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    Book Presentation: Flying High by James Wynbrandt


    About the Author


    JAMES WYNBRANDT is an author and aviation reporter. His articles on business and aviation have been published in The New York Times, Forbes, Management Review, Plane & Pilot, General Aviation News, Avionics News, Pilot Journal, Flying, Aspen Magazine and Computer and Electronics.


    Important Note About This Ebook


    This is a summary and not a critique or a review of the book. It does not offer judgment or opinion on the content of the book. This summary may not be organized chapter-wise but is an overview of the main ideas, viewpoints and arguments from the book as a whole. This means that the organization of this summary is not a representation of the book.


    Summary of Flying High (James Wynbrandt)


    1. The Early Days


    David Neeleman was born in October 1959 in Sao Paulo, Brazil where his father was on temporary assignment as the Latin America bureau chief for United Press International. David was five years old when his family returned to their home in Salt Lake City, Utah. By this stage, he actually spoke Portuguese better than English, and getting back into school was a challenge, heightened by the fact David had an inability to focus and a very short attention span.


    By the age of nine, David was working part-time in his grandfather’s convenience store. Here he learned the importance of keeping customers happy by providing them the best product possible. In fact, his grandfather was so dedicated to keeping the customer happy that if a customer asked for something he didn’t stock, his grandfather would stall the customer with a doughnut and a cup of coffee while David would bolt out the back door to the local Safeway store to buy and then bring back the needed items. His grandfather instilled in David the concept that you should never, ever disappoint a customer.


    In addition to having a short attention span, David Neeleman was also hyperactive. On graduating from High School in 1977, he decided to go to the University of Utah to study accounting. He also continued working part-time and tookon the job as manager of the school’s basketball team. This didn’t last too long, however, because when he turned 19, David decided to serve for two years as a missionary for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints or Mormon Church. He was assigned to go back to Brazil.


    On returning from his mission, David Neeleman reenrolled at the University of Utah in 1980. During his sophomore year, someone in David’s accounting class mentioned that her mother knew someone in Hawaii who was having trouble selling timeshares in a hotel which had been converted into condominiums. Neeleman called the condo owner, and offered to pay him $125 for each week he couldn’t rent them. The owner agreed, so Neeleman started advertising these units in a local newspaper. It turned out to be a great business because he was soon collecting $500 a week for each condo he rented out. David also decided he might as well handle the travel as well, so he started his own travel agency to buy discount tickets to Hawaii.


    By his junior year at college, Neeleman’s travel agency had 20 employees and $8 million in annual sales. Despite his parent’s reservations, he decided to drop out of college to run his business full-time. Then, in late-1983, one of the airlines Neeleman was using, Hawaii Express, went out of business, taking with it all the money Neeleman had paid in advance to get cheaper seats. Despite the fact the travel agency was debt-free, the loss of the advance money was devastating and Neeleman’s travel agency was made bankrupt. David Neeleman was now 24-years old.


    When word got out about his travel agency’s demise, Neeleman was approached by June Morris, the owner of Utah’s largest travel agency. Morris Travel was at that time a $50 million travel agency with 100 employees. She told David Neeleman he could come work for her agency putting together the same sort of vacation packages he had already mastered. It was a very open ended arrangement.


    “I said, ‘Now David, why don’t we do this: You come to work-work as many hours as you want to, do whatever works out for you – and then in a few weeks you tell me how much you’re worth.’ He was the perfect person at the time, and Morris Travel was the perfect springboard for his creativity. And it was great. So that’s how we started.”


    – June Morris


    With the reputation of Morris Travel behind him, David Neeleman decided to take up where he had left off – marketing vacation trips to Hawaii. None of the airlines flying out of Salt Lake City at that time offered much in the way of deals, so Neeleman and Rick Frendt (June Morris’s son and president of Morris Travel) flew to Hawaii to meet with a vice president at Hawaiian Airlines. While there, they noticed something interesting.


