
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

IM
PERIAL AIRWAYS GAZETTE

 

Issue 50 
 

December 2016 

 



  i                December 2016 (Issue 50)        Imperial Airways Gazette 
 
 

Contents 
 
 Editorial ......................................................................................................................  1 
 
 The wireless man’s shirt and the windsock ................................................................  2 
 By Peter Wingent 
 
 Forced landing at Pluckley .........................................................................................  8 
 By Duncan Crewe 
 
 Unusual Imperial Airways’ ephemera ........................................................................  9 
 By Peter Wingent 
 
 Fake Atalanta post cards ...........................................................................................  10 
 By Peter Wingent 
 
 Movies and radio broadcasts on I.A. aircraft ............................................................  13 
 By Peter Wingent 
 
 Barotseland before and after RANA arrived ............................................................  14 
 By Peter Wingent 
 
 The Telephone Letter scheme ..................................................................................  20 
 By Duncan Crewe 
 
 More on the Telephone Letter Scheme ....................................................................  22 
 By Peter Wingent 
 
 What to do with so few planes? ................................................................................  23 
 By Richard Beith FRPSL 
 
 The Greeks have a word for it ..................................................................................  26 
 By Nicholas Arrow 
 
 Imperial Airways and the regional airlines ...............................................................  29 
 By John C. Symons 
 
 A cover flown by Imperial Airways’ Mercury to New York, July 1938 .................  33 
 By Lawrence Kimpton 
  
 An aircraft identification puzzle ...............................................................................  37 
 By Duncan Crewe 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Front cover illustration: A photograph dated 6 April 1925.  Although the advertising states “World’s First 
Aircraft Cinema,” other sources state that the first film shown in an aircraft was in 1921 over Chicago. 
 

Source of photo: http://www.telegraph.co.uk/travel/galleries/The-history-of-in-flight-entertainment/in-flight-
lostworl/ 
 

A two minutes long video showing the camera equipment being loaded and the aircraft slowly moving can 
be found on youtube at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pz0La8f1IHU 

Editor: Peter Wingent  Telephone: 
 4 Twyford Court  01962 851780 
 Northlands Drive 
 Winchester 
 Hampshire  e-mail: 
 SO23 7AL  pwingent@googlemail.com 



Imperial Airways Gazette                   December 2016 (Issue 50)         1 
 
 
 

Editorial 
 
Another December edition, so I take this opportunity to wish you all a very Happy Christmas, a healthy New 
Year and happy and successful collecting in 2017. 
 
This is our fiftieth edition and I suppose it is remise of me that apart from noting it here, I haven’t managed  to 
come up with an idea to mark it in any other way.   However it is a bumper edition, being larger than other 
recent ones and once again contains articles on a wide variety of topics. 
 
A glance at the Contents page opposite reveals that I contributed six of the first eight items in this issue.  For 
this I feel rather guilty and, indeed, my very last intention is to hog the pages of this magazine, in fact I would 
be happy to fill them with all of your material and none of mine. So to explain: I format your contributions as 
I receive them and after sending out the June issue, by September I had received nothing!  A little panic set in 
and so I started writing some pieces thinking that this was going to be a ‘thin’ issue.  Fortunately, as autumn 
arrived, five more of you (the usual stalwarts, to whom I am always so grateful) returned from holidays and 
gardening and sat down at their keyboards. 
 
You will see that the disc contains, apart from the Word and PDF versions of this edition, a folder named 
“Daedalus cover.”  Within are scans of 18 sheets which Stan Wheatcroft produced many years ago, all 
pertaining to a cover from the U.K. to the Belgian Congo.  I’m sure that at some time you have all, when 
writing up a cover, found there is just too much interesting information about it to fit on a single sheet.  In this 
instance Stan decided not to try and went to the other extreme by seeing how many sheets he could produce 
relating to a single cover.  These sheets are now owned by Terry Hare-Walker who kindly scanned and sent 
them to me. 
 
Yet another book on Imperial Airways and its successors was published this year.  It is written by Paul Jarvis, 
Senior Archivist at British Airways Archives (now named British Airways Heritage Collection evidently – 
does every name have to be changed – and always made longer?!).  The title is “Mapping the Airways” and it 
is published by Amberley Publishing.  The 160 pages consist mainly of colour illustrations of IA, BOAC and 
BA publicity material which has at least a loose connection with maps, charts or indications of direction.  The 
publication price is £17.99 but I obtained a copy for just under half that on Amazon.  For that price I 
recommend buying it because it contains images of posters which possibly have never been published before 
and certainly, if you have an interest in 1930s poster art, you will not be disappointed.  I should add that 
around two thirds of the book relates to advertising of the 1920s and 1930s.  It is in landscape format, a little 
under A4 size.  If you ‘google’ “Mapping the Airways” you will find examples of pages which should give 
you a better idea about it than all my words! 
 
