole that Maryland needed $74M in improvements at BWI. The 

Maryland payoff was raised from $50M to $74M, with most of the money coming from 

the AIP Trust Fund. When this happened, Hellmann requested that Maryland’s delegation 

drop all opposition to the bill.61 

There was still opposition in the House with the Public Works Committee, which 

was also holding hearings, held the bill in committee. When it appeared that the Public 

Works Committee was reluctant to send the bill to the floor for a vote supporters used a 

parliamentary maneuver to move the bill forward. On October 15, 1986, the bill’s 

supporters added it in toto as an amendment to the Joint Resolution Making Continuing 

Appropriations for Fiscal Year 1987 and Other Purposes to get it passed this last hurdle. 

With members of Congress wanting to adjourn so they could get back to their home 

districts to campaign the continuing resolution had to pass since no one wanted a 

government shutdown. The House approved the amendment by a vote of 250 to 135. 

Having agreed not to oppose the bill as a condition for getting the additional money for 

BWI, Maryland’s two senators voted in favor when the bill reached the Senate.62 

President Reagan signed it into law on October 30th. 

With Virginia already having passed legislation chartering the authority in 1985 

the two governors and D.C.’s mayor could proceed at once nominating board members. 
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Ten of the eleven were identified by mid-December enough for a quorum under the 

charter—President Reagan’s nominee was still awaiting Senate confirmation the day the 

authority took control of the airports. Governor Gerald L. Baliles of Virginia appointed 

Holton as one of Virginia’s members on the board. The new board held its first official 

meeting on January 9, 1987. At this meeting, Holton was elected its first chairperson. 

Besides selecting a chairperson, the board had some other issues that needed its 

immediate attention including a name.63 In the mid-1970’s the FAA during a 

reorganization changed the name of the Bureau of National Capital Airports to 

Metropolitan Washington Airports. The board took that as a start adopted the name 

Metropolitan Washington Airports Authority (MWAA). The board also confirmed James 

Wilding the current head of Metropolitan Washington Airports as MWAA’s President 

and Chief Executive Officer—renaming the position of Chief Operating Officer included 

in Mineta’s revision. MWAA signed the 50-year lease for the airports in March and took 

possession of them on June 7, 1987.64 Once MWAA took over control of the two airports 

much-needed improvements at both airports became possible. Using its ability to issue 

construction bonds MWAA moved quickly to implement the long-range development 

plan outlined in the 1984 revised master plan. 

With the money raised from the sale of construction bonds, MWAA began what it 

termed a Capital Development Program. Included in this phase of expansion were new 

roadways, aircraft parking aprons, and runway improvements. The airport opened a new 
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international arrivals building in 1991. Work began on extending the Main Terminal 

following with Saarinen’s original plans for the completed building finished in 1996. 

Two years later the first phase of a new midfield concourse opened for service located 

between the Main Terminal and the old temporary midfield terminal. This temporary 

building still serves as United’s hub—following the United Air Lines/Continental 

Airlines merger in 2011 United has occupied the entire building. Also added were four 

air cargo terminals increasing the airport’s cargo capacity over 100 percent. In 2000, 

MWAA announced the Dulles Development Program which would expand double the 

size of the new midfield terminal, build a new security screening facility to clear the last 

of the lines from Saarinen's barrier free terminal, and build the automated underground 

people mover to connect the Main Terminal with the midfield concourses.65 As bright as 

the airport’s future may have seemed one dark cloud still hung over it the Congressional 

Board of Review. 

Shortly after taking control of the airports the MWAA brought suit in federal 

court claiming the Board of Review was unconstitutional. In 1991 the Supreme Court 

agreed because of the veto power exercised over a non-federal entity. Congress 

responded by removing the requirement that only members of Congress could serve on 

the board and eliminated the veto power. In its place, it gave the Board of Review the 

power to change any item the MWAA was required to submit for review, and if the 

MWAA disagreed with the Board of Review’s modifications, Congress would make the 

final decision. Included in the items the MWAA had to submit for review were: 
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 The annual budget and any amendments; 

 The authorization to issue bonds and the plan on how the money 

raised would be spent; 

 The adoption, amendment or repeal of any regulation; 

 Adoption or revision of the Airport Master Plan 

 Appointment of a Chief Executive Officer; 

 Award of contracts; 

 Approval of terminal designs or airport layout or modifications 

thereto; and 

 The acquisition or disposal of land. 

One item Congress did not change was the “drop dead” clause in the event a judicial 

body stripped this revised Board of Review of its powers.66 

Again the MWAA challenged the constitutionality of the Board of Review. The 

U.S. Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia the board was unconstitutional in 

September 1994. In January 1995, the U.S. Supreme Court declined to review the case 

leaving the lower court’s ruling in place. This time Congress got the message from the 

courts eliminating its oversight of the airports altogether when it passed the Metropolitan 

Washington Airports Act Amendments of 1995. Besides eliminating the Board of Review 

this act eliminated free parking at the airports for members of Congress, senior 

government officials and Ambassadors; added two presidential appointees to MWAA’s 

Board of Directors; and in an amendment added by Senator McCain of Arizona on the 

floor of the Senate granted an exemption to National’s perimeter rule for one round trip 

flight a day between National Airport and the cities of Austin, Denver, Las Vegas, Los 

Angeles, Salt Lake City, San Francisco, San Juan, Seattle, Portland, OR, and most 

importantly to the Senator, Phoenix.67 
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The years between 1984 and 1987 saw a significant change in the fortunes of 

Washington Dulles International Airport. The revised master plan of 1984 changed the 

design philosophy for the airport, originally established by Eero Saarinen. Reduction of 

the curb-to-aircraft walking time was no longer a primary design consideration. Instead, 

future designs would improve the expeditious movement of passengers from one airplane 

to another. This new design philosophy meant abandoning the innovative Mobile 

Lounges and Plane Mates for the most conventional concourse with boarding bridges. 

This modification was necessary because of a change in how the airlines configured their 

routes. When Saarinen conceived his Mobile Lounge System airlines used trunk routing 

and fewer than 20 percent of passengers transferred between aircraft to continue their 

flights. The hub-and-spoke routing that airlines adopted following deregulation saw 65 

percent or more of passengers needing to transfer between flights at hub airports. The 

Mobile Lounges could not efficiently accommodate this volume of transfers. 

1984 was also the year Secretary of Transportation Dole began the process of 

divesting the airports. This move was a necessary step not only to place control of the 

airports under a local authority more attune to local politics but to free it from the 

financial constraints of Congressional control. To implement the recommendations of the 

1984 master plan, Dulles needed the necessary funding right away. Historically, speed 

was not a characteristic associated with Congressional appropriations when it came to 

new construction at either of the FAA’s airports. Dulles needed the ability, like that of 

other municipal airports in this country to raise funds by issuing bonds. The only way that 
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could happen was to completely remove control of the airports from the federal 

government and invest it in a local airports authority. 1984’s Holton Commission was the 

first step in that process. In 1987, after a long fight to get the Metropolitan Washington 

Airports Act of 1986 through Congress, the Metropolitan Washington Airports Authority 

signed a 50-year lease with the government to operate the two airports 

In 1985, as the legislative battle on the Metropolitan Washington Airports Act got 

started the first manifestation of the change in the design philosophy appeared at Dulles 

Airport. New York Air became the first airline to chose Dulles as a hub. One concession 

New York Air asked for was permission to build a temporary midfield concourse with 

boarding bridges. Metropolitan Washington Airports granted this concession and Dulles 

got its first midfield concourse. During the summer of 1985 Pan American Airways and 

Presidential Airlines also chose Dulles as a hub. This time only Presidential asked to 

build a temporary concourse. Then in December United Air Lines announced its decision 

to put a major East Coast hub at Dulles. United also ask for and received permission to 

build a temporary midfield concourse. 

United’s hub began operating in the Spring of 1986 with 50 additional flights a 

day using the airport. The airport’s fortunes had turned around despite Congress since the 

airlines themselves paid for the new midfield concourses. However, if the airport was to 

continue to grow it need the access to funding independent of the whims of Congress an 

airports authority could provide. This time, when it was needed the most, the airport had 

the right supporters in Congress to get the legislation to the Presidents desk. 
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The turnaround of Dulles Airport’s fortunes between 1984 through the end of the 

century depended on more than the actions of the FAA or the MWAA. In the mid-1970s 

local politicians began to recognize the advantage having a modern international airport 

in their jurisdiction. One of the first indications of this the Fairfax County Board of 

Supervisors’ for the Interstate 66 extension. Regional business leaders also saw the 

airport as key to continuing the growth of the Northern Virginia economy that began in 

the 1950s. The coming together of these two groups, the politicians, and the business 

community, at first assisted the transformation of Dulles by developing the area around 

the airport creating a large pool of potential passengers and then lobbying the airlines 

directly to get them to use Dulles. Once Dulles became a profitable enterprise, these 

groups then helped MWAA sustain that growth.
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CHAPTER SIX - THE NORTHERN VIRGINIA AEROTROPOLIS 

In the mid-1990s John Kasarda—a professor at the University of North Carolina’s 

Kenan-Flagler School of Business—began to refine the concept of a new type of city 

centered around a large international airport. He called this city an aerotropolis. It was the 

late twentieth-century version of a city that grew up around a trade hub. Cities in previous 

eras grew around crossroads, seaports, and railroad junctions. Now according to Kasarda, 

this was happening around airports. Some locations which Kasarda identifies as 

aerotropoleis, such as Songdo City adjacent to Incheon International Airport in South 

Korea, were planned and built from scratch as high-modernist urban development 

projects like Brasilia.1 Others evolved unplanned. Kasarda considers the Dulles region of 

Northern Virginia as one of the latter types; it evolved naturally without any master plan.2 

In its simplest terms, the steps in an airport becoming an aerotropolis are: 

 the airport leaves the city; 

 the city follows the airport; 

 the airport becomes the city. 

When the city follows the airport, the region around the airport enters a transitional phase 

called an airport city. Once the airport becomes the city, it is an aerotropolis.3 

                                                 
1 John D. Kasarda and Greg Lindsay, Aerotropolis: The Way We’ll Live Next (New York: Farrar, Straus 

and Giroux, 2011), 3–6. 
2 John D. Kasarda, “2013 Aerotropolis Status,” 2013, 

http://www.aerotropolis.com/files/2013_AerotropolisStatus.pdf. 
3 Kasarda and Lindsay, Aerotropolis: The Way We’ll Live Next, 20. 
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Los Angeles International Airport provides an excellent example of these phases 

for an unintentional aerotropolis. In 1928 Los Angeles chose Mine Field, a square parcel 

of land near the Pacific Ocean and fourteen miles from the city center, as the location for 

its municipal airport. Detractors said the site was too far away, but the city still built on 

that site. Up until the Second World War, those adventurous souls who chose to travel by 

air preferred the more convenient Burbank Airport to Los Angeles. By selecting Mine 

Field, the city of Los Angeles moved its airport away from the city. With the coming of 

the war, Burbank Airport and the airport serving nearby Long Beach were closed to 

commercial traffic because they also served the Lockheed and Douglas aircraft plants, 

vital war industries. Only Los Angeles Airport was open for commercial use. Los 

Angeles Airport also had an adjacent war industry, Hughes Aircraft, but compared to the 

other two Hughes was a minor player that could coexist with a commercial airport. 

Hughes was large enough that the influx of wartime workers spurred the building of the 

community of Westchester, just north of the airport, to house them. By 1950, other 

communities—El Segundo and Hawthorn to the south and Inglewood to the east—began 

to surround the airport. The city of Los Angeles was expanding and filling in the once 

open space between its center and the airport. The city was moving to the airport.4 

The final phase of the process took place with the growth of just-in-time logistics. 

Just-in-time logistics is the practice of scheduling the delivery of items—parts to factories 

or completed goods to retailers—just before they are required. Using the example of car 

radios under older logistics methods the auto manufacturer would maintain a several 

                                                 
4 Ibid., 25–28. 
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weeks’ supply of the radios needed for installation in new cars in a warehouse. As stocks 

got low, the warehouse placed a new order for radios. Just-in-time logistics reduces the 

manufacturer’s on hand supply of radios to enough needed to support one or two days’ of 

assembly. A one day’s supply of radios arrives every day preventing an interruption in 

assembling new automobiles. Airfreight then became the shipping mode of choice for 

companies producing such lightweight commodities as laptop computers, mobile phones, 

and gaming consoles to provide just in time logistics to their retailers. Tens of thousands 

of these items arrive every day at Los Angeles International. As a major port of entry for 

in-demand goods, the airport attracted businesses associated with the distribution of these 

goods or whose manufacturing was heavily dependent on a reliable supply chain of 

components and materials. Following these businesses were secondary ones that 

supported their employees with housing, retail services, and entertainment. By becoming 

the economic engine for its surroundings, the airport becomes the city.5 

Northern Fairfax County, Virginia, over the last half of the twentieth century 

transitioned from a rural hinterland to Washington, D.C., to being a collection of suburb 

bedroom communities then becoming a new type of urban environment called an Edge 

City—an important feature of Kasarda’s aerotropolis. This transition was assisted by the 

presence of Dulles International Airport but stemmed from other factors as well. The 

simultaneously sustained growth of the airport was a reflection of the region’s growth. 

Eventually, the region became focused more on Dulles than on the City of Washington 

achieving aerotropolis status. 