    “Hawaiian Airlines had an old DC-8 sitting around one day a week, so we suggested they should fly it on Thursday night to Salt Lake, and Friday morning, back to Honolulu for us. The goal was to start the 204-seat flights in May and run them through the summer, until the peak travel season ended in September. But as difficult as finding seats in the first place had been, filling them would be a bigger challenge. David made the commitment that he would somehow put butts in all those seats. He always had an idea a minute.”


    – Rick Frendt


    Despite the fact their packages were a couple of hundred dollars cheaper than anything else on the market, they still struggled to sell them. They began offering the first 20 to 40 seats each week at an even lower price to generate interest. While others were charging $800 for a round-trip ticket from Salt Lake City to Honolulu return, Morris Travel offered fares of $399, with rooms at $20 a night.


    “Whatever it took, we’d fill the seats. Again, that’s where David’s creativity came in like you can’t believe. David would be out in the malls recruiting people: ‘Hey, you want to go to Hawaii? $100? Day after tomorrow? We even had a guy, a grocery guru, and he’d buy groceries with coupons and trade them to us for seats, so then we’d have like a grocery store at the office. If it wasn’t a 100-percent load factor, it was 99-percent all summer long, and we went through the fall and were able to fill that, too.”


    – Rick Frendt


    When Hawaiian Airlines decided to retire the DC-8 used for these weekly flights from scheduled service, they offered to base the plane in Salt Lake City and make it available for Morris Travel to arrange more charter flights. Neeleman, Frendt and Morris loved the idea, and wasted no time in setting up three-times-a-week charter flights between Salt Lake City and Los Angeles. At that time, Western Airlines was charging $200 one way for this journey, so when Morris Travel started selling tickets for $59 (plus tax), the phones went crazy. To handle the incoming calls, six agents were hired. They sat at card tables and hand wrote reservations on booking sheets for each flight.


    “Morris Travel sold tickets for $59, plus federal excise tax, a pricing ploy they later found was illegal. The law required that all taxes be included in the advertised fare so that the price consumers saw was all-inclusive. ‘We didn’t know that was illegal’, Frendt says, laughing as he looks back on what they thought was a clever marketing effort. ‘We were a bunch of stupid kids’.”


    – James Wynbrandt


    There were some early glitches as Morris Travel struggled to handle the flood of reservations which came in. It soon became clear handwritten booking sheets were inefficient, and Morris Travel developed its own software to handle booking and ticketing. Unfortunately, nobody noticed the system was only handling outbound flights, not the returns. As a result, during the second week of the charter flights, Morris Travel had over booked by about 50-percent on each flight.


    “We were out there at the airport selling tickets for $59 and we’d be writing our tickets on Delta for $200 and giving them to our over booked passengers. It was so depressing there at that time of the week. But we stuck to it, and at some point, we thought we were going to Los Angeles just to get the plane to Hawaii, and realized Los Angeles was a gold mine.”


    – Rick Frendt


    2. The Morris Air Story


    By the end of 1984, the Hawaiian Airlines DC-8 was grounded because of Federal noise restrictions but fortunately Morris Travel had enough confidence that it leased other aircraft to continue its charter flights.


    “David Neeleman was everywhere: on the phone, on the tarmac, and bouncing basketballs down the hallways of the Morris offices. A friend of his father’s watched in amazement one day as the young Neeleman dashed all over Salt Lake City International Airport on a typical day, doing everything from overseeing boarding to sweeping the floor. Said the friend, ‘If that kid is sitting in the pilot seat, I’m going home’.”


    – James Wynbrandt


    “David is like a sponge. He listens, he reads, he talks to people, he just soaks everything up. He’s very creative coming up with all his ideas. We’d say, ‘Let’s do it,’ and figure out what we have to do. He was just an amazing young fellow at age 24.”


    – June Morris


    Amazingly enough, Morris Travel managed to achieve about a 95-percent load factor with most of its charter flights. David Neeleman started studying other airlines, especially People Express, the pioneer low-cost carrier which had started in 1984. He soon realized it was difficult to make money on long-haul flights, so he suggested Morris Travel should fly to more short-haul destinations, like Boise and Spokane. That made a lot of sense to June Morris, who decided to sell her original travel agency and concentrate solely on building the newly renamed Morris Air.