Bill Legg wrote to me advising a book which may be of interest to members entitled “Born of Adversity, 
Britain’s Airlines 1919 – 1962” by Guy Halford-Macloud.  Bill wrote that, “Only three of the seven chapters 
deal with events up to 1945 and there is not a single air mail cover as the text deals with Government policy 
and such like but I still found it interesting.” 
 
As always, I have to beg for you to keep sending me contributions for the June 2017 edition.  Again, as 
always, I have absolutely nothing for it at the time of writing this.  The first edition of this magazine is dated 
September 1993.  It has been going for 23 years but it needs your help to continue.  Finally, once again a big 
thank you to those who contributed to this edition. 
 

* * * *   Very important ~ please note the following:   * * * * 
 
Being December, it is the time to remind you that the subscription for 2017 is due.  The rates are as follows: 
 
For a disc version:  £4 for UK residents; £6 for residents outside UK.         (Cheques payable to me please) 
For a paper version: £10 for UK residents; £13 for residents outside UK. 
(Residents outside UK may pay via PayPal, using my email address shown opposite.) 
 
I’m afraid that yet again in this editorial I am going to be very grumpy by saying that if I do not receive your 
subscription, I shall assume that you have decided you no longer wish to receive the Gazette. 
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The wireless man’s shirt and the windsock 
 

By Peter Wingent 
 
Whilst searching the internet for information relating to Capt. Tony Gladstone, by pure chance I came across 
an account of a flight from Cairo to Nairobi written by a lady named Nellie Grant.  It is a wonderfully graphic 
description of events and although she does not give the dates of the flight, without doubt she was travelling 
on IA service AS279 which departed Cairo on 2 October 1935.  Both this service and the following one 
(AS280) were involved in both minor and major accidents which she describes very accurately, colourfully 
and in great detail. 
 
Nellie Grant emigrated with her husband to Thika, in Kenya in 1912 to start life as coffee farmers, bringing  
with them their then five years old daughter Elspeth.  In 1931 Elspeth married Gervas Huxley, cousin of 
Aldous Huxley, and during her long life, she died in 1997, Elspeth Huxley wrote over thirty books, many 
relating to life in Kenya, the most well known being “The Flame Trees of Thika.”  The account by her mother 
of her flight in 1935 comes from an anthology edited by Elspeth Huxley, entitled “Nine Faces of Kenya” [1] 
and it is this which I found on the internet in ‘google books’ [2]. 
 
Nellie Grant travelled from Cairo in the HP42 Horsa, operating service AS279.  Her graphic description of 
events includes descriptions of the delays to Horsa the reasons for which, so far as I am aware, were 
previously unknown, except as dots representing a ‘weather delay’ and ‘aircraft trouble’ on the IA movement 
chart [3].  Nellie Grant’s account adds so much interesting detail to these bland symbols.  Right from the start 
she doesn’t mince her words and her redoubtable character shines through the whole piece: 
 
“…….. had to change into the Horsa at Cairo.  In the front were Proctor, Megson, self and two of the most 
lousy, affected, giggly, selfish English girls you’ve ever seen, going on a visit to Entebbe.   Away we went from 
Cairo, destination Khartoum, coming down at Assuit, Luxor, Wadi Halfa (lunch) and a new place, Kareima.  
Took off at 6.30 pm from there and on came several haboubs (sand whirlwinds).  The machine was chucked 
about anyhow, the pilot could only just control it; he couldn’t get through to Khartoum on the wireless, so at 
7.45 pm they turned round to make back to Kareima.  This is a tiny place with only one European, the 
wireless man.  [Editor: figure 1 shows the terrifying sight of a haboub over Khartoum.]   
 
Along came the old Horsa, the pilot tried to 
do a downwind landing in terribly bad 
visibility with very sketchy flares, took the 
hell of a bump, then another, when our wings 
hit some hillocks or something.  Off he 
fluttered to have another go, had to do a 
terrific bank to miss a tent, which actually 
did remove our starboard wingtip light, and 
caught our left wing in the sand.  So when we 
finally came to rest, it was to find the fabric 
torn on both wings.  It was rather alarming 
because of the extreme dark and howling 
wind and lots of lightning.  However, the 
only casualty was a broken leg to my specs, 
which got trodden on.  We bundled out into the desert.  About half a mile away was the wireless man’s hut, 
where he produced three beds, so the lousy ones and I slept in his garden and the rest on the airstrip, in the 
tent or outside - most wisely the latter as there were scorpions in the tent. 
 