                                                 
5 Ibid., 28–30. 
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When the CAA first proposed building the region’s second commercial airport in 

Fairfax County in 1951 the region was rural with agriculture its major industry. While 

there had been some growth in the county during the first half of the twentieth century 

Fairfax experienced slower growth than the other counties surrounding the District of 

Columbia. Residents and the politicians accepted this slower growth not wanting to give 

up the rural character of the region. One factor in the slow growth of Fairfax was the poor 

roads in the county. By the start of the Second World War, few were paved. The poor 

roads made commuting into the District difficult and limited the growth that did occur to 

these corridors with decent roads. Eventually, the post-war population boom in the region 

brought developers into Northern Fairfax as Arlington County started to become built 

out. 

The population boom the region was experiencing was in response to the Cold 

War. The Defense Department had not shrunk back to pre-war levels after the Second 

World War—as it had following previous wars—but continued to grow. Its headquarters 

moved in 1943 from buildings along Constitution Avenue in the District of Columbia—

the Vietnam Veterans Memorial occupies their former location—to the Pentagon in 

Northern Virginia. The Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)—another Cold War focused 

agency—located its headquarters in McLean, VA, in Fairfax County. Besides the military 

and civil service workers who staff these two headquarters needing housing, there were a 

growing number of companies which provided engineering and analytical services to 

these headquarters which needed offices and whose workers also needed a place to live 

close to their work. The growth starting in the 1950s was explosive. Fairfax went from 
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being the slowest growing county in the Metropolitan Region to being the fastest. This 

growth was not always popular with residents. Between 1951 and 1985 the majority on 

the Fairfax County Board of Supervisors swung every few years between proponents of 

growth and anti-growth advocates. Despite attempts to slow it, growth in Fairfax County 

became inevitable and with growth came change. One sign of this change was the Tysons 

Corner community in the northern part of the county becoming one of the first Edge 

Cities in the country. 

One of the first growth slowing measures enacted by the Fairfax Board in the late 

1950s was to restrict growth to the eastern third of the county.6 This restriction became 

untenable with the building of Dulles western edge of Fairfax County. Besides the airport 

itself, the DIAAH and the Potomac Interceptor Sewer line running through the northern 

part of the county were magnets for developers. The completion of these pieces of 

infrastructure began a cycle of a new development attracting more residents which 

attracted more businesses and retail services which brought on more development to meet 

the demand and so on. Eventually, these new residents and businesses were closer to 

Dulles than the region’s other two airports making Dulles the convenient choice for a 

growing number of passengers. While county leaders were attempting to slow this 

development a group of business leaders formed the first Dulles advocacy group, the 

Committee for Dulles, 1967. This group sought ways to attract development to the 

DIAAH corridor by lobbying for improved transportation and against the county’s slow-

growth measures. 

                                                 
6 Russ Banham, The Fight for Fairfax: A Struggle for a Great American County, 1st ed (Fairfax, Va: GMU 

Press, 2009), 48. 
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When the FAA finally submitted the EIA for National and new policies for the 

use of that airport and Dulles could go forward there was debate over where to relocate 

flights from National caused by the reduction in slots from 40 to 37 per hour. Since the 

FAA did not want the job nor the risk of being accused by Maryland’s aviation advocates 

of exercising undue influence on any airline not relocating to Baltimore/Washington 

International, the states of Maryland and Virginia agreed to meet and divvy up the flights. 

As its representative to the meetings, Virginia created what would become a second 

Dulles advocacy group, the Dulles Policy Task Force, in 1982. This group began 

lobbying the airlines showing them how the number of potential passengers preferring 

Dulles had grown. In 1978 the Fairfax County Economic Development Authority 

(FCEDA) began taking a more active role in attracting businesses from outside the region 

to open offices or relocate altogether to the region around Dulles. The efforts of these 

three groups were successful with the region continuing to grow even during periods of 

economic contraction or when the federal government cut back defense-related spending 

at the end of the Cold War. 

The building of Dulles in western Fairfax County in 1958 was the airport leaving 

the city phase in the growth of an aerotropolis. The rise of Tysons Corner as an Edge City 

in the late 1970s and early 1980s was the city follows the airport phase in the growth of 

the Northern Virginia aerotropolis. Finally, the continuing development of not only the 

DIAAH corridor to the east of the airport but development along US Highway 50 and 

State Highway 28 north, south, and west of the Dulles was the airport becoming the city, 

the final phase in the growth of the aerotropolis. While FCEDA, regional chambers of 
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commerce, advocacy groups, and tourism bureaus were responsible for the growth 

outside the airport’s boundary fence, their efforts would not have been as successful if the 

MWAA were not there to implement the 1984 master plan for the Airport. The initial 

growth at the airport discussed in the previous chapter started a feedback loop of more 

flights with better schedules attracting more passengers, which in turn, brought in more 

flights. By the end of the century, Najeeb Halaby’s prediction in 1962 that there would be 

more than enough traffic in the region to keep all three airports busy was a reality with 

each airport servicing about a third of the total traffic flying into and out of the 

Washington Metropolitan Region. 

Rural to Suburban: Growth Starts in Fairfax County 
The lack of easy access to Dulles Airport from the District in its first years of 

operation was not a new phenomenon in Northern Virginia. In general, the growth of that 

region was slower than that of the Maryland counties surrounding the District in the first 

half of the twentieth century. Fairfax County began the century with a population of only 

18,580. By 1950 there were 98,557 residents, but this increase was modest when 

compared to the other counties surrounding the District of Columbia (see Figure 37). The 

Maryland counties of Montgomery and Prince George’s grew from 30,457 and 29,898 

respectively to 164,401 and 194,182 over the same period. Even smaller Arlington 

County in Virginia outgrew Fairfax starting the century with only 6,530 residents but 

growing to 135,449 by mid-century. The source of this growth and the economic engine 

for the metropolitan area was the federal government, especially after the expansion 

which began with the New Deal programs added by President Franklin Delano Roosevelt 
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and continued through World War Two. Figure 37 shows both of these in the upturns 

between 1930–1940 and 1940–1950. 

 

 
Figure 37 Washington Regional Population Growth by County 1900-1950 

 

Fairfax County lagged behind the other Maryland and Virginia Counties 

surrounding the city of Washington in part because of its lack of easy access to the city of 

Washington. Located on the opposite side of the Potomac River, a river with few 

crossings in the early twentieth century, Fairfax residents had a difficult time accessing 

the city’s jobs and services. At the start of the century, there was one railroad bridge and 

three road bridges crossing the Potomac River between Virginia and the District. By 1950 

there was only one additional road bridge spanning the river and that built in 1932, the 

Memorial Bridge. Adding to the difficulty of reaching the urban center the roads in 
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Fairfax County before the 1920s were the same dirt tracks that had existed since the Civil 

War. 

In contrast, the Maryland counties had direct access to the District along the 

streets and avenues that extended out of Washington. There were also some trolley 

lines—some having existed since 1880— paralleling these roads. The trolley lines were 

built in the late nineteenth century by developers like Francis G. Newlands to provide 

access to the Maryland suburbs they were building. By the 1930s Maryland had several 

established suburbs—Chevy Chase, Bethesda, Kensington, Silver Spring, and Laurel to 

name a few—where the influx of workers arriving to staff the growing New Deal and 

after 1941 defense agencies chose to settle. Lacking such easy access Northern Virginia 

suffered somewhat but the opening of the Pentagon on the Virginia side of the River in 

1943 did initially benefit Arlington and eastern Fairfax Counties.7 

Northern Virginia during the first half of the twentieth century did have other 

access into Washington. There were three railroads operating through the region all of 

which carried passengers and freight to Washington. Northern Virginia also had a few 

trolley lines connecting its communities—Fairfax City, Oakton, Vienna, Dunn Loring, 

Great Falls, McLean, and Falls Church—with lines that extended out of the District over 

the Highway and Aqueduct Bridges. However, by the 1930s the automobile was 

becoming the primary mode of transportation. Most of the District’s suburban trolley 

lines ceased operation by 1939 from lack of ridership even though the population of the 

                                                 
7 Kenneth T Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the United States (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1985), 122–24. 
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suburbs they served was growing. While the same was true in Northern Virginia, the 

region’s poor roads made access to the District more difficult than from Maryland. 

The condition of the public roads in Virginia began to improve after 1922 when 

Henry G. Shirley was appointed Highway Commissioner. Following his experience on 

the Highway Transport Committee during World War One, Shirley became an advocate 

for modern all weather roads as both an economic and military necessity for the country. 

Once in the job, Shirley instituted a program of improving all roads in the 

Commonwealth with major highways being the first to receive hard pavement. In the 

1920s and 1930s, Fairfax County acquired five such highways. Two of these were state 

farm-to-market roads, and three others were part of the program coordinated by 

American Association of State Highway Officials—an organization that Shirley helped 

found and of which he served as its first president—to establish a network of cross 

country all-weather highways. The farm-to-market roads paved by Shirley’s department 

were state routes 7 and 123. Route 7 ran between the towns of Winchester in the 

Shenandoah Valley and Alexandria on the Potomac passing through Leesburg and Falls 

Church along the way. Route 123 ran from the Chain Bridge crossing of the Potomac in 

Fairfax County to Woodbridge near the Potomac in Prince William County passing 

through Vienna, and Fairfax City. Both these roads traveled through the agricultural 

regions passing by the stations for one or more of the railroads operating in in the region 

along the way. The three numbered highways were the north–south US Routes 1 and 29 

and the east–west US Route 50.8 

                                                 
8 Joel Garreau, Edge City: Life on the New Frontier, 1st ed (New York: Doubleday, 1991), 377–78. 



321 

 

With these new roads in place by 1935, the Fairfax Board of Supervisors expected 

the county would benefit from the expansion of the federal government taking place. The 

board created a Planning Commission and a county police department in anticipation of 

this growth. The county even formed a Chamber of Commerce. However, the Planning 

Commission made no real development plans until 1955. The Chamber of Commerce 

disbanded in 1943 from lack of membership. While there was a slight upswing in growth 

in Fairfax during the 30s and 40s, most of the metropolitan region’s growth occurred in 

the easily accessible Maryland counties and Arlington County. Several Fairfax residents 

took jobs in the city in addition to maintaining their farms during this period, but few 

newcomers to the region settled in Fairfax. Those that did settle there did so the eastern 

portion of the county first along the US Route 1 corridor and then along the path of State 

Route 350 named the Shirley Highway in honor of Henry Shirley who planned it but died 

before construction completed. The Shirley Highway was the Commonwealth’s first 

limited access highway branching off from US Route 1 at the Potomac passing next to 

the Pentagon and then heading south until it rejoined US Route 1 just before it crossed 

the Occoquan River.9 

When the CAA began scouting potential locations for the second airport in 1948, 

it naturally looked to rural Fairfax County as the place to find the large tract of 

undeveloped land it needed. The county’s primary industry was still dairy farming. Had 

William Henry Fitzhugh Lee, Robert E. Lee’s son, still been alive in 1950 he would have 

found little had changed from 1850. The dirt roads around Ravensworth his plantation in 

                                                 
9 Banham, The Fight for Fairfax, 12–15. 
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Fairfax County—located northeast of the proposed site for the Burke airport—were 

unchanged from when he rode them as a boy, except for the motor cars and an occasional 

farm tractor. Among those things that attracted the CAA to Burke was the lack of 

suburban development found elsewhere in the region. This lack of development 

translated to large tracts of available land available at reasonable prices. Lack of 

development also meant no land speculators were driving up prices in hopes of 

eventually selling to developers. Even though the CAA would condemn the land it 

required, it still had to pay the former owners fair market value, but that was less than the 

owners would have received from developers. 

Other than the availability of inexpensive land, the CAA was attracted to the 

Burke site in particular because of its proximity to the Shirley Highway and the Southern 

Railroad. The highway passed within five miles of the terminal facilities making for a 

short access road between the airport and a highway with quick access to the center of 

Washington. A bonus was that the Shirley Highway passed north of National Airport 

allowing for the easy inter-airport transfer of passengers and cargo. It was a lack of easy 

inter-airport transfer that the CAA used as one of its reason why Friendship Airport was 

unsuitable as the region’s second airport. The rail line would provide inexpensive 

transport for construction materials and a secondary means for travelers to get to the 

airport. 

In 1950 during hearings on the second airport bill, it was obvious that the airport 

would be somewhere in Fairfax. No one in the county seemed eager for its arrival. Most 

communities would lobby enthusiastically for such a potential economy-booster. During 
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his testimony before Congress the Chairman of the Fairfax Board of Supervisors, G. 

Wallace Carper, seemed neutral on the subject of having an airport in his county. His 

expressed concerns were for public hearings on the location and some form of payment in 

lieu of taxes from the federal government to make up for lost revenue from the land it 

would seize. Rep. Brown—whose district included Fairfax at the time and who was 

present for these hearings—also had nothing to say either for or against the airport. 

Contrast this with those representing Baltimore who supported their new airport to the 

point they called plans to build a second DC airport a waste of money since Friendship 

Airport was ready to fill that role. One reason for this ambivalence was that Fairfax 

lacked a development plan. It had had a planning commission since 1936, but all this 

commission had done was approve or reject plans to develop individual plots of land. No 

comprehensive countywide plan existed, so Fairfax political, and business leaders had no 

clear vision of where they wanted to go or how to get there. 

In 1950, at the same time the federal government was getting ready to place a 

commercial airport in the county the Fairfax Planning Commission approved plans for 

the Pimmit Hills subdivision. Located northwest of Fall Church between Routes 7 and 

123, Pimmit Hills was unlike most of the tract housing developments following World 

War Two which were in the southeastern part of the county along the Shirley Highway. 