    By the beginning of 1990, Morris Air was operating 300 flights per week, including some to Alaska. In response, Alaska Airlines complained to the Department of Transportation that Morris Air should be required to operate under the stricter rules for scheduled air services rather than the less stringent set of rules which apply to charter flights. Ultimately, the government regulators agreed with the complaint, and fined Morris Air $100,000. Neeleman got to work assembling a management team and filing the requisite paperwork and regulatory filings for Morris Air to become a scheduled carrier.


    Remembering the fact his first business had failed because it was not sufficiently capitalized, Neeleman convinced June Morris their new company would need more funding. Specifically, he wanted $14 million to be available for unanticipated contingencies. June Morris’s husband approached a friend who suggested they should talk to Michael Lazarus, one of the founders of Weston Presidio, a San Francisco based venture capital company. Lazarus met with June Morris and David Neeleman, liked what he saw, and raised the entire $14 million which was sought. Lazarus also joined the board of Morris Air.


    “June Morris was a wonderful, wonderful soul. You just knew David Neeleman had to win. He had character, passion, intelligence. You know, David never used any of our money. The company was very profitable and beautifully run.”


    – Michael Lazarus


    Morris Air became an official airline in 1992. David Neeleman was appointed the company’s president, Rick Frendt was the chairman and June Morris the CEO. By early-1993, Morris Air had a fleet of 23 leased Boeing 737 aircraft. The company quickly earned a reputation for doing things its own way. For example, rather than going with American Airline’s proprietary reservation system most of the other major airlines were using, David Neeleman decided Morris Air would develop its own computer-based reservation system.


    “David Evans, the computer programmer who had developed Morris Air’s original reservation system, went with Neeleman to see a demonstration of American Airline’s system called SAAS. Both men were disappointed by what they saw. Evans told Neeleman: ‘Listen, if all you want is a system that can do what SAAS does, I’ll bet you I can get it done for you in three or four months’. The next day, Neeleman appeared in Evans’office and asked: ‘Could you really do this in three or four months?’ Evans replied: ‘Yeah, but that would place a lot of extra burden on me. I could do it, but it would stretch me out. I’ll make you a deal. I’ll do this in three or four months if you buy my wife a new Grand Cherokee’. Neeleman’s herky-jerky shuffling stopped. He turned around and ran out the door. Five minutes later, he came back and threw down a check for $25,000, handwritten by the accounting department, on Evans’ desk. ‘Here, do it,’ he said.”


    – James Wynbrandt


    Within four months, Evans had Morris Air’s new reservation system up and running. American Airlines called their system Sabre Airline Automated System or SAAS. Therefore, Evans and Neeleman called their system the Morris Air Reservation System or MARS. The new system hadn’t been in place for a month when suddenly it occurred to David Neeleman that MARS could now handle paperless tickets with ease – something no other airline was doing at the time. Ticket less reservations would also allow Morris Air to handle all the booking details itself, rather than requiring travel agents to physically write the tickets. People could just call Morris Air, book their ticket, and be done. And, as the icing on the cake, by handling tickets electronically rather than in paper format, Morris Air would have real-time data about the status of each flight rather than waiting for the data to be entered into the management system after the flight had occurred as was the case at all other airlines. Ticket less travel had loads of benefits – the only unknown was how customers would respond to the concept.


    Morris Air also did something else that was highly innovative. The company was struggling to find room for more reservation agents. Carla Mein, who Neeleman had recruited from Mrs. Field’s Cookies, was Morris Air’s director of operations. She attended a conference organized by AT&T where they talked about workers tele-commuting. She loved the idea.


    “When I went to that session, I just caught this amazing vision of an army of reservation agents, all happily and efficiently working from their homes. I came back and I said, ‘David, we’ve got to do this. This is the answer!’ Neeleman’s response: ‘I don’t think so. I don’t think we want people working from


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
      	The company allows flight attendants to job-share. For scheduling, the airline doesn’t mind which member of the team turns up for any given flight as long as one does. This has proven to be very popular with the airline’s flight attendants. The company also uses part-time employees and college students looking to take a year off their studies to expand the pool of potential hires. Jet Blue has also set up its own university to train its people.