There was a marvelous steward on board, a perfect man, he produced enough food and drink that night from 
the plane (emergency rations).  We were called at 5 am and foregathered to embark, the staff having worked 
all night to mend the wings with the wireless man’s shirt and the windsock.  But as the pilot was stepping in, 
he noticed that a strut had snapped off, and examination revealed quite serious wing damage, so we all 
bundled out again into the sand, and they wirelessed to Cairo for engineers and parts.  The steward 
commandeered a donkey and galloped off to the native village to get eggs, etc.  We passed the day as best we 
might ……….  The poor relief plane – an Avro monoplane – met frightful weather, couldn’t find us at all, got 
knocked all over the place, and finally arrived at Khartoum at midnight with four minutes of petrol left.  It got 
to us next day about 10 am.  Meanwhile we’d really had quite a good party ………  The lousy girls got worse  

 Fig. 1 
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and worse, wilting and grousing.  No one could bear speaking to them, they were so nasty.  Finally I had to 
speak to them sharply …….  It turned out that the Horsa was really badly damaged, so the Avro took us three 
females, the Italians, the German and the Indian to Khartoum and went back to fetch the others with the 
minimum of luggage – I personally have only what I stand up in.  The next thing is, how to get us away ……..  
The Italians had two grand planes waiting for them and fluttered away quickly to Eritrea.  It came on the 
wireless that the war had begun, though the League of Nations said it hadn’t (It had) ……….. 
 
That Saturday morning at Khartoum the 
rest of our passengers were brought in by 
the Avro.  The Hanno, the next service 
after ours from Croydon, arrived on time 
on Saturday evening but they wouldn’t let 
anyone on board, it was full to the brim; 
they took our mail and departed.  We 
gnashed our teeth and settled down to 
another day at Khartoum ………  At 5 pm 
on Sunday in came the mended Horsa.  At 
1 am we were called and proceeded to the 
aerodrome, sat in the plane waiting to go, 
when the wind suddenly changed, 
necessitating a completely new set of 
flares.  Then up came a couple of heavy 
thunderstorms and our cautious, slightly-shattered captain had us bundled back to the hotel at 3 am.  At 7 am 
we really did get off; gave Kosti a miss and so had to fly mostly at about fifty feet to save petrol, it was 
definitely bumpy.  Got to Juba about 6 pm to be greeted with the news that the Hanno, hurrying on ahead with 
our mail, had crashed at Entebbe.  A tyre had burst in the air, in the dark.  The pilot evacuated everyone to 

the very back of the plane and did his 
best, but it was a crash all right.  The pilot 
went through the windscreen, but was 
only shaken.  We saw the poor Hanno 
yesterday, its nose buried in the ground, 
both paws missing, one wing hanging by a 
thread and the two propellers firmly 
established in the front cabin.  They’d had 
a nasty moment, as one engine wouldn’t 
stop until the petrol was switched off and 
the exhaust kept billowing flames.  It was 
a marvellous escape …….  They sent two 
Atalantas for us to Juba which we left at 5 
am Tuesday and proceeded uneventfully 
by the usual methods to Nairobi which we 
reached at 2.30 pm. 

 
Nellie Grant’s description of the 
appearance of Hanno after the crash is 
very accurate as can be seen in the 
photographs comprising figures 2, 3 
and 4, taken by Frank Payne before 
repair work commenced.  He was 
employed by Imperial Airways in East 
Africa between 1934 and 1936, but in 
what capacity I do not know. 
 
The chart in figure 5 shows the 
movements between Cairo and 
Johannesburg of all the aircraft 
involved in the operation of services 
AS279 and AS280. 
 

 Fig. 2 

Fig. 3 

Fig. 4 
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Examples of mail which were being carried by the Hanno when she crashed at Entebbe can be found.  The 
cover shown in figure 6 is an example, having been posted in London on 28 September 1935.  Because Hanno 
was carrying the mail of two services (AS279 and AS280), covers posted in the U.K. between 25 September 
and 1 October 1935 would have been on board. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 6 (the reverse is blank) 
 
The accident was reported in both “The Times” newspaper, 8 October 1935 edition [4] (figure 7) and in 
“Lloyd’s Weekly Casualty Reports,” 11 October 1935 edition [5] (figure 8). 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     Fig. 8 
 
“The Times” report is incorrect in stating that the Hanno was 
landing at Kampala.  Since 1933 the HP42s used Entebbe airfield 
which was approximately 20 miles distant from Kampala. 
 
The report shown in figure 9, from the “Bulawayo Chronicle,” 
Saturday, 12 October 1935 edition [6], confirms Nellie Grant’s 
statement that Hanno was carrying the mail of two services and, 
in addition, it contains a very detailed description of the crash at 
Entebbe by one of the passengers: an engineer named Walter F. 
Harlow. 
 