Pimmit Hills had over 16,000 units when completed in 1955 putting a strain on county 

school, police, water, and sewer services. This strain was the result of not having a 

county development plan which would have anticipated the need for these services. It 

was soon obvious that between this large development in a part of the county that had not 
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yet seen development and the federal government’s attempt to put a large airport in the 

county Fairfax needed a master development plan. Seeing that landowners were selling to 

developers the county board understood that residents would support development so 

long as it was the right kind of development, i.e. no airports. In 1951 the Board of 

Supervisors hired Francis T. McHugh to direct the Planning Commission’s technical staff 

to develop a master plan for the county.10 

Prior to working for Fairfax County McHugh had developed a master plan for 

Westchester County New York—the county immediately north of New York City. 

McHugh and the technical staff started in 1952 spending two years surveying and 

gathering data plus an additional year preparing the master plan. The completed plan was 

presented to the Board of Supervisors in January of 1955. McHugh’s plan anticipated that 

with little additional space available for growth in Arlington County all future growth in 

Northern Virginia would happen in Fairfax. The plan projected that the population of the 

county in 1980 would reach 350,000—in 1950 Fairfax’s population was 98,557. Most of 

these new residents would work either for the federal government or for companies 

providing goods and services to the federal government. McHugh called for zoning 4,432 

acres in nineteen different locations, most along the existing rail lines, for light 

industry—which he described as “non-nuisance type assembly plants, research 

laboratories and related offices, small machine and fabrication shops, service industries 

and warehousing, airports and related services, and dispersed federal agencies.” His plan 

clustered residential developments around these industrial areas. A network of roads 

                                                 
10 Ibid., 17–24. 
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based on a plan proposed by the National Capital Parks and Planning Commission 

(NCPPC) in 1950 would provide access to the District from these clusters. The NCPPC 

highway plan called for a set of three concentric ring roads within and around the District 

the outer of which passed through Fairfax County. To this plan McHugh added yet 

another circumferential road about five miles further to the west. These concentric roads 

would connect with radial roads heading into and out of the District. If this plan was not 

controversial enough with a large projected population, light industry, roads, and other 

forms of infrastructure to support it all, McHugh also recommended building a major 

commercial airport in the county.11 

This plan found few supporters. Most residents recognized that some growth was 

inevitable but a quadrupling of the population in twenty years seemed like uncontrolled 

not managed growth. The 1956 elections put new supervisors on the board who 

campaigned on revising McHugh’s plan. These controlled growth Supervisors directed 

the County Administrator, Carlton C. Massey, to come up with a new plan. This revised 

plan was presented in 1958. This plan saw among the negative effects of the uncontrolled 

growth the political fragmentation of the county as suburban developments grew to the 

point that the residents would seek incorporation as independent cities.12 To prevent this 

the 1958 plan proposed the county adopt a more municipal approach to governing—

becoming more like a city government and less like a rural county one—and restrict 

growth to the eastern third of the county by enacting a zoning policy that only permitted 

                                                 
11 Francis Dodd McHugh, “Proposed Master Plan of Fairfax County, Virginia,” January 3, 1955, VRARE 

711.4 M 1955, Fairfax County Public Library. 
12 Under Virginia law independent cities are politically separate from counties. Under this system the City 

of Fairfax, the county seat of Fairfax County, is not politically a part of Fairfax County. 
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the subdivision of property to parcels of less than one quarter acre to that portion of the 

county. In the remaining two-thirds of the county, no subdivision less than three acres 

were permitted. To help keep development contained in the eastern third the plan rejected 

all of McHugh’s road building proposals. The airport was rejected as well given the 

sentiment following the failed attempt at Burke. However, by 1958 this was a moot point 

since the CAA was going ahead with its airport only this time in Chantilly—in the 

western, no growth part of the county. This fact alone would undo most of what the 

controlled growth Supervisors set out to do. Surprisingly, this new board did not 

completely object to the idea of light industry because they already had an example of the 

kind of facility they would like to see more of in the county.13 

In 1952 a Pentagon contractor, Melpar made the unusual move of locating its 

headquarters and factory in a rural section of Fairfax. Located alongside US Route 50 

well west of Falls Church Melpar was ten miles from the Pentagon in the middle of 

farmland, quite literally the image of the machine in the garden. The company 

manufactured electronics for the military. This building, however, did not look the part. It 

was set back 300 feet from the road with a large expanse of lawn filling that space. The 

main structure was low rise with a brick façade. The property had a lake surrounded by 

trees to one side, and the employee parking was out of sight in the rear. It looked more 

like the campus of a small school than a factory. County residents like the suburban, as 

                                                 
13 Fairfax Public Administration Service, “Plan of Action for Fairfax County,” January 15, 1958, VRARE 

711.4 F 1958, Fairfax County Public Library. 
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opposed to an urban industrial, feel of the facility. If the county was to have light industry 

it wanted that industry to be more Melpars.14 

Besides Dulles International Airport there was a second federal project underway 

in Fairfax County in 1958 that would upset the Board of Supervisors’ controlled growth 

plans. This project was the Capital Beltway. The Capital Beltway, Interstate 495, was the 

outer ring road proposed by the NCPPC. Originally intended to efficiently move the 

growing automobile traffic around the metropolitan region by the mid-1950s this road 

became an element of Cold War defense planning. As Cold War tensions increased it was 

obvious that Washington would be the target for one or more nuclear bombs should war 

break out. A road around the capital so troops and material could still move north and 

south along the eastern seaboard while avoiding the radiation and destruction of a 

bombed out District of Columbia became a strategic imperative. The other roads in the 

NCPPC’s plan were never fully realized due to community opposition but planning for 

the outer ring road began in 1954. Once Maryland and Virginia agreed on the location of 

the Potomac River crossings—Cabin John to the north and Jones Point to the south—

detailed planning began. With the passage of the Federal Aid to Highways Act of 1956 

what was called the circumferential highway became part of the interstate highway 

system. By 1958 the alignment of the road through Fairfax County was known and 

construction begun.15 

Also included in the plans for the interstate highway system was a road heading 

west out of the District to the Shenandoah Valley. This highway was designated Interstate 

                                                 
14 Garreau, Edge City, 373–76. 
15 Banham, The Fight for Fairfax, 23. 
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66. Its proposed route closely matched that for one of McHugh’s radial roads. Between 

these federally funded state built interstate highways and the airport key portions of the 

1955 master development plan were coming to pass despite opposition from the Board of 

Supervisors. The population growth projected by the plan also appeared to be taking 

place and at a pace that exceed McHugh’s projections. Between 1950 and 1960 the 

county’s population grew over two and a half times from 98,557 residents in 1950 to 

275,002 in 1960. As much as the county had changed during the 1950s, it still had not 

attracted a significant amount of industry or retail development. 

Growth was not only happening in Fairfax County. Loudoun County, the next 

county west of Fairfax, had also been anticipating growth that did not happen during the 

1940s and 1950s. Considered too far out in the country by many of the developers that 

were making an impact on Fairfax and with fewer good roads Loudoun saw no real 

growth during the twentieth century up to 1960. Loudoun’s population in 1900 was 21, 

948 and 24, 549 in 1960.16 However, Loudoun County officials, unlike those in Fairfax 

sought growth. They saw Dulles airport as a magnet for growth. During the first years of 

the 1960s, some development came to Loudoun both residential and Melpar like 

industrial facilities. Several of the region’s developers had begun to acquire large tracts of 

land in the eastern part of the county near Dulles Airport, skipping over undeveloped 

portions of Fairfax County. These actions demonstrated they anticipated future growth 

                                                 
16 Richard L. Forstall, “VIRGINIA Population of Counties by Decennial Census: 1900 to 1990,” March 27, 

1995, https://www.census.gov/population/cencounts/va190090.txt. 
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influenced by the presence of the airport and were hedging their bets against future 

resistance to growth by the Fairfax Board of Supervisors.17 

Fairfax and it neighboring county Loudoun were part of the rural hinterland for 

the Washington Metropolitan Region during the first half of the twentieth century. Both 

their distance from the District of Columbia and poor surface transportation held them 

back from the growth experienced by the Maryland Counties that bordered the City of 

Washington. Even the growth of the region’s largest employer, the federal government, 

which started in the late 1930s and continued through the 1940s had little impact on these 

Northern Virginia counties. With improved roads, easy access to home loans for veterans, 

and continued expansion of the federal government because of the Cold War Fairfax 

County began to experience explosive growth. Residents of Fairfax were unprepared for 

this level of growth. When the development plan ordered by the Board recommended 

continued growth, new roads, and a commercial airport—shortly after the residents of 

Burke stopped just such a project—a slow and controlled growth Board of Supervisors 

was elected. 

This board was neither able to slow the growth that had already started nor restrict 

it to the eastern third of the county as it had hoped. With improved roads and the new 

Capital Beltway under construction access into the county had improved. Arlington 

County was becoming built out. The federal government had begun to expand its reliance 

on contractor companies to complete vital national security work. All of these provided 

developers with an incentive to look for land in Fairfax whether the Board of Supervisors 

                                                 
17 John B. Willmann, “Leesburg Girds for Growth: Leesburg Hopes Developers Will Respect Its Past,” The 

Washington Post, Times Herald, March 9, 1963, sec. Real Estate. 
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wanted them or not. Finally, the federal government selected a site near Chantilly in the 

extreme western part of Fairfax County, the part of the county the supervisors wanted to 

keep free of development, for the long-delayed second airport. Dulles Airport along with 

its infrastructure became a magnet for development. 

The opening of Dulles International Airport in 1962 marked the end of the first 

phase in the evolution of an aerotropolis; the airport had left the city. Washington’s new 

airport was now 26 miles away from the center of town in rural western Fairfax County. 

The start of the second phase where the city comes to the airport was ready to begin 

despite the desires of the county’s Board of Supervisors. The 1960s would see the arrival 

of a new type of industry that emerged out of the technical advances of World War Two. 

These new industries, in turn, would spur new residential developments. Eventually, a 

new type of urban environment, the Edge City, would evolve in Northern Virginia. 

Wanted or not, Dulles Airport began making its economic impact felt in the region. 

Beltway Bandits and the Edge City 
The growing technical nature of warfare following World War Two created a 

requirement for more scientists and engineers performing government work than at any 

time in the past. Besides designing weapons, scientific techniques such as operations 

research were being used to analyze tactics and the efficient use of scarce resources. The 

result of this growing technological dependence was the inability of the Department of 

Defense (DOD) to recruit and retain a sufficient number of government-employed 

scientists to meet the demand. The government to make up for this shortfall in talent, 

began contracting with private companies to provide the technical support it needed. The 
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growth of one such company, Braddock-Dunn-McDonald, serves as an example of not 

only this growing industry but how it contributed to the growth of Fairfax County and the 

eventual success Dulles Airport.18 

Joseph Braddock, Bernard Dunn, and Daniel McDonald were professors of 

physics who first met as Ph.D. students at Fordham University. At various times during 

the 1950s, they had supplemented their teaching salaries with consulting jobs for some 

DOD and Atomic Energy Commission research agencies. In 1959 they left teaching and 

formed a technical services company with the goal of contracting full time with the 

government. Their initial contract was analyzing missile test data for the U.S. Army at its 

White Sands, NM, test range. Since their contract, like all support contracts with the 

government, required Braddock-Dunn-McDonald maintain an office close to their 

government customer the partners opted to move the company’s headquarters from New 

York City to El Paso, TX in 1960. As the company grew with more government contract 

work, they found themselves spending more time managing and less time doing the 

science they preferred. The solution to this dilemma was hiring Earl Williams in 1962 to 

administer their company. Williams soon realized there was not enough potential work in 

the El Paso area for the company to continue to grow. The best place to be to get 

additional technical work from the DOD and other government agencies was the 

Washington Metropolitan Area. Acting on this Williams opened a branch office for the 

company, now called simply BDM, in a building near the intersection of Routes 7 and 

123, Tysons Corner. During the early 1960s other technical services companies needing 

                                                 
18 Paul E Ceruzzi, Internet Alley: High Technology in Tysons Corner, 1945-2005 (Cambridge, Mass: MIT 

Press, 2008), 65–69. 
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offices within the 30-minute distance of their customers—as specified in most 

contracts—also established offices in Northern Virginia.19 

Just as Williams was hired to manage BDM’s business dealings, Gerald Halpin 

was hired by the founders of Atlantic Research to run their company so they could 

concentrate on the science side of their business. Atlantic Research had been located in 

Alexandria, VA since its founding in 1949 and supported Navy solid rocket fuel research 

and production. Halpin joined in 1953 with a background in real estate and construction 

as opposed to science or engineering. Among his duties was scouting for land so the 

company could expand. As he traveled around Fairfax looking for possible building sites 

Halpin became familiar with the Melpar facility, the Pimmit Hill subdivision, and after 

1956 the route for the Capital Beltway. He also realized that other technical service 

companies would be moving into the region and would need office spaces. In 1962 

Halpin and two associates formed the Westgroup Corporation whose purpose was to 

purchase and develop land into Melpar style office parks for these companies. 

The year 1962 was significant because the year before Robert McNamara became 

Secretary of Defense. During World War Two McNamara, a business and economics 

professor at Harvard, worked for the U.S. Army Air Force’s Office of Statistical Control. 