      	JetBlue pays 50-percent of its pretax profits into a profit sharing incentive program all employees participate in. This is paid out in the form of a 401(k) plan which the company matches the employee’s contributions dollar-for-dollar from their very first day of employment onwards.


      	David Neeleman goes on at least one JetBlue flight every week and works alongside the cabin crew, and also the baggage handlers. He also stops and talks to every customer on the flight handing out snacks and asking for their experiences in using JetBlue.

    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
      	Do what you feel passionate about – because that’s the only way you’ll have the persistence to see something through to the end.


      	Always try and think outside the box – that is, refuse to accept conventional wisdom and try to see problems in new ways. Have the self-confidence to do something original and creative.


      	Work alongside and learn from the best in your field – or in other words learn by following. David Neeleman based Morris Air on Southwest so well that Southwest ended up buying his company. With JetBlue, he has consistently tried to hire people he can learn from because they are very good at what they do.


      	Always be ready to move on – meaning don’t look at temporary setbacks as the end of the story, just as the end of one chapter and the start of something new. If you’re not tied down to imperfect assumptions, be perfectly willing to make a graceful exit from anything that doesn’t go as planned, large or small.


      	Build a better mousetrap – do things better than everyone else. If you can combine the best product with a low price, you’ll succeed in any industry. Don’t worry about the size of your competitors – the business world is full of David versus Goliath triumphs. Do your homework, assemble the right pieces and then push ahead fearlessly.


      	Always be well capitalized – with a cash cushion so you can ride out anything unexpected. If you have a weak financial position, your competitors will exploit that. Don’t get into that situation.


      	Take good care of your people – because any business ultimately succeeds or fails on the performance of its frontline people. If your employees don’t feel you’re looking after them well, they will be unlikely to be motivated to take good care of your customers. Demonstrate your commitment to your employees in tangible ways, including getting out and working alongside them. You should also have in place tangible ways to share the wealth so everyone does well, financially and otherwise. Do all you can to create a happy workforce and they will automatically be productive.


      	Respect your customers – and be obsessive about providing them great service. Make certain that every time a customer interacts with your business, your interest in them is reinforced, not weakened. You’ll know you’re doing something right when at least half of your new business comes through word-of-mouth referrals.


      	Admit your mistakes early – but don’t let them slow you down. While you may strive to be perfect, the reality is things will happen which are less than ideal. The more open you are about mistakes, the better. Confront problems head-on, do everything you can to set things right, and then get back to focusing on the customer. People will give you high marks for genuine efforts to make things right.


      	Pay attention to the details – to all the little things that will differentiate a great customer experience from an average customer experience. Be vigilant and give thought to what happens at all the customer contact points. Each is a moment of truth for the company, so engineer them well. If you’re not good at finessing out the finer points yourself, make sure someone on your team is very strong in this area.


      	Control your costs carefully – but don’t let it show. Be frugal. Do everything that’s reasonable and possible to keep your operating costs down.


      	Use technology to the fullest – and automate everything. JetBlue uses reservation agents working from home so the company doesn’t have to build and maintain a call center. JetBlue’s pilots use laptop computers to figure out how much fuel they need and what the quickest flight path will be on any particular day. Every ticket on JetBlue is issued electronically, providing a wealth of real-time management information. All of these options are possible because the company uses technology intelligently.


      	Attract lots of attention – because that is always more effective than paid advertising. Use guerrilla marketing techniques to spread the word and keep your name in circulation. Have your CEO available to speak to groups. Create awareness of the things you do that none of your competitors are doing. Find an interesting angle and build your public relations efforts around that.


      	
        Stay true to your core values – and be unerringly consistent. Establish a set of core values and then make these values a part of anything and everything you do. If you choose good values, they will help you create happier customers, better employees and greater overall prosperity for your business.
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