    Fig. 7 
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After the crash the Hanno was dismantled and shipped to Croydon where she was repaired.  The photograph 
in figure 10 shows sheer legs straddling her during the dismantling process at Entebbe. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 10 
 
On 27 April 1936 HP42 Hanno, fit for service once again, departed Croydon on a redistribution flight to 
Cairo, where she arrived on 2 May, having flown via Paris, Marseilles, Tunis, Tripoli, Benghazi, Amseat and 
Sollum.  On 8 May she flew to Alexandria, where she took over service AS341, which had departed Croydon 
on 5 May.  Hanno operated the service as far as Kisumu, where she arrived on the 11th, and it was taken over 
by the AW XV Amalthea which arrived Johannesburg on the 13th.  Thus the cover shown in figure 11, posted 
in Aberfoyle, Stirling on 4 May 1936, was carried by Hanno operating her first service since her crash in 
October 1935. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 11 
 
 
References: 
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Forced landing at Pluckley 
 

By Duncan Crewe 
 

 
 
The two cards shown are of the Armstrong 
Whitworth Argosy City of Glasow (G-EBLF) after it 
had forced landed at Pluckley in Kent following 
engine problems on 8 December 1926. It was en-
route from Paris to Croydon when it broke a tappet 
rod in one engine over Cranbrook. The pilot, O.P. 
Jones, tried to reach Lympne but with low oil 
pressure on another engine he landed on the old RFC 
station at Pluckley. The twelve passengers were sent 
on to London by train. I do not know if mail was 
being carried - it would be impossible to tie a cover 
to that flight in any case as there were also Air Union 
services. 
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Unusual Imperial Airways’ ephemera 
 

By Peter Wingent 
 

In July 2016 the item shown in figure 1 was offered on Ebay and sold for a lot of money!  I think it is very 
unusual to see the complete contents and the original cellophane wrapper.  I wonder how much benefit IA 
passengers derived from the provision of these items.  The wording in italics at the bottom of the slip saying 
“Officially recommended to the Royal Air Force” is puzzling: “to”  the RAF?  Does that mean recommended 
by I.A.? Surely recommended by the RAF?  Strange! 
 

Figure 1 
 
I came across the photograph of the IA “amenities kit” shown in figure 2 whilst searching for other things on 
the internet.  It can be found at the following website address: www.croydonairportcalling.blogspot.co.uk.  
 

It was uploaded on 27 January 2016 by 
Debbie Challis.  She added the following 
text to accompany the photo: 
 
“When I was repacking some of our 
Imperial Airways archives on Mondays, I 
found the objects on the left all packaged 
together in what seems to be an 'amenities 
kit' from the 1930s. 
The packet appears to be a flannel still in 
its wrappings. In addition there is a 
luggage tag, matches (smoking was only 
banned on most UK flights in the mid 
1990s), a pencil, lavender smelling tubes 
from 'Boots', and eau de cologne. An 
insight in to what the passengers below on 
an Imperial Airways HP-42 (Hengist) 
would have had when flying? In fact, you 
can see a few of the passengers smoking, 
so the matches would have been useful!” 
 
I have to question her statement that 
smoking on aircraft was not banned until 
the 1990s because three different versions 
of IA “Notes for Passengers” (1930 & 
1932) include the statement that “It is 
prohibited by Government Regulations to 
smoke or light matches in the aeroplanes.”   
However, six people are doing just that in 
the photo to which she refers, which is 
shown in figure 3 on the next page!   

            Figure 2 
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Fake Atalanta post cards 

 

By Peter Wingent 
 

When Stan Wheatcroft was editor of the Gazette, he started the tradition of using an illustration with a 
Christmas flavour on the cover of each December edition. Readers may remember that, with the intention of 
continuing Stan's tradition, I used the post card shown now in Figure 1 on the cover of last December’s 
Gazette.  It features a dramatic photograph of the AW XV Atalanta flying through, I think, the Drakenstein 
Mountains in the Cape Peninsular.  The only trouble is that G-ABPI never flew further south than northern 
Europe! 
 
When I came across a second card 
(figures 2 & 3) featuring the same 
aircraft and inscribed “Season’s 
Greetings,” this time the plane 
flying low over Johannesburg, at 
first I thought I could use it on the 
cover of this edition, but I quickly 
realized that the photographs are 
faked. 
 

Not only do both post cards have 
exactly the same photograph of G-
ABPI but the first AW XV did not 
fly in South Africa until February 
1933. The used card was posted 
two months earlier. 
 
The card shown in figures 2 & 3 is franked at the correct 5d. rate for post cards to the U.K., introduced in 
South Africa on 1 October 1932.  It was flown by I.A. service no. AN93 which departed Jo’burg. on 14 
December 1932 and arrived Croydon 24th, having operated one day early throughout in order to arrive in the 
U.K. in time for delivery of Christmas mail. 
 