One of his duties was to analyze the efficiency and effectiveness of bomber missions and 

then to use that information to plan future missions. His success at this led to an 

invitation following the war from his former commanding officer to join a company that 

would provide similar analytical services to private industry. The first corporation this 

                                                 
19 Banham, The Fight for Fairfax, 99–101. 
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company approached offering their services was Ford Motor Company. Ford was so 

impressed with what this group could do it hired them so they would work for Ford 

exclusively. McNamara’s success at applying modern planning and management controls 

at Ford eventually resulted in his promotion to president of Ford. He was the first non-

family member in that position. It was McNamara’s success at Ford that made him 

President Kennedy’s choice to head the DOD. McNamara wasted no time in applying the 

same modern management systems he instituted at Ford to all aspects of the 

Department’s business from the acquisition of weapons to strategic plans to personnel. 

These techniques put in place by the new Secretary were so far ranging they required 

more analysts than the DOD employed. With Congressionally mandated personnel levels 

for both the military and civil service, the only way to get the work done was to contract 

with private industry. The result was an explosion of technical service sector work in the 

Washington Metropolitan Region, a situation which people like Williams and Halpin 

would turn to their advantage. 

Since 1958 Halpin had had his eye on Maplewood Farms a 512-acre plot of land 

between Route 123, the Beltway, and the DIAAH extension. In 1962 his Westgroup 

Corporation was able to purchase the land and develop it into the Westgate Office Park. 

While the first tenant of this Melpar style office park was the headquarters of Mars, 

Incorporated—the candy maker—the majority of the occupants were technical services 

companies. One such company was Planning Research Corporation (PRC). In 1958, three 

employees of the RAND Corporation—a non-profit Federally Funded Research and 

Development Center (FFRDC)—formed PRC, a for-profit company. It was not long 
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before PRC’s founders moved from Los Angeles to office spaces in Westgate to compete 

with their former employer for the technical work coming out of the Pentagon. 

As the work for these companies grew during the 1960s and 1970s, they hired 

more employees. This growth created the need for more office space in which to put their 

employees and more houses for those employees as well. Figure 38 shows that Fairfax 

maintained a constant growth through these two decades despite the economic downturns 

the rest of the country experienced during the same period. The other large close-in 

counties, Montgomery and Prince George,s in Maryland, were not as fortunate with both 

experiencing a leveling out of growth when the economy contracted in the 1970s. Fairfax 

County still had available undeveloped land near the Beltway while the Maryland 

Counties had all their land near the Beltway developed before planning for that road 

began.20 With more land available close to the Pentagon at lower prices than Maryland 

when the economy did contract in the 1970 Fairfax was able to grow by attracting 

businesses and new residents away from Maryland. 

 

                                                 
20 Ceruzzi, Internet Alley, 47–48. 
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Figure 38 Washington Regional Population Growth by County 1940-2000 

 

 

With work from the ongoing Cold War still coming in PRC, for example, moved 

from sharing space in one of the Westgate buildings to occupying an entire building to a 

new headquarters building located on Westgroup owned property across the DIAAH 

from Westgate. BDM likewise outgrew it spaces alongside Route 7 and moved to a new 

headquarters building in Halpin’s new development, Westpark, located on the opposite 

side of the Beltway from Westgate. Other technology services companies like Los 

Angeles-based TRW and FFRDCs like MITRE also established a presence in one of the 

Westgroup Corporation’s office parks to be near the Pentagon.21 

                                                 
21 Ibid., 68–69. 
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The expansion of these for-profit companies working almost exclusively for the 

federal government did not happen without its detractors. Companies like BDM and PRC 

competed for more and more for the analytical work that originally went to non-profit 

FFRDCs like the RAND Corporation or MITRE. Critics accused the for-profits of 

charging excessive rates to boost their earnings, in effect robbing the taxpayers. This 

claim of excessive charges was inaccurate since the rates these companies could charge 

the government were set by the General Services Administration and were comparable to 

those charged by the FFRDCs. Still, the image of these companies taking more than they 

should through their government contracts stuck and the fact that their offices were 

located near the Capital Beltway soon earned them the epithet of “Beltway Bandits.” 

One common characteristic of the technical services companies was that they 

were small but relied on large amounts of computer processing to perform their 

government assigned tasks. Being small they lacked the resources to acquire computers. 

In the 1950s and 60s, the only computers available were large mainframes. These 

machines required a significant capital investment to acquire and house including rooms 

with a controlled environment for their proper operation. Since the technical services 

companies could not afford computers, they used one of the computer service companies 

that had sprung up around the District to provide computer processing services to the 

federal government. Computer service companies owned and operated mainframe 

computers. They sold computer processing time to their customers in what was 

essentially a “cash and carry” operation. The customer provided the computer service 

company with data and an analysis program—both in the form of stacks of punch cards—
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which the company would run on its computer then afterward, the customer received the 

results of the computer run and a bill for the processor time used. While the technical 

service companies would eventually purchase computers when the machines became 

smaller, cheaper, and less dependent on special environments after the invention of the 

microprocessor, it was the arrival of these computer service companies in Northern 

Virginia that marked the beginning of a significant information technology presence in 

the region.22 

Figure 39 shows the area around Tysons Corner mentioned above as it looked in 

1967. The divided highway going from left to right is the Capital Beltway. The highway 

running from top to bottom along the right side is the DIAAH. Route 7 intersects with the 

Beltway near the upper left and the DIAAH near the upper right. Route 123 travels from 

top to bottom passing through cloverleaf interchanges with both the Beltway and the 

DIAAH. The letter “A” shows the western edge of the Pimmit Hills subdivision. “B” is 

near the office building originally occupied by BDM. “C” is land being cleared for the 

Tysons Corner Center shopping mall. Westgate Office Park is letter “D.” Letters “E” and 

“F” are the future locations of the PRC headquarters and the Westpark Office Park 

respectively. 

 

                                                 
22 Ceruzzi, Internet Alley. 
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Figure 39 The Tysons Corner Area in 1967 Looking Southwest 

 

Despite the Board of Supervisors best efforts, the growth of Fairfax County was 

uncontrolled. By 1960 the population of Fairfax had grown 275,002, a nearly a threefold 

increase in ten years. By 1970 the number was 455,021, far outpacing McHugh’s 

estimated of 350, 000 by 1980. An additional frustration for the Board was its losses in a 

series of lawsuits brought by developers, seeking to, get around the slow-growth policies. 

The first blow to the county’s attempt to restrict growth to the eastern third came in 1959 

when the Virginia Supreme Court struck down the county’s zoning ordinance restricting 

the size of subdivisions in the western two-thirds. G. Wallace Carper—the former 
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Chairman of the Board of Supervisors—sued because he owned land near the new airport 

and hoped to profit by selling it to developers. The ruling stated that the zoning restriction 

amounted to a taking since Carper would not be able to realize the best possible price if 

he sold his land.23 With that restriction lifted developers began to look for property along 

the DIAAH. This area attracted them because the design of the road’s right of way 

allowed for the construction of local access lanes when the demand for such lanes grew. 

The Potomac Interceptor also attracted developers to this part of the county because the 

Board had enacted a moratorium on sewer hook-ups elsewhere in another attempt to 

restrict growth. 

In 1970 Fairfax only had three small treatment plants and these plants were being 

overwhelmed by the development in the county. The Board thought that by refusing to 

issue any new sewer hook-up permits, it could stop development. Again developers took 

them to court, and again the county lost. This time, the Virginia Supreme Court 

determined that it was the duty of the county to provide the same level of basic services 

to all its residents. Doing otherwise was unlawful discrimination. This ruling forced 

Fairfax to build a modern sewage treatment system for the entire county. A final attempt 

by the Board of Supervisors to slow growth came in 1973 when they ordered the 

planning board not to hold any hearings on rezoning. Again the developers sued and 

again the county lost. Virginia’s Supreme Court found the county was denying due 

                                                 
23 Banham, The Fight for Fairfax, 48. 
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process by not hearing legitimate issues promptly. By the time the ruling on this last suit 

came down, there was a two-year backlog of rezoning requests.24 

Among the developers attracted to the Dulles Corridor—a name given to region 

that borders the DIAAH—was Robert E. Simon. In 1961 Simon sold Carnegie Hall—

anticipating its decline as New York City’s premier music venue with the constructing of 

the Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts just getting started—and sought out a location 

to build a planned community that conformed to his concept of a “new town.” His “new 

town” would be a place where residents could live, work, and play without long 

commutes. Simon found an ideal location for his planned community on 7,300 acres of 

land owned by the Bowman family located roughly halfway between the Beltway and the 

site where Dulles Airport was under construction. It took Simon four years to convince 

the county board to change it zoning ordinances so he could build his new type of 

community. The county zoned in a one family per lot method, i.e. one residence per 

quarter acre, what Simon needed was zoning based on population density. Simon’s 

argument was that given a typical family of four the one residence per quarter acre 

equated to 1,600 residents per 100 acres. Granting him permission to build high density 

residences for 1,600 people on a tract of 100 acres would allow concentrating the people 

on smaller plots of land leaving the remainder as green and recreational space without 

introducing any more resident than the one dwelling per quarter acre rule allowed. 

                                                 
24 Garreau, Edge City, 382. 
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Simon’s persistence paid off and on his tenth attempt in 1965 the board allowed 

population density zoning.25 

With the population in the north county growing the residents needed some place 

to shop. Seven Corners Mall—the region’s first enclosed shopping center—was 

becoming too small for the growing population. Located at the intersection of Route 7 

and US Route 50 south of the city of Falls Church it was also some distance from the 

newer developments. To meet the need for retail shops Frank C. Kimball’s Suburban 

Development Corporation began acquiring land near Tysons Corner for a new shopping 

mall, Tysons Corner Center. This location was selected because it was next to the first 

usable exit off the Beltway when travelling south from Maryland. The DIAAH exit was 

actually the first exit motorists passed coming from Maryland but at the time it only went 

to Dulles. Groundbreaking for the mall began in 1966 and the facility opened to the 

public in 1968, about one year after the photograph Figure 39 was taken. Once open the 

mall served to attract more technology and residential related development to the area.26 

The success of Tysons Corner Center and West Gate was attracting more 

residential and industrial development to the area. These developments continued fueling 

the growth of Fairfax through the 1970s. With more people working around and along the 

DIAAH and Interstate 66 corridors and living in nearby residential communities the 

demand for more retail services grew. Initially, Suburban Development Company 

planned to meet this demand by expanding Tysons Corner Center. Before they could 

begin to implement this plan a new player, the shopping mall developer the Taubman 

                                                 
25 Banham, The Fight for Fairfax, 64–68. 
26 Ceruzzi, Internet Alley, 72. 
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Company, acquired land in 1976 near the intersection of US Route 50 and Interstate 66. 

Taubman announced it planned to build a shopping mall—Fair Oaks Mall—on the 

property larger than Tysons Corner Center. At first Taubman’s project was held up in the 

backlog of rezoning requests caused by the 1973 policy of the Board of Supervisors not 

to hold hearings on such requests. The project while delayed two years caused Suburban 

Development to shelve its plans to expand Tysons. Suburban Development built more 

office space. This time, instead of building a low-rise office park similar to West Gate, 

Suburban Development built high-rise office buildings. Suburban Development 

Corporation made this decision because the company did not have enough land for a 

campus-like development to meet the high demand. It could meet that demand with more 

conventional—if moderately sized by Manhattan standards—office towers. Unlike 

similar towers built in the older urban centers where land was at a premium, the towers 

built around Tysons Corner had open space around them more in keeping with their 

suburban location (see Figure 40).27 

 

                                                 
27 Jerry Knight, “New Fair Oaks Mall Runs Afoul of Recession: Foul Weather Lies Ahead For New Fair 

Oaks Mall,” The Washington Post, July 27, 1980, sec. BUSINESS & FINANCE. 



343 

 

 
Figure 40 Tysons Corner Area in 2010 Looking Northeast 28 

 

Up to this point, most of the companies relocating or establishing branch offices 

in the region did so to capitalize on government contracting work. Dulles Airport was not 

a major factor in their decision to locate in Fairfax County. There was one exception, 

Xerox Corporation. In January of 1972, Xerox began construction the Xerox 

International Center for Training and Management. Located on over 2,000 acres near 

Virginia Route 7 north of Dulles Airport this facility was the site for training all Xerox 

employees from around the world in the skills to install and maintain Xerox products and 

                                                 
28 Tysons Corner – from “Tysons Corner, Virginia,” 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tysons_Corner,_Virginia 
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the training of company managers. The company chose this location because it was 

remote enough to discourage students leaving the campus during the week yet with easy 

access to a major international airport. The Loudoun County countryside in 1972 

provided the remoteness and Dulles, a fifteen-minute drive away, the airport.29 Xerox 

sold the facility in 2000, but it continues as a corporate training location under the name 

National Conference Center. 

The construction of Pimmit Hills followed by the West Gate office park followed 

by Tysons Corner Center began a cycle that would repeat along the Dulles corridor 

through the rest of the twentieth century and into the twenty-first. More residential 

development brought more office development or vice versa. More office development, 

in turn, brought more retail and commercial development. President Reagan’s speech on 

March 23, 1983, announcing his Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) sparked further 

growth in the technical services—hence the upswing seen in Figure 38. SDI’s 

dependence on complex computer programs brought a growth in Fairfax-based software 

development firms to meet this demand. 

As more development began to take place in the vicinity of Tysons Corner the 

region took on many of the characteristics of an urban core. Such characteristics included 

but were not limited to large amounts of office and retail space, and a population that was 

higher during weekday working hours than at night. The Tysons Corner area was 

transitioning into an Edge City. 

