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A DC-4 Of the Night Mail Service discharges its load at Madras 

I N D I A N A I R L I N E S C O R P O R A T I O N 

country where fuel is expensive and labour is cheap, the turboprop 
might perhaps have the edge on the turbojet as far as direct operat
ing costs are concerned; but this could well count for less than the 
latter's operational simplicity, straightforward engineering needs, 
better trade-in prices and superior appeal. 

Although the bulk of IAC's trunk passenger traffic is borne by 
its Viscounts, most of the mail moves on an ingenious operation 
known as the Night Air Mail Service. Every night, between 10 and 
11 p.m., a familiar noise is heard by thoseliving near the airports 
of Delhi, Bombay, Calcutta and Madras. It is the steady grind of a 
DC-4 climbing away towards Nagpur. Four of these aircraft, 
loaded up with mail and with a few hardy passengers who are pre
pared to sacrifice a little comfort to get cheaper air travel, converge 
on this central point shortly after 1 a.m. and discharge their cargo. 

There follows an hour's hectic sorting of mail while passengers 
drink interminable cups of that peculiar twentieth-century beverage, 
airport coffee, and perhaps watch the same old film. Then the four 
aircmft set off to return home between five and six in the morning. 
Indian Airlines Corporation operates this remarkable service with a 
fleet of five DC-4s, the tonnage of mail being beyond the hold 
capacity of the Viscounts. The days of the NAMS are, however, 
limited; the steady increase in Viscount frequency is allowing the 
turboprops to handle an increasing share of the mail traffic, and in 
any case replacement of the Viscounts by larger aircraft will 
eventually lead to the NAMS becoming superfluous. 

Although many of lAC's staff retain a sentimental interest in this 
venerable service, those responsible for the airline's financial results 
will not shed tears when the operation is abandoned. The heavy 
losses shown by this unsubsidized operation are largely because mail 
rates are unusually low and because the operation requires a fleet of 
five aircraft—one on maintenance and the others stationed at each 
of the four bases—although the amount of flying (about 9,300 
hours a year) is inadequate to keep this number fully utilized. In 
theory the aircraft could be used to fill in some local feeder service 

but in practice sector distances are so short or loads so light that it 
is less uneconomic to use DC-3s. 

Although the NAMS does make a dent in the profits earned on 
the trunk routes, it is on the local services that IAC's profits are 
mainly dissipated. Although these routes bear half-a-million 
passengers a year—as against a third-of-a-million on trunk routes— 
on the basis of passenger-miles these local services contribute only 
one-third of IAC's passenger business. This is, of course, because 
the average passenger-haul of 280 miles is only one-third of thai 
for the trunks. Low average revenue-rates—indeed the world's 
lowest, averaging only 4|d. per passenger-mile—and light loads 
(as low on average as 12 passengers per day) are the main factors 
which make these local services so uneconomic. But the fact 
remains that the DC-3s used on most of these services are far from 
ideal for this type of operation, particularly in India. Not only are 
costs per hour high, principally because of high fuel costs (a com
bination of high prices—averaging five shillings per gallon—and 
high consumption-rates resulting largely from the climatic condi
tions and from short average flight-times), but ton-mile productivity 
per flying hour is low by reason of severe payload restrictions and 
low block speeds. 

Although it is obvious that the DC-3's characteristics are not 
such as to allow the local services to be put on to an economic foot
ing, until recently there was no other type more suitable. Indeed, 
even after a substantial number of Fokker F.27s are added to the 
fleet, it will continue to be the least uneconomical course to operate 
a considerable number of routes with DC-3s. At present the DC-3 
fleet numbers 49 passenger aircraft, divided fairly equally over the 
three regions, plus about a dozen freighters concentrated at Cal
cutta. The F.27 fleet currently consists of five aircraft which have 
been in use since May 1961 and are based at Calcutta. An option 
has been taken up on another five of these aircraft, and this will 
allow Friendships to be employed elsewhere on the network. 

It is not mere chance that has taken the Friendships first to 
Calcutta. On the one hand, half the total loss on IAC's local 
services must be debited to those out of that city. On the other, 
traffic density on the Calcutta local services tends to be higher 
than on the Bombay, Delhi and Madras networks, and thus more 

Check 4 for a USA Viscount at New Delhi 