 
 

Fig. 1 

Fig. 3 
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The first Armstrong Whitworth 
AW XV was named Atalanta and 
registered G-ABPI.  It made its 
first flight on 6 June 1932 at 
Armstrong Whitworth’s Whitley 
Abbey aerodrome and its first 
service flight, on 26 September, 
between Croydon and Brussels.  
The aircraft was returned to 
Armstrong Whitworth for minor 
modifications and, while being 
flown by Alan Campbell-Orde on 
20 October 1932, suffered 
complete fuel starvation just after 
take-off and was seriously 
damaged.  The name Atalanta was 

then transferred to the fourth 
aircraft, G-ABTI, and after 
rebuilding G-ABPI was named 
Arethusa.  In the reproductions of 
the cards here it may be too small to 
see the aircraft name in the 
photographs is Atalanta. 
 
I felt sure that the photograph was 
familiar to me and after a little 
searching, I located it in the June 
1986 edition of “Aeroplane 
Monthly.”  It is the heading 
photograph of John Stroud’s article 
on AW XV aircraft in his “Wings 
of Peace” series.  The caption reads, 

“The first Armstrong Whitworth AW XV on a test flight in its original form with spatted mainwheels.”   It is 
shown in figure 4 and is clearly the same photograph as that featured on the post cards. [My underlining for 
emphasis of ‘spatted mainwheels’ which are clearly seen]. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I should point out that I discovered these cards on offer on Ebay and I do not own them.  Having first found 
the two shown above, I came across three more, shown in Figures 5, 6 and 7. 
 
Figs. 6 and 7 use a different photograph of G-ABPI in which it looks as if the aircraft is about to bury itself in 
The Karoo, rather than fly over it and, perhaps even more dramatically, demolish the centre of Johannesburg! 
 
I wonder if any of our readers who specialise in South Africa can throw further light on these cards or provide 
examples of different ones. 
 

Fig. 2 

Fig. 3 

 Fig. 4  
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Fig. 5 

Fig. 6 

Fig. 7 
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Movies and radio broadcasts on I.A. aircraft 
 

By Peter Wingent 
 
As well as the striking photo on the front cover of this issue, I hope readers will be interested to see some 
more photos I discovered on the internet depicting films and radio broadcasts on Imperial Airways aircraft.  I 
cannot recollect ever reading even the briefest mention of films and broadcasts, so I would welcome any 
contributions which further our knowledge of what I suspect is a rather obscure subject.  Am I correct in 
thinking that such things were not available regularly on I.A. services, but just publicity gimmicks? 
 

 
The screen appears to be blank in the photo 
on the left, never-the-less the ‘passengers’ 
(I.A. staff?) are viewing it intently! 
 
This photo was taken at the same time as 
the one on the front cover, thus the film 
“The Lost World” should be showing on 
the screen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
I suspect the centre photo might be on board 
a U.S. aircraft. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The caption for the lower photo 
reads, “Listening to the boat 
race, 1931.” I wonder if the 
reception was similar to that of 
Radio Luxembourg – remember 
those days?! 
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Barotseland before and after R.A.N.A. arrived 
 

By Peter Wingent 
 

The district of Barotseland is situated in the north-west corner of Northern Rhodesia, now Zambia, and until 
1939 it was a very isolated area with access only by slow transport routes.  The first Europeans to settle there, 
in 1885, were missionaries of the Missions Évangéliques de Paris, the Paris Missionary Society (PMS).  Proud 
[1] states that the first administrative headquarters of Barotseland was opened in Lealui in 1897, which was 
the same year the first postal service started from Bulawayo by runners.  By 1905 mails were sent from 
Bulawayo to Livingstone by train but from there to Mongu they travelled by dug-out canoe on the Zambezi 
River, a journey which could take anything from two to six weeks, depending on the state of the river.  After 
attacks on the canoes by hippopotami, they were replaced by flat-bottomed barges. 
 
Until January 1939, when RANA opened a weekly air service between Lusaka and Mongu, the only means of 
conveyance of mail from Mongu and Mankoya continued to be via the barges on the Zambezi River.  I was 
inspired to write this article when I obtained the cover posted in Mankoya shown in figure 1, coupled with 
reading the following account which describes in detail its journey from Mankoya to Livingstone [2]: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1 
 
 

“Mr. Gervas Clay wrote the following recollections in the Rhodesian Study Circle Journal:- 
 