                                                 
29 Kenneth Noble, “Where Xerox Hones Skills: At Training Center in Virginia, the Company Instructs 

12,000 Employees a Year in 100 Classrooms and 40 Labs And, It Confesses, Does Some Cheerleading as 

Well XEROX The Learning Society,” New York Times, April 14, 1985, sec. Education SPRING SURVEY. 
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The Edge City represented America reinventing the concept of the city. This 

reinvention was the result of a response to the change brought about by the migration 

away from the urban core to the suburban edge taking place in the middle of the twentieth 

century.30 Joel Garreau, who coined the term, lists the characteristics of an Edge City as: 

 Five million square feet of leasable office space or more; 

 Six hundred thousand square feet of retail space or more; 

 A population that increases at 9 A.M. on workdays—marking the 

place as primarily a work center, not a residential suburb; 

 A local perception as a single end destination for mixed use—jobs, 

shopping, and entertainment; and 

 A history in which, thirty years ago, the site was by no means 

urban; it was overwhelmingly residential or rural in character.31 

The movement away from city centers was not new having begun in the late nineteenth 

century with middle-class office workers seeking a less crowded and hectic place to raise 

their families. Even so, the city center was still where they went for their retail purchases, 

where they had their jobs, and where they sought entertained.32 What changed with the 

Edge City was the relocation of those services previously only available in the city, 

especially jobs, to the suburban belt. What occurred in the newly invented Edge City was 

a transplantation of retail space to the shopping malls and office space to the business 

parks. These areas also acquired such other services associated the urban center such as 

major hospitals and entertainment venues. One difference between these Edge Cities and 

the older urban cores the openness and cleanliness of the countryside through the 

inclusion of green space. The Tysons Corner area had the tall office buildings of the 

urban core, but they were spaced further apart than in the typical city center, so the area 

                                                 
30 Garreau, Edge City, xx-xxii. 
31 Ibid., 425. 
32 Ibid., 399. 
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did not have the feel of a concrete canyon that one gets in midtown Manhattan (again see 

Figure 40). 

Tysons Corner was not the only Edge City to develop in Fairfax County during 

the 1970s and 1980s. Springfield near the intersection of the Beltway and the Shirley 

Highway in the eastern part of the county was another Edge City. For this reason, Dulles 

cannot be considered the principal driving force behind the urbanization of Fairfax 

County. At the same time, its presence had begun influencing growth in the northern part 

of the county mainly through infrastructure associated with the airport such as the 

potential for a local access road alongside the DIAAH. While the airport provided 

national and international access to the region before it became a hub airport in 1985, it 

offered few flights on convenient schedules that attracted business travelers. The air 

carriers still concentrated these flights at National. 

The “Beltway Bandits” came to Fairfax because of the government contracts 

available there and clauses buried in the boilerplate of every contract requiring a quick 

response by the contractor should the government need to meet face-to-face. This last 

translated to contractors having offices no more than 30 minutes away from the Pentagon. 

Having to be close to the government customer as well as needing to keep the cost of 

office space low—since the cost of office leases was passed on to the government ruled 

out extravagance—the suburban office parks like Westgate were preferable to higher 

priced locations in the District or even Arlington. These factors meant that the Capital 

Beltway was the local feature that attracted the technology services contractors to 

Fairfax, not the Airport. 
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The new residential subdivisions began as affordable housing for veterans using 

their GI Bill benefits after World War Two but continued to grow as workers for the 

technology services companies came into the area. Again it was factors other than the 

Dulles that brought the developers. The site for Tysons Corner Center, while near the 

DIAAH, was selected because it was at the first major exit on the Capital Beltway in 

Virginia making it accessible to shoppers from Maryland. All in all, Dulles in these early 

years had little impact on the growth of Northern Fairfax County. 

Despite the Board of Supervisors best efforts to slow growth, it continued at a 

steady rate during the last half of the twentieth century, Figure 38. As the county grew 

through the 1970s acquiring more office and retail space, more residential communities, 

and more community services with the Tysons Corner region becoming an Edge City the 

second phase in the development of an aerotropolis, the city moves to the airport, began. 

However, as discussed above this development was despite not because of the airport. 

This growth caused by reasons other than the airport was one reason for considering 

Dulles an accidental aerotropolis; it was not planned it just happened. In any other 

community, a major international airport would have been embraced and used as a tool to 

attract diverse businesses to its economy, not so in Fairfax before 1978. The Board of 

Supervisors at first ignored Dulles. In their way of thinking, it may be located in the 

county, but it was not part of the county. Since the technology service companies and 

computer service companies seemed to be moving to Fairfax on their own and the airport 

had little to do with their decisions to do so, the county for several years did not promote 

the airport. 
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Still, some development did come to the region specifically because of the airport. 

Xerox Corporation chose Loudoun County as the location for its training campus because 

of its proximity to Dulles. More importantly, Robert Simon selected the location for his 

“new town” because it was next to the DIAAH with Dulles only a fifteen-minute drive 

away. For the residents of Reston and the other new suburban communities developing 

out along the DIAAH, US Route 50, and Interstate 66, Dulles—not National—was the 

most convenient airport. As the decade of the 1970s drew to a close, it would be private 

sector advocacy groups, not Fairfax County, that would alert the major air carriers there 

were now tens of thousands of potential customers within a shorter drive to Dulles than to 

National. These private advocacy groups that would also begin to promote the airport and 

attract business Fairfax to be near a major international airport, not the federal 

government. These groups would change the conventional wisdom that Washington 

National was the only convenient airport in the region. 

The Airport Gains Advocates 
Dan R. Mahaney, Dulles Airport’s manager, took the first steps toward building 

support for his airport among business leaders when Fairfax County’s Supervisors were 

ignoring it. On April 22. 1966, he hosted a lunch meeting in the airport’s restaurant 

attended by 26 local civic and business leaders. The purpose of this meeting was to enlist 

their help in promoting business along the Dulles Corridor. Note that Mahaney was not 

asking for assistance in building traffic at the airport. In 1966 to all appearance it looked 

like that was happening on its own. The airport did need assistance from local civic and 

business leaders to keep local politicians from adopting policies that might affect that 
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growth. At the end of this meeting, the attendees formed the Dulles Area Committee. 

Three months later the group changed its name to the Committee for Dulles (CFD). The 

first goal the CFD set for itself was to improve ground access to the airport. This goal had 

two benefits. First, with better access more customers would prefer Dulles over the other 

two airports in the region giving the airlines incentive to improve their schedules serving 

Dulles. Second, better roads and a possible rail line from the District would make the 

Dulles Corridor more attractive to businesses moving to the region. 

At first, the CFD sought to convince the Department of Transportation to reverse 

its policy and open the DIAAH to local traffic. It provided a local endorsement to 

Virginia State Senator Omar L. Hirst’s request to the Secretary to make this happen. This 

request, like similar ones before it, was rejected. As happened with the earlier requests to 

open the DIAAH the Secretary of Transportation pointed out that space was available in 

the DIAAH right of way for the Commonwealth of Virginia to build a local access road 

should it choose to do so. At this point, the CFD redirected its effort from getting the 

DIAAH opened to local traffic to lobbying the Virginia General Assembly to approve 

funds to build the local access roads. At the same time, it was supporting building the 

local access road; the CFD supported Rep. Joel Broyhill’s proposal that would direct the 

FAA to build a high-speed rail line between National and Dulles Airports. While this 

effort convinced Secretary Volpe to request funds for a rail line as part of the 

Transportation Exposition held at Dulles in 1972, no funds were forthcoming from 

Congress for the project. 
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Both these early actions by the CFD demonstrated that its focus was to be on 

building up the area around the airport and not directly on improvements to service at the 

airport or in marketing the airport to regional travelers like the boosters for Friendship 

Airport had been doing. This focus was also evident during Congressional testimony in 

1969 when a CFD representative, Loudoun County Supervisor Charles Waddell, spoke 

for opening undeveloped land on the airport to industrial development. Again not 

something to improve the airport directly but to advance the commercial growth of the 

area around the airport. Improvement of infrastructure around the Dulles International 

and attracting businesses to the region remain the focus of the CFD. The committee took 

these actions believing that more commercial activity located near the airport would 

eventually lead to increased demand for better service at the airport. 

One of the significant early accomplishments of the CFD was its lobbying effort 

to get the local access road built next to the DIAAH. After several years of effort, the 

Virginia General Assembly finally approved building the highway as a toll road on 

February 21, 1979.33 Unfortunately, winning state approval was just the first step. FAA 

approval came quickly since that agency had been unsuccessfully urging the 

Commonwealth to build the road for years. The most significant stumbling blocks came 

from local community groups worried about the noise and the National Capital Planning 

Commission. The Commonwealth easily overcome the objections of these community 

groups by pointing out most of the residents in the communities these groups claimed to 

                                                 
33 Blaine Harden and Paul G. Edwards, “House Votes Dulles Access Toll Road: Dulles Access Toll 

Highway Wins House Vote, 87-11,” The Washington Post, February 23, 1979, sec. METRO FEDERAL 

DIARY OBITUARIES CLASSIFIED. 
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represent had been asking for the local access road for years. The National Capital 

Planning Commission was also concerned about noise, but its concern was the highway 

noise would disrupt performances at Wolf Trap National Park for the Performing Arts. 

Only after the FAA agreed to build sound dampening barriers near Wolf Trap was 

approval for the road finally granted September 1982.34 Construction finally began in 

January of 1983 with the road opening on October 1, 1984.35 

By 1980 the CFD was able to promote what had been its long-term goal, 

demonstrating there was sufficient demand to justify a significantly higher level of 

service at Dulles Airport. Accomplishing this required changing the widely held 

impression that National Airport was the region’s most convenient airport. This 

impression continued to influence the airlines to schedule as many flights serving the 

region into National as that airport could handle even if that meant moving flights out of 

Dulles. To change this impression, the CFD conducted a survey of the Metropolitan 

Region’s businesses to determine their preferences for air travel. A total of 190 

companies responded, and all but 22 indicated that they would prefer Dulles over 

National for at least 50 percent of their travel if the desirable schedules were available. 

109 companies responded that their travel would change from less than 20 percent to over 

90 percent if “convenient schedules to and from their major destinations” existed at 

Dulles. The question that generated these responses was not the typical select a range that 

best matches your company’s situation—i.e. select one of the following, 0-20 percent, 

                                                 
34 Paul Hodge, “Dulles Toll Road Gets Tentative Approval,” The Washington Post, September 22, 1982, 

sec. THE VIRGINIA WEEKLY Comics. 
35 Stephen J. Lynton, “A Primer for Driving New Dulles Toll Road: Toll Road, Commuters May Not Be 

Quite Ready for Each Other,” The Washington Post, September 30, 1984, sec. METRO Federal Diary 

Obituaries Classified. 
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21-40 percent, and so forth. Instead, they asked the respondents to write in the actual 

value for Dulles, National, and BWI with the total across the line equaling 100 percent. 

Given the response, there was strong evidence that better schedules at Dulles would result 

in increased business passenger traffic at that airport. In the press release announcing the 

results of their survey, the CFD included a map (Figure 41) showing the logical service 

area for Dulles. Note that neither the comments on the survey results nor this map address 

a preference for BWI even though it was an option in the questions. This silence might 

indicate that the CFD was not ready or willing to take on the BWI lobby. 
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Figure 41 Committee for Dulles Map of the Geographic Area Logically Served by Dulles Airport 
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The growth in the population of Fairfax noted in the CFD report happened for the 

most part during a period when the Board of Supervisors implemented no growth 

policies—holding up rezoning applications and refusing sewer hook-up requests. The 

attitude of the Board changed in 1976 when residents elected John H. Herrity as 

Chairman of the Board of Supervisors. It was Herrity who changed Fairfax’s position to 

favor extending Interstate 66 inside the Beltway. Herrity supported growth; he created a 

panel of local business leaders—the Committee to Study the Means of Encouraging 

Industrial Development in Fairfax County—under the leadership of Norman Cole to 

produce a pro-growth economic development plan for the county. The report produced by 

this panel—often referred to as the Norman Cole Report—pointed out that the attitude of 

previous boards toward growth, especially industrial growth, had a negative impact on 

the county’s tax base. The county was too dependent on residential property for taxes. 

The report explained how an office tower full of workers generated more taxes than 

residential buildings on the same parcel of land while placing less of a demand for county 

services. Just one example of this, was new office parks do not generate the need for new 

schools. The recommendation contained in the report was that the county increases the 

ratio of business property to residential property to generate sufficient tax revenue to 

meet the growing needs of county residents. Increasing this ratio would not be easy since 

the Norman Cole Report also told the Board that local industry perceived the county as 

being anti-business.36 

                                                 
36 Ceruzzi, Internet Alley, 117–18. 
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To change this perception, Herrity turned to the Fairfax County Economic 

Development Authority (FCEDA). Created in 1964, the FCEDA initially did little more 

than advise the Board of Supervisors on policy taking no direct action impacting on the 

county’s economy. This lack of action changed when Herrity gave the FCDEA two tasks, 

change the perception of local business leaders and actively seek out businesses that 

could relocate to Fairfax County. It was the FCEDA that encouraged the building of 

office towers at the new office parks around Tysons Corner vice the low rise buildings 

found in West Gate. In October of 1978, the FCEDA began its effort to attract businesses 

from outside the region with a full-page advertisement in the Wall Street Journal. This ad 

was not the first time the authority used that newspaper to attract new businesses to 

Fairfax. However, previous ads were small tending to announce a new major company 

establishing facilities in the county. The October 5 advertisement directly promoted the 

advantages of locating in Fairfax County including access to Dulles Airport.37 This 

reference to the airport marked the first time an agency of the Fairfax County government 

presented the airport as an asset the county possessed. Dulles would play an even greater 

role in the FCEDA’s efforts to attract business to Northern Virginia when the authority 

expanded its business recruitment efforts internationally. 

