
The jet engine is the technology that shrank the world.
Jets fly faster and higher than propeller planes. That cuts
down travel time and brings distant places closer. 

And 1958 was the year of the commercial jet. In that year
US airlines introduced jet service on both overseas and
domestic flights.

Jet engines developed through the 1930s and 1940s. 
World War II and the Korean War saw the deployment 
of military jets. But commercial airlines took their time 
in adopting the new technology. 

Why hesitate? Because jet engines were very different from
the engines in propeller aircraft. These differences made 
jets an expensive investment. Jet engines burned much hotter
than the engines in propeller aircraft. So they had to be made 
of alloys. An alloy is a combination of different metals—
or of metal and nonmetal— fused for strength, resistance 
to corrosion, or other desired qualities. Alloys cost more 
than single metals. 

Jet engines also used more fuel. Planes with jet engines 
had higher takeoff speeds. So they needed longer runways.

In view of these differences, airlines understandably took 
a wait-and-see attitude toward the new technology.

But Juan Trippe, chief executive of Pan American Airways,
didn’t want to wait. He’d already pioneered transoceanic air
service with the “flying boats” known as Pan Am Clippers.

Trippe wanted to see Pan Am fly nonstop across the oceans.
Some people thought that Comet jets would achieve this
goal. A British manufacturer, De Havilland, built the Comet.
But after a couple of crashes, the Comet’s promise faded. 
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Who would now take the lead? Trippe decided to play
Douglas and Boeing off against each other. These companies
were two of America’s largest airplane manufacturers. 
They competed for Pan Am’s business. Douglas offered 
the DC-8 and Boeing the 707.

In October 1955 Pan Am signed on to buy 20 of the 707 
jets and 25 of the DC-8s.

Two years later, Boeing rolled out its first 707. And on 
26 October 1958 Pan American introduced jet service 
from New York to London, with a stop in Newfoundland.

The first flight had 111 passengers. That was more people
than had ever boarded a single regularly scheduled flight.

The fare was about the same as for a propeller plane: 
$272. It sounds like a good deal, but in 2007 dollars, 
that ticket would cost about $1,500.

The new service was a huge success. Several other airlines quickly adopted 
the 707. Pan Am continued to forge ahead. Within a year, it was able 
to get rid of the Newfoundland layover. It introduced nonstop service 
on Boeing 707-320s. Pan Am set the standard for the industry. 

The era of passenger jet travel had a slow start. But once it took off, 
it soared. Around the world, airlines moved quickly to replace propeller 
planes with jets.
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