In the 1930’s I was posted to Mankoya in Barotseland.  To get there, I went up the Zambezi river for three 
weeks in a flat-bottomed barge with a crew of paddlers, and then walked for five days, and at that time there 
was no quicker way of getting there.  At Mankoya the mails were taken by runner as far as Mongu, where they 
were put on to mail barges for the journey down the Zambezi.  The journey downstream could be done in 
about eight days.  I shall never forget the sight of the mail barge as it left very early one morning.  The crew 
were picked paddlers, and the pace at which they moved down river was most thrilling.  Let it not be thought 
that the mail barge had an easy trip to and fro.  Far from it: there are innumerable rapids in the river, and in 
the dry season the water sinks considerably and a very accurate knowledge of the rapids is needed to get 
through them.  Going up the river the whole crew had to disembark and struggle waist-deep in water, pushing 
the heavy flat-bottomed barges against the current and between the rocks.  There was also one waterfall 
which no barge could negotiate and here the barge was run ashore and towed through the sand for a mile or 
two by a team of oxen to rejoin the river above the falls.  I can remember more than one occasion when the 
mail was lost owing to the barge being upset by an irate hippopotamus, but I have no recollection that the 
mails were ever recovered.  When the barges reached Kazungula, forty miles from Livingstone, the mails were 
put on a lorry and taken through the sand to that town which was still the capital of Northern Rhodesia. 
 
From Mongu to Mankoya there was at that time no road, but only a mail path, and this ran through heavy 
sand till it reached the Luampa River, from which as far as Mankoya the path got steadily harder.  Mankoya 
had its own three mailmen, who took it in turns to walk to Mongu and back, with a week’s rest at home in 
between each journey.” 
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The cover is datestamped Mankoya, 24 Sept. 1936 and the Livingstone backstamp of 9 October shows that in 
this instance the runner – barge – lorry journey took fifteen days.  The Livingstone backstamp is timed at 
7AM, just in time for the cover to catch the 08.55 Friday train to Broken Hill, due there at 03.45 on Saturday, 
10th.  Thanks to Mr. Clay’s recollections, this colourful part of the cover’s journey is brought to life.  The 
route taken is shown in the map in figure 2.  I have highlighted the places involved and added blue arrows to 
show the direction of the route.  Figure 3 shows runners at Kalomo ready to start for Mongu-Lealui. 

From Broken Hill the cover was flown by I.A. service AN385, which departed on 11 October and ran to 
schedule until the HP42 Helena broke down at Malakal on the 13th.  The I.A. movement chart for October 
1936 [3] shows that on the 14th, the DH86 Daedalus was sent from Khartoum and the Avro Ten Achilles from 
Cairo to assist with the service.  Because “The Times” did not publish the movements of all the aircraft 
involved, these details are not recorded in my book [4] so I shall provide them as an appendix to this article. 
 
To return to Barotseland and 
Mankoya, pre-war commercial air 
mail covers from Mankoya, Mongu 
and Mumbwa are seldom seen and 
this is understandable because the 
European populations of these 
places was very small.  Describing 
Mankoya in March 1939, I.H.C. 
Godfrey [5] stated that “Only a 
District Commissioner and possibly 
a couple of European traders 
resided in this outpost.  In the 
district however was a Seventh Day 
Adventist mission, on the Luampa 
River, which with other stray 
settlements possibly brought the 
whole European population of the 
Mankoya district up to a dozen.”  
 
 
The population of Mongu was a little larger.  Godfrey describes it as, “one of the most remote and desolate 
outposts of the British Empire, with a population of less than 50 Europeans, and the centre for even more 
outlying administrative, trading and missionary posts ……. the combined population of which possibly 
amounted to another 30 or 40 Europeans.” 
 

Fig. 2 

Fig. 3 
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When RANA commenced its air service from Lusaka to Mongu, apart from Mankoya the other intermediate 
call was at Mumbwa.  Here Godfrey estimated the European population in 1939 to be three.  However, he 
goes on to say that, “There was, however, a small gold mine – the Matala – in the district which employed 30 
or 40 others, and isolated mission stations are to be found.  Mumbwa is connected by a dry-weather road with 
all the principal Northern Rhodesian towns lying eastwards and, consequently had, for years been in close 
touch, comparatively, with the outer world.” 
 
In January 1939, RANA commenced a once-weekly air service between Lusaka and Mongu with calls at 
Mumbwa and Mankoya.  As the map in figure 4 shows, these isolated places were then connected at Lusaka 
with air connections to most African countries and at Beira, with Imperial Airways flying boat services to 
Europe.  A letter from Mankoya could then be flown the 240 miles to Lusaka in 2½ hours.  In comparison, the 
1936 cover shown in figure 1 travelled 124 miles by runner, 270 miles by barge, 40 miles by lorry and then 
368 miles by train, taking sixteen days, to reach the air service at Broken Hill. 
 
Also in January 1939 RANA opened a service between Fort Jameson and Lusaka. I will not relate the details 
of these services here because Arthur Pratt [6] and I.H.C. Godfrey [7] have written very thorough accounts 
which I strongly recommend to those who are interested.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 4, showing RANA services operating from January 1939. 
 