With the Virginians for Dulles lawsuit finally resolved, on July 8, 1981, the 

Department of Transportation issued new rules for its two airports. Included in these rules 

was the reduction in the number of slots available at Washington National Airport from 

                                                 
37 “Display Ad 68 -- No Title,” Wall Street Journal, October 5, 1978, sec. 1. 
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40 per hour during a 16-hour day to 37 per hour during a 15-hour day.38 Achieving these 

reductions in slots required moving flights from National to other airports in the region. If 

the past as any guide Maryland would put up a strong fight to get those flights for 

Baltimore/Washington International (BWI). Virginia’s Governor John Dalton, at the 

urging of the FCEDA among others, wanted some of those flights at Dulles. In the fall of 

1981, he created the Dulles Policy Task Force specifically to provide the same lobbying 

for Dulles that the Development Committee for BWI provided its airport during the 

anticipated fight over the reallocated slots. Members of the Dulles Policy Task Force 

came from state and local governments as well as regional chambers of commerce.39 

Before any reallocation action could take place the nation’s air traffic controllers 

walked off the job when their union called a strike on August 3, 1981. When the striking 

controllers refused to comply with President Reagan’s order to return to work—the 

President considered the strike illegal since the controllers’ contract had a no-strike 

clause—he fired them. The immediate fallout from the firing of the controllers was a cut 

back in operations at all the nation’s airports, especially high volume ones like National 

Airport. For National, this resulted in an immediate reduction of the available hourly slots 

from 40 to 34. By the time the airlines were able to meet in response to the July 1981 cut 

backs the air traffic controller strike and the restrictions associated with it were about to 

be lifted. Because of this, the March meeting was not about airlines giving up slots since 

that had already happened the previous August but about the allocation of the three 

                                                 
38 DOT, “Statement by U.S. Secretary of Transportation Drew Lewis at a News Conference on the 

Metropolitan Washington Airprots Policy,” July 8, 1981, Box 28/Folder 6, Virginians for Dulles records, 

Collection #C0025, Special Collections and Archives, George Mason University Libraries. 
39 Banham, The Fight for Fairfax, 200. 
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additional slots that were now available for each hour. It was at this meeting that New 

York Air received enough slots for its New York-to-DC service but not enough to create 

a hub at National.40 

That the March 1982 meeting included an upstart like New York Air and not just 

the twelve airlines serving National was due in part to the efforts of the Dulles Policy 

Task Force. Following deregulation, the CAB was reluctant to use what residual power it 

had to influence airline routing. The task force took the initiative of offering the CAB a 

solution that overcame this reluctance. The CAB would grant immunity from anti-trust 

regulations and allow the airlines negotiate the slot reallocation among themselves. The 

CAB took this approach in 1968 when the FAA first imposed slot restrictions at National. 

The Dulles Policy Task Force’s request was turned because the CAB could only respond 

to requests from airlines or an airline group. Immediately on the heels of that rejection the 

CAB received the same request from four airlines operating out of National—Midway, 

Piedmont, Republic, and USAir. This time, the CAB granted the anti-trust waiver. In 

response to this decision the Department of Transportation invited all 125 scheduled 

airlines, not just those flying out of National, to a meeting in February 1982 to resolve 

this issue and so New York Air was given a place at the table.41 

Now that there was the possibility of losing flights to National rather than gaining 

some the Dulles Policy Task Force altered the focus of its lobbying. The task force 

contracted with the transportation consulting firm of Simat, Helliesen, and Eichner for an 

                                                 
40 John Burgess, “Foes Renew Efforts to Reduce National Airport Traffic,” The Washington Post, August 

19, 1982, sec. METRO Federal Diary Obituaries Comics. 
41 Carole Shifrin, “Talks Set On Shifts to Dulles, BWI: Talks Approved For Route Shifts From National,” 

The Washington Post, December 11, 1981, sec. SPORTS BUSINESS Football Racing. 
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analysis of the demographics and economics of Fairfax County as well as one of the 

facilities at Dulles. It was hoping for independent verification of the results of the CFD 

survey a year earlier. In their report, the consultants did confirm the earlier findings of the 

number of passengers for whom Dulles was the most convenient of the region's airports. 

The report stated the population around Dulles was sufficient to justify moving at least 25 

percent of all flights from National to Dulles. The analysis also pointed out that with hub-

and-spoke routing the majority of passengers using a terminal were simply transferring 

from one flight to another and did not care where the hub airport is located. This reality 

combined with the facilities already at Dulles made it an excellent candidate for a hub 

airport. The Dulles Policy Task Force published this report in a 50-page booklet which it 

distributed to all the airlines in February 1982. The task force felt that this analysis 

supported theirs and the CFD’s contention that more passengers would use Dulles if the 

airlines scheduled more flights out of that airport.42 

The report distributed by the Dulles Policy Task Force did not sit well with BWI’s 

supporters. However, their own advocacy group, the Development Committee for BWI, 

was unable to provide any strong counter argument. They voiced the often stated 

accusation that the federal government was using its regulatory authority over the airlines 

to coerce them to move to Dulles. This time the assertion fell flat since it was two 

Virginia advocacy groups providing the rational to move not the FAA, the CAB, or 

Department of Transportation. Further, any claim that either the Committee for Dulles or 

the Dulles Policy Task Force had no right to promote an airport in their state would 

                                                 
42 Carole Shifrin, “Talks on Flight Shifts Put Off,” The Washington Post, February 15, 1982, sec. 

Washington Business. 
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undercut Maryland’s actions to do the same. The only real argument that could be made 

for BWI was that its terminal was larger than National’s with longer runways.43 What 

could not be argued by the Marylanders was that BWI was the most inconvenient of the 

region’s three airports for the growing population in Northern Virginia. 

After the March 1982 meeting, the Dulles Policy Task Force completed the task 

for which the Commonwealth created it. However, several of its members realized there 

was more work that needed to be accomplished if Dulles was to realize its potential. On 

May 12, 1982, these members the incorporated the group as a non-profit organization 

with a new name, the Washington Dulles Task Force (WDTF).44 

All The Pieces Come Together 
The area around Dulles International began the transition from airport city to an 

unplanned aerotropolis in the last years of the 1980s and completing the process by the 

turn of the century. The previous chapter and this one examined several factors relating to 

Dulles’ growth. These included: completion of the DIAAH extension with the building of 

the local access toll road, the 1984 master plan, airlines creating hubs at the airport, 

transfer of control over the airport to MWAA, the explosive growth of Fairfax County, 

and emergence of airport advocacy groups. What may not have been clear is that all of 

                                                 
43 Saundra Saperstein, “Move Flights to BWI, Boosters Urge Airlines,” The Washington Post, February 27, 

1982, sec. BUSINESS & FINANCE. 
44 “Area: Dulles Group Formed,” The Washington Post, May 13, 1982, sec. BUSINESS & FINANCE; 

John Burgess, “Foes Renew Efforts to Reduce National Airport Traffic,” The Washington Post, August 19, 

1982, sec. METRO Federal Diary Obituaries Comics; Nancy Scannell, “Wishing Dulles Many Happy 

Returns . . . And Departures: After 20 Years, Airport Still Trying to Get Its Business Off the Ground Dulles 

Sees Its Future Business Looking Up,” The Washington Post, June 23, 1982, sec. THE VIRGINIA 

WEEKLY. 
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these factors interacted with one another generating growth at the airport. The community 

of Reston presents an example of these interactions. 

Reston was planned in the 1960s as a “new town” development with the goal of 

creating a community that offered its residents housing, shopping, work, and recreation. 

As previously mentioned one of its key features was to place urban style high-density 

housing in a suburban setting to create green space. Simon selected the location for 

Reston in part because of its proximity to Dulles Airport. Once development of Reston 

began, most of the high-density housing was replaced with traditional single family 

homes because that was what the market wanted. The result was that by the time 

developers fully built out the population was only 41,000, not the 80,000 originally 

planned. At the same time the 20,000 jobs in Reston—most of them at high-tech 

companies attracted to Reston because of its proximity to Dulles, access to Washington 

via the toll road, and the hundreds of other high-tech companies already in the area—

were thousands more than called for in the plans.45 

In 1985, Reston’s developers announced plans to correct this imbalance by 

building an urban-like town center on the few acres of undeveloped land left. The town 

center would have high-rise office, and residential towers arranged city block style, not in 

the open campus-style found in most other developments in the area.46 When other 

developers piggy-backed on this development building high-rise office towers around its 

perimeter, Reston Town Center ended up becoming another edge city, but this time 

                                                 
45 Wendy Swallow, “Development Boom Worrying Reston: Some See Growth as Completing Town Plan; 

Others Fear It Will Bring Unwelcome Changes Fairfax Development Boom Worries Reston Reston Eyes 

Future of Town Center,” The Washington Post, May 18, 1985, sec. REAL ESTATE COMICS. 
46 Ibid. 
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Dulles Airport had a greater influence in its evolution. The businesses locating in Reston 

Town Center did so more for access to the airport than for access to Washington. This 

motivation became a new pattern for development and growth in the Dulles Development 

Region (DDR) as it evolved into an aerotropolis. 

The DDR as used here extends along four of the major highways in the Northern 

Virginia. The most important of these is the Dulles Corridor—the DIAAH with its 

accompanying local access toll road. The Dulles Corridor extends from the old West Gate 

office complex at its eastern end to State Route 28 and the Center for Innovative 

Technology (CIT) at its western end. The Dulles Corridor has the majority of the 

businesses in the DDR. State Route 28 is another component of the DDR from its 

intersection with Interstate 66 to its northern end at State Route 7. Several agencies of the 

National Intelligence Community along with their support contractors have offices along 

this road. Route 28 also runs along the eastern boundary of Dulles Airport providing a 

prime location for airport-centric businesses. Interstate 66 and U.S. Route 50 have the 

fewest business locating in the DDR due to the presence of the airport. 

The majority of the companies relocating to the DDR were information 

technology companies. These companies grew out of the idea that the personal computer 

was a communication device. This idea extrapolated from what the federal government 

was already doing with mainframe computers at research facilities using ARPANET. 

Some of the first companies to exploit this idea networking privately owned personal 

computers—the Source founded 1978, and Quantum Computer Services founded in 

1985—were located near Tysons Corner. These companies essentially duplicated the data 
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exchange protocols originally developed for ARPANET. As the 1980s progressed and 

smaller computers replace the older mainframes, these types of telecommunication 

capabilities eventually evolved into the Internet with its capability to link thousands of 

these smaller machines together. This linking was a benefit not only to private computer 

users but to the DOD and the technology companies that supported its work. As the need 

to exchange data between the thousands of desktop computers supporting the DOD and 

other federal agencies in Northern Virginia grew another new technology arrived in the 

early 1990s, fiber optic cable. 47 

Fiber optic cable had several advantages over copper wire for the transmission of 

data including the number of circuits per inch thickness of cable and no signal loss due to 

resistance. Because of this advantage, fiber optics replaced copper for all the data 

transmission lines in Norther Virginia in the late 1980s, making Tysons Corner and the 

Dulles Corridor the largest fiber served the region in the country. This concentrate of 

fiber led Metropolitan Fiber Systems—a telecommunications company founded to 

compete in the long-distance telephone market following the breakup of the American 

Telephone and Telegraph monopoly—to choose Tysons Corner as the location for the 

Metropolitan Access Exchange for the eastern United States (MAE-East) in 1992. MAE-

East and its counterpart MAE-West were the gateways to the Internet for non-

government entities authorized by the federal government. 

When the National Science Foundation (NSF) established the Internet in 1986 as 

a replacement for ARPANET private citizens, non-profits groups, and commercial 
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organizations—provided they conducted research and did not engage in commercial 

activity— were permitted access.48 This change in policy was a boon to those companies 

providing Internet access since just about every individual or business with a personal 

computer was a potential customer. In 1989 one of the largest of these Internet access 

providers was Quantum Computer Services. Quantum Computer Services provided this 

access through a service called America Online. In 1991 the company changed its name 

to match that of its Internet access service and moved into new headquarters along State 

Route 28 north of Dulles. Another company providing the same type of service was MCI 

Communications—the company that pioneered the single mode fiber optic network used 

today—was also based north of Dulles. 

Another large technology company which opened an office near the airport but 

did not at the time have any contract with the federal government was Electronic Data 

Services (EDS). EDS came to the region in 1985 when it built a large facility across from 

Dulles on State Route 28. EDS had just begun expanding into the travel services market 

specifically developing systems that handled payments between travel agents and the 

airlines. Northern Virginia was the ideal location for this line of business since both the 

American Society of Travel Agents and the Air Transport Association of America—the 

trade associations for travel agents and airlines respectively—were located in the 

Washington Metropolitan Region. EDS eventually pursued government contracts once it 

got here, it did, but those contracts were not the reason for opening the facility next to 

Dulles. The company’s senior management operated out of Plano, Texas—a town within 

                                                 
48 Ibid., 154–55. 
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an easy drive of Dallas/Fort Worth International and in 1985 an airport outside the non-

stop range of National. Locating the branch office next to Dulles allowed executives to 

fly in the morning, have most of the day available for meetings and fly home in the 

evening. 

