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All Nippon Airways' 787 Dreamliner leaves Narita airport, Japan, on its first commercial flight. Source: AFP 

BOEING'S revolutionary new 787 Dreamliner finally made its first passenger flight yesterday amid hopes that it will quickly leave its nightmarish birth pangs far behind. 
Three years behind schedule, the first commercial flight of the "plastic plane" was hailed by industry experts as the most significant event in civil aviation since Concorde entered service in 1976.

For All Nippon Airways (ANA), the Japanese carrier that has endured a succession of delays in getting its new investment off the ground, yesterday's flight was the dawn of a new era for the aviation industry.

Shinichiro Ito, the president of ANA, had once hoped to use the 787 to fly passengers from Tokyo to the Beijing Olympics in 2008. At least, he told The Times, he now has a working version in the fleet in time for the London Olympics next year.

In the speeches before take-off yesterday, senior executives of ANA and Boeing spoke cheerfully about the strength of their partnership. But they could not disguise the corrosive effect of the delays.

Mr Ito pointedly referred to the "long-awaited day" and the "difficult journey", and Scott Fancher, the Boeing vice-president in charge of the 787, held up his boarding pass and admitted: "I cannot tell you how long I have waited to hold this."

On board the plane, which has 264 seats in ANA's configuration, were 100 Japanese passengers, each of whom had won a lottery for tickets and paid, appropriately, 78,700 yen ($993) to be on board the Dreamliner's first passenger flight. Many described themselves as hikoki otaku, or hard-core aeroplane obsessives, and spent the flight of 4 hours 20 minutes from Tokyo to Hong Kong in an orgy of attention to detail.

Decibel meters were produced and approving looks given to the readings: much quieter than the Boeing 777 and a worthy competitor to the Airbus A380.

Several highlighted that 30 per cent of the high-tech materials used to build the Dreamliner were made in Japan. "I feel that this reminds the world that Japan is not just a country of earthquakes and nuclear disaster, but the advanced technology in the world," said Takashi Saito, an office worker who had taken the day off work to fulfil a dream journey he fondly imagined he would have taken while still a university student.

One otaku had bought a balloon to test Boeing's claim that the cabin stays at a higher pressure than on older planes, making it more comfortable. Another had brought a device to test the moisture on her cheeks to establish whether the high-tech materials from which the plane was built did indeed allow a less arid atmosphere in the cabin. Both felt that the Dreamliner had lived up to its billing.

Other passengers included a couple from Florida, Dean and Stephanie Wood, who are both heavily involved in the aviation industry and had paid an undisclosed amount for two business-class seats at a charity auction. "The best thing about the plane is the lighting system, and the way it changes the colouring of the ceiling to match the sky," Ms Wood said. "I spend my life in planes and, believe me, this is what people will notice."
For engineering enthusiasts, the excitement lay in the Dreamliner's innovative materials and superior fuel efficiency - the reason the plane, despite its delays, remains so attractive to airlines such as ANA. By the time all 55 of ANA's 787s are in service by 2017, the company believes that they will use 20 per cent less fuel than the aircraft they replace. The use of carbon-fibre and composite materials is not completely new in aircraft construction, but it has never been used on this scale nor made up such a large percentage of the wings and fuselage.

Equally important, though barely mentioned in any of Wednesday's press conferences, were the Rolls-Royce engines, chosen by ANA in a 2004 decision that broke decades of General Electric's stranglehold on Japanese airlines. ANA executives described the engines as perfect for the job of short and medium-haul flights.

"They are tough, stubborn engines that can take huge demands on them. Like the British," said Keisuke Okada, an executive vice-president of ANA. For the less scientific, there are windows large enough to discern the curvature of the Earth with buttons that tint the glass to suit the mood.

There are overhead luggage bins that will cheerfully absorb both a bulky piece of carry-on and a heavy raid on the duty-free.There is even a lavatory that gently rinses a visitor's posterior and doesn't make a terrifying sucking noise when flushed. Huge effort and years of technical development, said Thomas Lee, a director of the company that built the silent loo, were expended on the challenge of reducing the sound of the flush to a level that could not be heard beyond the lavatory door.

Given his part in the project, Mr Lee may not be entirely impartial about the 787, but his prediction - that it will set the industry standard - may carry some weight. As a 17-year-old high school student in 1970 he also travelled on the inaugural flight of the Boeing 747 from New York to London.