Only very small quantities of mail were carried on the first flights (between 12 and 20 items on each of the 
various stages).  RANA produced special covers to commemorate the opening of the services but very few are 
known, possibly only five or six.  Given a special printing was made, it is strange that so few examples exist. 
One flown from Lusaka to Mumbwa is shown in fig. 5. The aircraft was a DH89, piloted by Mr. H.R. 
Kirkman, who signed most covers, as on the example shown in fig. 6, flown from Mongu to Mankoya.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     Fig. 5 
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It is interesting to compare the time taken for 
the 1936 cover from Mankoya to the U.K. 
with that taken for the cover shown in fig. 7, 
sent from Mongu to the U.K. after the 
opening of the RANA service in 1939. 
 
Had service AN385 not been delayed, the 
cover would have arrived at Croydon on 18 
October 1936: 24 days after it was posted in 
Mankoya. 
 
The cover from Mongu (from the Paris 
Missionary Society) arrived in Southampton 
just eight days after it was posted.  It was 
flown by RANA to Lusaka on 11 April, 
Lusaka to Salisbury on the 12th, Salisbury to 
Beira on the 13th and then by I.A. service 
DN187, which departed the same day. 
 
 

The timetables in operation at 
the time the cover was posted 
for RANA services between 
Mongu and Beira and the IA 
connections to and from the 
U.K. are shown below. 
 
 
Following the introduction of 
the EAMS, the Post Offices 
of all administrations actively 
discouraged the application 
of air mail labels, because all 
letters and cards were carried 
by air.  Hence no label on the 
cover in fig. 7. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The timetable changed at the end of April 1939 to allow the RANA feeder services to make the quickest 
connections with the Imperial Airways service new summer timetable.  The Southern Rhodesian Government 
acquired the assets of RANA and founded Southern Rhodesian Air Services on 1 February 1940.  The  
 

Fig. 6 

Fig. 7 

  Tues. 06.00 dep.   Mongu arr. 15.00 Mon. 

   Tues. 07.20 dep. Mankoya dep. 13.50 Mon. 

  Tues. 08.55 dep. Mumbwe dep. 12.00 Mon. 

  RANA Tues. 09.50 arr.   Lusaka dep. 11.00 Mon.  RANA   

  feeder         feeder 

 services Wed. 15.00 dep.   Lusaka arr. 08.15 Fri. services 

  Wed. 17.15 arr. Salisbury dep. 06.30 Fri. 

 

  Thur. 06.15 dep. Salisbury arr. 17.00 Thur.    

  Thur. 08.45 arr.     Beira dep. 14.30 Thur. 

 

 Imperial Thur. 14.10 dep.    Beira arr. 09.20 Thur. Imperial 

 Airways Tues. 16.40 arr.   So’ton. dep. 05.30 Sat. Airways 
 

      7 days     Transit time  9 days 

 
 APPLIED 2 JANUARY TO 18 APRIL 1939 
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timetables shown in figs. 8 and 9 prove that SRAS continued to operate the Lusaka to Mongu service until at 
least the summer of 1941 but I have been unable to discover how long it continued after that.   

 
Figure 8 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
         Figure 9 
 
 
Probably due to wartime restrictions, the June 1941 pamphlet (fig. 9) does not include a detailed timetable but 
only the listing of services shown.  Interestingly, the separate Salisbury – Lusaka and Lusaka – Mongu 
services given in the October 1940 pamphlet (fig. 8) are listed as one service which had been extended to 
Balovale, approximately 125 miles north of Mongu. 
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Appendix 
 

Imperial Airways service AN385 
 
Jo’burg. dep. 04.05 10 Oct. Amalthea 
Br. Hill arr.     - 10 Oct. Amalthea 
Br. Hill dep.     - 11 Oct. Amalthea 
Nairobi arr.     - 11 Oct. Amalthea 
Nairobi dep.     - 12 Oct. Amalthea 
Kisumu arr.     - 12 Oct. Amalthea 
Kisumu dep.     - 12 Oct. Helena 
Juba arr.     - 12 Oct. Helena 
Juba dep.     - 13 Oct. Helena 
Malakal arr.     - 13 Oct. Helena 
 
HP42 Helena broke down at Malakal.  The I.A. movement chart shows the symbol for “Aircraft trouble” but 
provides no further explanation.  Two relief aircraft were sent to Malakal: the DH86 Daedalus left Khartoum 
at 04.30 and arrived Malakal at 08.00 on 14 Oct. and the Avro Ten Achilles left Cairo at 01.45 and arrived 
Khartoum 14.40 on the 14th, then departed 03.45 and arrived Malakal 06.10 on the 15th.  The chart shows 
that from Malakal the load of AN385 was divided between the three aircraft, which proceeded as follows: 
 