 In 1990 Tim Berners-Lee wrote the first web browser program. Then the Internet 

was privatized in 1995. These two events turned what had been a slow but steady growth 

in commercial use of the Internet into the Dot Com Boom. In this new business 

environment, the combined effect of the FCEDA bringing new industry to Fairfax 

County, the CIT helping move new technologies from the Commonwealth’s universities 

to industry, the concentration of technology companies in the DDR, MAE-East with its 

fiber optic backbone, and an international airport attracted even more information 

technology companies to the region. Unlike earlier technology companies which relied on 

the federal government as their sole customer, these enterprises sought to do business far 

outside the Washington Metropolitan Region. The internet gave them the access to the 

nation and the world, but many aspects of their business still required face-to-face 

personal interactions with customers and vendors. The proximity of Dulles International 

Airport gave these companies access to the world. 

In the 1990 Loudoun County joined the Commonwealth in building the Loudoun 

County Parkway between US Route 50 and State Route 7 running west of Dulles 

International. The county also backed the building of the Dulles Greenway—a toll road 

connecting the western end of the Dulles Toll Road with Leesburg, Virginia. Both of 

these roads opened up Loudoun County to those companies looking to relocate near the 
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airport. As a further incentive to locate in Loudoun, the county’s Economic Development 

Department—its counterpart to the FCEDA—successfully lobbied the U.S. Postal 

Service for the creation of a Dulles postal code. Until the creation of this code in 1993 

businesses had to use the postal code for Sterling, Virginia. Now businesses locating in 

that part of Loudoun north of the airport—especially those relying on the accessibility the 

airport provides—can announce they are located in Dulles, Virginia.49 

The companies that began to open offices in the DDR were not limited to 

information technology. SPOT Image Corporation—a subsidiary of the French company 

that launched the first commercial earth imaging satellite—originally planned to open 

offices in the District of Columbia but opted for a location next to Reston Town Center 

because of the easy access to Dulles. British Aerospace, Incorporated (BAE) moved into 

offices on Route 28 across from the airport. At the time BAE’s only U.S. business was 

with those air carriers which used its airliners. Offices near Dulles facilitated the travel of 

executives and sales personnel between BAE Headquarters in England and the U.S. as 

well as throughout the U.S.50 

Realizing why SPOT Image Corporation and BAE located in the DDR to be close 

to an international airport the FCEDA began actively marketing Fairfax County as a 

place to do business overseas. The FCEDA supported this activity by opening offices 

outside the country. Because of this marketing campaign, Northern Virginia started being 

known more for its proximity to Dulles International than its proximity to the city of 

                                                 
49 Bill Brubaker, “Dulles, Clearly On Tech’s Radar: Airport Anchors Growth in Northern Virginia Corridor 

(Washingtonpost.com),” Newspaper, Washingtonpost.com, (December 13, 2004), 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A60156-2004Dec12.html. 
50 Marc Leepson, “Doing Business: Profiles of Three Companies near Dulles,” Regardie’s Regional Report 

on the Dulles Development Area, May 1988. 
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Washington. Gerry Gordon, president of the FCEDA, related to an interviewer in 2010 

that if he tells foreign business leaders, he is from Fairfax County, Virginia few knew 

where that was but, nearly everyone would know about Dulles Airport and the 

technology corridor along the access road.51 

In 1947, when the CAA first explored building a second airport for the 

Washington Metropolitan Region it was going to be an air cargo airport. This concept 

was quickly replaced with that for a multi-use airport with air cargo as one of those uses. 

While the focus up until now has been on passenger traffic following deregulation cargo 

began to assume greater importance. The economic engine for the caravan cities, 

seaports, and rail junctions of the past was the cargo flowing through them as much as the 

travelers. Like these cities of the past, it is the cargo flow and the activities that feed off it 

that defines an aerotropolis. It was airline deregulation that initiated the growth in cargo 

traffic at Dulles just as it did that of passenger traffic. 

The CAB exercised the same type of control over cargo carriers that it did over 

passenger carriers. When Fred Smith founded Federal Express—currently one of the 

largest air cargo carriers—in 1971 the CAB would not issue his airline a certificate to 

operate. Smith avoided the CAB’s control by using small business jets that were outside 

the board’s jurisdiction, but in doing so, he limited the amount of cargo each flight could 

carry. Airline deregulation freed Federal Express and other cargo airlines to operate 

larger aircraft resulting in the expansion of its business. The business expanded to the 

                                                 
51 Kasarda and Lindsay, Aerotropolis: The Way We’ll Live Next, 43–44. 
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point that even the decades-old surface freight company United Parcel Serice entered the 

air cargo business.52 

As might be expected Federal Express—now known as FedEx Express a 

subsidiary of FedEx Corporation—and other air cargo companies have facilities located 

in the DDR near the airport. However, there was another change occurring in not only the 

shipping industry by in manufacturing in general as domestic companies began to 

emulate the production practices of the Japanese companies which had taken over 

significant market share by the mid-1980s. This concept was just-in-time logistics and 

originated in the production practices of Toyota. Just-in-time logistics called for parts 

arriving at the factory as they were needed for assembly. This practice was a departure 

from the older practice of maintaining a several weeks’ supply in a factory warehouse. 

Kol Bio-Medical, a company, located just south of Dulles, provides an example of 

just-in-time logistics in action. Kol originally acted as a distributor for some medical 

instrument companies especially makers of pacemakers. These companies were too small 

to maintain their national marketing and distribution capability. Kol provided this service. 

Dulles Airport played an important role in Kol’s business offering its sales force access to 

national markets but more importantly allowing the company to ship its products 

nationally on demand. It was this shipping on demand feature that made Kol a just-in-

time logistics company.53 As Kol Bio-Medical’s reputation grew over the years, it 

transformed from a company that specialized in medical instruments to using its national 

                                                 
52 “History,” About FedEx, accessed January 22, 2017, http://about.van.fedex.com/our-story/history-

timeline/history/. 
53 Leepson, “Doing Business: Profiles of Three Companies near Dulles.” 
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distribution capabilities for any medical supplies. The company emphasizes its logistics 

expertise in marketing to new customers. Dulles has been a key factor to the in the 

success of this company.54 

Commercial practices were not the only driver behind the boom in air cargo 

during the 1990s. The commercialization of the Internet created the new phenomenon of 

consumers shopping on-line. On-line retailers like Amazon were quick to offer an air 

shipping option on purchases. As more consumers shopped on-line, more goods were 

being shipped by air. The result is more cargo moving through Dulles. Figure 42 shows 

this boom in cargo that started with deregulation. From 1963 through 1979 domestic air 

cargo showed a steady by slow increase going from 6353 tons a year to 19447 tons a 

year. International air cargo was about the same going from 323 to 16958 tons a year.55 

The growth was slow because before deregulation the majority of air cargo flew 

with the luggage on passenger flights. After deregulation, Federal Express and its 

competitors could use large jetliners configured to carry cargo in the cabin area 

increasing the tonnage they could move. This transition happened right as just-in-time 

logistics began to spread and then came the “Dot Com Boom” with its associated rise in 

on-line retail. The Dulles Development Region had become an aerotropolis created in an 

ad hoc fashion by the businesses located there to take advantage of national and global 

access the airport gave their employees and customers and by the increasing amounts of 

cargo flowing through the port. 
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Figure 42 Annual Domestic and International Cargo Volume at Dulles International Aitrport 1980-2000 

 

 

Dulles International Airport had exactly the forward-looking design the CAA 

hoped for when that agency developed it general layout in 1948. However, a forward-

looking design copied by most large international airports built after it was not enough to 

guarantee its success. Located in the remote countryside astride the Fairfax and Loudoun 

County Border it lacked easy access. Being difficult to get to few travelers used it. Also 
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being the most expensive of the region’s airports for the airlines these companies resisted 

scheduling more flights at Dulles than the existing traffic supported. Few flights on less 

than ideal schedules further discouraged travelers, and the airport languished. 

In the meantime, Fairfax County was experiencing a period of sustained growth 

that began in the early 1950s. From the 50s through the 70s this growth was driven 

primarily by the county’s proximity to the Pentagon and CIA Headquarters. These 

agencies were relying more and more on the technical and analytical expertise resident in 

the private sector. Despite the attempts of slow growth advocates in the county, its 

population in 1970 exceeded the number forecast for 1980, a forecast criticized by many 

residents in 1955 for being too high. One result of this growth was that development in 

the northern part of the county moved westward along the Dulles access road and U.S. 

Route 50 toward the airport. By 1980 this westward movement of development placed a 

large number of businesses and residential communities closer to Dulles that the other 

airports. 

In the early 1980s, several factors came together that benefited Dulles. Local 

advocacy groups were able to demonstrate to the airlines that if they offered more flights 

on better schedules, more travelers would use Dulles. The airport’s management 

bolstered by the1984 master plan allowed three airlines to build conventional concourses 

at the airport to support hub operations. Access improved with the completion of 

Interstate 66 and the DIAAH extension into the District and the opening of the local 

access toll road alongside the DIAAH. The air cargo segment of civil aviation 

experienced unprecedented growth following airline deregulation. 
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As the 1990s began, Dulles Airport turned a corner. It now became a major reason 

for business locating near the airport. Dulles was the transportation and cargo hub for the 

region. Access to the airport and its facilities became as important to businesses as 

proximity to the federal government or the high technology community of the Dulles 

Corridor. That very name demonstrated the primacy of the airport in the region. It is not 

the Tysons Corridor or the Fairfax Tech Corridor both logical alternatives, but the Dulles 

Corridor. The airport had become the city.
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CONCLUSION 

In 2017, Washington Dulles International Airport is a successful modern 

commercial airport whose airfield design has been copied by dozens of large airports 

around the country. This success is what its builders hoped to create when they began 

work on Washington’s second commercial airport in 1948. Initially considered a white 

elephant due to slow growth, the airport eventually became the focal point of an 

aerotropolis. This level of success is not typical for high-modernist projects. Where 

Dulles was different was in the way its designers kept it focused on the technical issues 

and for the most part avoided the social ones. Contrasting with this success is the one 

area where the airport failed, Saarinen’s Mobile Lounges. Saarinen attempted to apply a 

technical solution to a perceived social problem and did not achieve lasting success. 

The CAA clearly took a high-modernist approach to designing its second airport. 

The agency considered the new airport as a tool to further its regulatory control over the 

civil airports by demonstrating how to design and build a modern airport. It used the 

latest theories on airport design, some as yet untried like the high-speed turnouts between 

the runways and taxiways, in producing its design. Once the CAA completed the basic 

design, it held to it using the power of the federal government to acquire land that fit the 

design when the normal pattern for airports was to acquire land then design to fit that. 

These satisfy the first three of Scott’s four characteristics of high-modernist projects, but 
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the success of the Burke Airport Relocation Committee seems to indicate that the civil 

society was able to resist the state. That interpretation of the BARC’s success is incorrect. 

When Secretary of Commerce Sawyer announced the selection of Burke, 

Virginia, as the site of the new airport June 13, 1951, Justice Department lawyers had 

already filed suit to condemn all 4,500 acres the CAA needed for the airport. The U.S. 

District Court for Alexandria condemned the land the same day and by the afternoon of 

the 13th U.S. Marshalls were posting condemnation notices in Burke. The government 

only had to pay the property owners before it could evict them and start construction. 

Normally the only recourse those property owners would have had was to contest the fair 

market value of their land set by the government. Congress gave the residents of Burke 

an opportunity to resist the CAA when it did not appropriate the full $2.6M asked for by 

the administration. Because the CAA only received $1M from Congress, it could only 

purchase about 1,000 acres of the condemned land. It needed more money from Congress 

and blocking that money was how the BARC was able to stop the airport. Even then 

when they went to court to get the unpurchased condemnation orders vacated the court 

still gave the government one last chance to buy the land. 

When the project restarted in 1958, the government had sufficient money to 

purchase all the land it condemned immediately. Residents were evicted from their 

homes at the Chantilly site with no ability to resist the government’s action. These 

evictions included the entire African-American community of Willard, Virginia. Dulles 

Airport satisfies all of Scott’s criteria for a high-modernist project. Unlike those projects 
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described in Scott’s study, Dulles is successful because it limited itself for the most part 

to addressing technological problems. 

Among the many technological problems, Dulles’ designers faced were: the 

increased size and speed of civil air transports, jet noise, and sewage disposal. Each of 

these had a technological solution. Longer runways with better-designed turnouts 

accommodated not only those aircraft anticipated in 1958 such as the supersonic transport 

but others like the Boeing 747 that were not anticipated. This inherent flexibility for 

change not commonly found in high-modernist designs. The CAA acquired sufficient 

land providing buffer space within the airport fence that distance attenuated the noise 

from operations at the airport before it reached residential neighborhoods. The forest the 

government planted around the edge of the airport enhanced this noise attenuation. 

Sewage disposal required building a pipe to carry the runoff all the way to the District of 

Columbia’s Blue Plains Treatment Facility. Building this sewer became difficult not 

because of the engineering but due to Congressional politics. Still, in the end, the 

Potomac Interceptor Sewer Line was built and contributed to the airport’s success. These 

technical solutions to technical problems were successful because both problem and 

solution could be accurately defined, analyzed, and quantified making them different 

from the technical solutions to social problems found in Scott. 

Where the CAA’s designers achieved their real success was influencing the 

design airfields in this country. Currently, Dulles is the fifth largest airport by area in the 

United States. Three of the other four— Denver International, Dallas/Fort Worth 

International, and Southwest Florida International in Tampa—were built after 1962, 
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Orlando International is the exception beginning life as a Strategic Air Command bomber 

base in 1950 before its transfer to Orlando in 1975. These airports copied the design of 

Dulles’ airfield as did several older and smaller airports during modernization. The three 

busiest airports in the United States in 2015—Hartsfield–Jackson Atlanta International, 

Los Angeles International, and O'Hare International—were all smaller than Dulles and 

opened before 1962. All three started operations with first generation layouts consisting 

of several intersecting runways with terminals located on their perimeter. All three now 

have parallel main runways with terminals located midfield. While Dulles’ airfield layout 

proved popular, the Mobile Lounges did not with no other airport adopting them as a 

permanent feature. 

Eero Saarinen’s terminal was just as much a high-modernist project as the 

airfield, but in the end, it was a failure. Again, the question about the civil population’s 

ability to resist comes up since a terminal building does not appear on the surface to 

involve the civil population. In this instance, the term civil population applies to those 

who use the facility just as in the case of Brasilia the civil population was those who had 

to use the city by living there. When developing his concept Saarinen did not seek out the 

advice or opinion of the two groups most affected by his Mobile Lounge System, the 

airlines and the traveling public. When he received the initial push back from the airlines 

in July 1958, Saarinen used the tentative approval of the concept he had already received 

from the CAA to get the airlines to reconsider using an economic argument. Later, when 

the economic advantages touted by Saarinen disappeared, the airlines again objected the 

government ignored their opposition and went forward with the Mobile Lounges. 
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With the Mobile Lounge System Saarinen applied a technological solution to a 

social problem, how the public and the airlines used the terminal building. At the middle 

of the twentieth century, the architectural community began debating how it could 

improve the design of airport terminals focusing more on the humans using the facility 

than the aircraft. This shift in focus was not an easy task given the difference in size 

between a human and even a mid-century airliner and that a single structure had to 

accommodate both. Saarinen chose not to balance between human and airliner but to 

banish the airliner from the terminal building altogether. Instead of having passengers 

walk down long concourses to reach their departure gate he developed the Mobile 

Lounge that would transport them between terminal and aircraft. Saarinen believed the 

traveling public resented these long walks. However, he arrived at this conclusion 

without conducting any passenger interviews as part of the pre-design survey of airports 

his firm conducted. The only data these surveys collected was distances between various 

points in airport terminals and the time it took to walk between them. 

Based on this data alone and without any evidence of a large public outcry he 

determined something had to be done—very much a high-modernist approach. Initially, 

Saarinen’s Mobile Lounges worked but they proved inflexible to change—a common 

problem with high-modernist design. Even the seemingly small change of five feet in the 

height of the cabin door of the Boeing 747 made the original fleet of Mobile Lounges 

obsolete, requiring the purchase new vehicles. The major change of airline routing from 

trunk to hub-and-spoke did in the entire concept because it was incapable of conducting 

timely plane-to-plane transfers quickly and economically. 
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Having a good design for Dulles—even with Saarinen’s flawed Mobile 

Lounges—was not enough to guarantee success. What Dulles needed to realize the 

potential built into it was the convenience of access and funding independent from 

Congressional appropriations. Both of these would prove difficult to achieve. The first, 

because the airport could not relocate closer to potential customers it had to attract 

potential customers to it. The second, because Congress was reluctant to give up the 

power it exercised over the airport. Achieving greater convenience or independence from 

Congress was complicated by a lack of local political support. A telling sign of this lack 

of local involvement in the airport was the absence of any speakers from Fairfax County, 

Loudoun County, the Commonwealth of Virginia, or any member of Virginia’s 

Congressional delegation at Dulles’s dedication. The only speakers that day were 

Presidents Kennedy and Eisenhower and Administrator Halaby.1 Granted, relations with 

local and Commonwealth politicians over the airport had not been the best since the 

Burke Airport fiasco, but no record exists in the archives that anyone in the CAA or FAA 

before 1966 made any effort to reach out to these local politicians and make them 

partners in the enterprise. A common thread throughout Bednarek’s America’s Airports: 

Airfield Development, 1918-1947 is the role local advocacy groups working with local 

politician had in creating one successful municipal airport after another. Dulles initially 

had neither and suffered for it. 

                                                 
1 “Dedication Ceremonies Program,” Papers of John F. Kennedy. Presidential Papers. President's Office 

Files. Speech Files. Remarks at Dulles International Airport dedication, Chantilly, Virginia, 17 November 

1962 
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This lack of connection to the local community highlights another trait common 

to agencies practicing a high-modernist approach, a disregard for the informal and ad hoc 

processes that make societies function smoothly. Scott pointed out some examples where 

high-modernist projects either through ignorance or arrogance overlooked or discounted 

these social structures.2 Simply building the most modern and efficient airport in the 

world does not guarantee its use or popularity. Local politicians and advocacy groups 

played were necessary for the success of their airports because they got businesses to 

locate near them. As more businesses took up residence near an airport, the associated 

business travel grew. With an increase in travel through an airport the air carriers added 

flights and improved their schedules. The airport thrived. Before opening Dulles, the 

FAA’s only experience with operating an airport was with National. Local community 

involvement was not necessary since that airport was the only one serving the federal 

government when it opened. Now with a second airport serving nearly the same 

passenger as base as its other airport with Friendship close enough to also offer 

competition the situation was very different. Other than its two airports there was no 

aspect of the FAA business that required it to cooperate with local governments. What 

relations it had with local governments was either as the regulator of their airports or as 

the dispenser of Federal Aid to Airports. Neither of these required the FAA to act in 

partnership with local politicians to achieve a common goal. 

 This outreach to local businesses for help came from Dulles’ manager Dan 

Mahaney not from the Bureau if National Capital Airports or other senior FAA 

                                                 
2 James C Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed, 

Yale Agrarian Studies (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 343–45. 
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leadership. With Mahaney’s encouragement the airport’s first advocacy group, the 

Committee for Dulles, came together. The CFD concentrated on helping the airport 

overcome a fundamental problem, its isolated location. The airlines did not prefer 

National and Friendship just because they cost less to use than Dulles but because they 

were closer to potential customers than the airport in Chantilly without easy access. 

Correcting the isolation problem would require development near the airport placing 

more passengers closer to it than the other two and completing the access road into the 

District. For these reasons the CFD worked to replace the slow growth attitudes of the 

county board, and it lobbied the Commonwealth to complete Interstate 66 and build the 

adjacent local access road. 

By 1966, development was already taking place in Fairfax County. The problem 

was that the county’s residents were undecided whether or not development was what 

they wanted. Up until 1950, Fairfax County was the least populous and slowest growing 

county in the National Capital Region. Many residents preferred their rural lifestyle as 

evidenced by both the resistance to building the airport at Burke and opposition to the 

1955 McHugh Master Development Plan. As Fairfax changed from rural to suburban, its 

residents elected politicians to the Board of Supervisors who favored slow controlled 

growth. If Dulles was going to acquire a customer base, it needed the area around the 

airport developed. The Committee for Dulles supported this growth by opposing the slow 

growth initiatives of the county board and encouraging businesses to locate along what 

would become the Dulles Corridor. 
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The CFD also lobbied the Commonwealth’s government to complete the 

Interstate 66 extension inside the Beltway and build the local access commuter road 

within the DIAAH’s right-of-way. This extension was necessary as the final link between 

the airport and the city it was supposed to serve. The local access road would make the 

entire length of that road from Tysons Corner to the airport more attractive to those 

businesses the CFD was attempting to lure to the region. While the federal government 

provided the majority of the funding and gave approval for its construction, Virginia was 

responsible for establishing the route, acquiring the land, and building the interstate 

highway. Furthermore, the FAA had made it clear numerous times that Virginia, not the 

federal government was responsible for the local access road. For these reasons, 

Richmond became a focus for the CFD’s lobbying. 

In the mid-1960s the Commonwealth placed the extension of Interstate 66 inside 

the Beltway on hold while the National Capital Transportation Agency finalized its plans 

to expand the planned regional subway system into Arlington and Fairfax Counties. The 

Virginia Department of Highways wanted to coordinate the two routes and deferred its 

plans to those of the transit authority. When the project restarted, it met with strong local 

opposition. Only after the election of a pro-growth majority to the Fairfax County Board 

of Supervisors in 1976 was this opposition overcome with Fairfax County throwing its 

support behind finishing Interstate 66. 

This same pro-growth county board directed the Fairfax County Economic 

Development Authority to seek out businesses that it could persuade to relocate to the 

region. Dulles Airport featured prominently in the FCEDA’s marketing campaign to 
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attract new business. Fairfax was finally recognizing the advantage having a full-service 

international airport. The efforts of this pro-growth board kept the county’s economy 

strong through the Carter Administration when the rest of the country was experiencing 

economic stagnation. The sustained growth in the county’s population meant more and 

more potential customers were living closer to Dulles than the region’s other two airports. 

Finally, in 1981 the Commonwealth of Virginia acknowledged the value of Dulles when 

it chartered the Dulles Policy Task Force. 

All the pieces needed for the success of for Washington Dulles International 

Airport that should have been there from the beginning came together in the 1980s, but 

there was still one obstacle in the path to success, Congressional control. Funding the 

airport through appropriations was initially a benefit. The FAA could think big and build 

big because it could tap into levels of funding not normally available to the typical 

municipal airport authority. This advantage quickly became a liability as Congress was 

reluctant to fund improvements at a facility that was underutilized and did not earn 

enough to pay for the cost of its operation. At the same time, the FAA was unable to find 

support in Congress to pay for modernization and expansion Congress was unwilling to 

give up control over the airport through the creation of a government corporation or 

transfer to a local operating authority. The legislation authorizing the lease of the FAA’s 

two airports to the Metropolitan Washington Airports Authority also created the Board of 

Review with veto power over the authority’s plans and budgets. Even burdened with the 

Board of Review, MWAA was able to acquire $291M during its first year to begin work 

on the 1985 master plan. By the end of the twentieth century, Washington Dulles 
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International Airport was busy and earning its way as the center of a growing 

aerotropolis. 

 

On May 11, 2016, fifty years after the founding of the Committee for Dulles, that 

organization in partnership with the Metropolitan Washington Airports Authority and the 

Washington Airports Task Force—the new title of the Dulles Policy Task Force—hosted 

an event in Dulles’ main terminal for the airport’s numerous advocacy groups. Eleven 

other groups co-sponsored this meeting. Included among the co-sponsors were the Dulles 

Area Transportation Association, the Dulles Corridor Rail Association, the Dulles 

Regional Chamber of Commerce, the Dulles South Alliance, and the Greater Reston 

Chamber of Commerce. Of the eleven these five groups have the economic growth of the 

Dulles aerotropolis as their primary focus. Other groups represented at the meeting 

included several chambers of commerce from surrounding communities, regional travel 

authorities, and local governments. The purpose of the May 11 meeting was to provide a 

status update on the airport and several improvement projects in the works as well as 

giving these groups direction for future lobbying efforts. For someone with an 

understanding of the history of the airport, this meeting was a mix of how much things 

have changed with deja vu. 

The obvious change was the enthusiastic support for the airport by local and state 

politicians. Aubrey Layne, Virginia Secretary of Transportation, and Ralph Buona, Vice-

Chair, Loudoun County Board, both addressed the gathering. Secretary Layne 

emphasized the importance of Dulles to the Commonwealth’s strategy for attracting 
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foreign businesses. At another point in the program Elliott Ferguson of Destination DC—

the lead organization that markets Washington, DC as a premier global convention, 

tourism and special events destination—with Rita McClenny from the Virginia Tourism 

Corporation described how they relied on the international and domestic access provided 

by Dulles to sell the National Capital Region as a convention and vacation destination. A 

close relationship between the airport and its surrounding region was on display; a level 

of cooperation absent before the mid-1970s. 

Amid this cooperation, other speakers brought up issues that had plagued Dulles 

from the beginning. Dulles was still by far the most expensive airport in the mid-Atlantic 

region. Despite several steps the authority took to bring the cost of using Dulles down, it 

was still twice as expensive as other airports. Particularity troubling in this regard is that 

the airports in Philadelphia and Charlotte now compete with Dulles for business along 

with National and Baltimore. The impact of the higher cost at Dulles has resulted in a 

steady shift of passenger traffic to the region’s other two airports over the past decade. 

Between 2005 and 2015 the region’s total passenger traffic remained almost flat starting 

at 32 million and ending at 34.1 million.  Over those ten years, Dulles’ share of the traffic 

dropped from 40 percent to 31 percent. While some traffic shifted to Baltimore, National 

received 2.5 million new passengers.  

National’s city center location still makes it the preferred airport. What is more, 

even nearly thirty years after transferring control to MWAA Congress was still 

attempting to influence flights at its preferred airport. In the most recent appropriations to 

fund the FAA legislators introduced amendments affecting the use of National. One 



384 

 

attempted to expand the non-stop perimeter so it would include San Antonio, TX and 

another would have doubled the non-stop flights to selected western cities. This time, due 

to the change in relations between the airport and local politicians the Virginia delegation 

worked together to defeat these amendments citing their detrimental effect on Dulles. 

The May 11 meeting wrapped up with everyone in agreement that things were 

going well for the airport, but it was a work in progress. The advocacy groups needed to 

monitor development in Loudoun and Fairfax Counties bolstering the resolve of those 

counties boards to keep zoning restrictions on residential housing near the airport in 

place. Everyone needed to encourage patience in the local communities while 

construction not only on the Metro Silver Line to the airport continued but with the high-

rise office and residential developments happening along the line. Congress still needed 

watching to keep it from interfering in the airports. Every group attending the meeting 

left with something on their to-do-list. At the same time, everyone left knowing that the 

airport was thriving. 
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