Malakal dep.     - 14 Oct. Daedalus     - 15 Oct. Achilles     - 15 Oct.  Helena 
Khartoum arr. 14.30 14 Oct. Daedalus 16.10 15 Oct. Achilles 16.40 15 Oct.  Helena 
Khartoum dep. 02.45 15 Oct. Daedalus 02.30 16 Oct. Achilles 02.00 16 Oct.  Helena 
Cairo arr.    15.30 16 Oct. Achilles     - 16 Oct.  Helena 
Alex. arr. 15.30 15 Oct. Daedalus    18.10 16 Oct.  Helena 
 
Achilles flew only as far as Cairo, therefore its load was either transferred at Cairo to Helena or it was 
forwarded by train to Alexandria.  Here, Daedalus’ load was transferred to Satyrus and the loads of Achilles 
and Helena to the City of Alexandria. 
 
Alex. dep. 04.30 16 Oct. Satyrus 04.30 17 Oct. City of Alexandria 
Brindisi arr. 16.25 16 Oct. Satyrus 16.25 17 Oct. City of Alexandria 
Paris dep. 09.30 18 Oct.     ? 09.30 19 Oct. Scylla 
Croydon arr. 12.17 18 Oct.     ? 12.35 19 Oct. Scylla 
 

Note:  All times given are G.M.T. 
 
The service was due to arrive at Croydon on Sunday, 18 October, so some of the mail arrived on time. 
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The Telephone Letter scheme 
 

By Duncan Crewe 
 

This scheme was introduced on 8 February 1934 and allowed members of the public who had missed the post 
to have their letter telephoned through to the Croydon aerodrome post office up to 30 minutes before the 
departure time of the flight [1].  Proud lists both the countries served and the latest time for receipt of the 
message and these are given in the table below. 
 

Time Day Countries served 
9.00 am Weekdays 

 
Saturdays 

France (Paris) Belgium, Germany 
 
West Africa & S America via France 

9.30 am Weekdays Austria, Czechoslovakia, Danzig, Estonia, Germany, 
Lithuania, Poland, Roumania 

12 noon Weekdays 
 
Wednesday  
 
 
 
 
Saturdays 

France, Morocco, Spain 
 
Belgium Congo via Sudan, Egypt, Greece, Kenya, 
Mauritius, Nyasaland, Palestine, Portuguese East Africa, 
Rhodesia, South Africa, Tanganyika, Uganda and Zanzibar 
 
Borneo, Brunei, Burma, Ceylon, China (south), Egypt, Hong 
Kong, India, Iraq, Labuan, Macau, Malay States, Palestine, 
Persia, Sarawak, Siam, Straits Settlements and Syria 

1245pm Weekdays  
 
Wednesdays 

Holland 
 
Borneo, Brunei, China (south) Dutch East Indies, Hong 
Kong, Labuan, Macau and Sarawak 

 
The sender was required to pay the cost of the telephone call to the Croydon aerodrome post office, the charge 
for writing down the message, namely 3d. for the first 30 words, (including the address) and 1d. for every 10 
words or part thereof in excess of 30 plus the appropriate air mail postage charge. The May 1934 Air Mail 
leaflet gave further details of the scheme in Section 7 which reads: 
 
“Messages intended for delivery as Air Mail Letters may be telephoned to most Head Post Offices, the 
Central Telegraph Office in London and also to Croydon Aerodrome Post Office in order to catch an 
outgoing airmail.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1 
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Although I had been aware of this scheme for some time I had never seen an example of such a letter until I 
obtained the cover shown in Figure 1 which still contained the message. It was received at Croydon 
Aerodrome post office on 15 December 1934 and there is a strike of the Type II Croydon Aerodrome cancel 
on the reverse of the cover (Figure 2). There is also a weak strike of the same cancel on the message form 
(Figure 3). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3 
 
 
The cover was dispatched later the same day on IE 299 and flown to Karachi. From there it was flown to 
Bombay by Tata Airways. On arrival it was readdressed and the airmail etiquette was crossed through in 
Bombay to indicate that it should be forwarded to Jaipur by rail. It has an arrival cancel for 24 December so 
perhaps the recipient received the greetings in time for Christmas. 
 
[1] Proud, E.B., Postal History of British Airmails, P.125 
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More on the Telephone Letter scheme 
 

By Peter Wingent 
 
 

A few weeks after I had added Duncan’s article to the two previous pages, he telephoned me to say that he 
had come across the notice announcing the Telephone Letter scheme which was published in the Post Office 
Daily List.  He had found it in Gazette No. 17 of June 2000.  This was at the time when Stan Wheatcroft was 
producing the Gazette and the copy of the Daily List was sent in by a much younger Peter Wingent whose 
memory worked well sixteen years ago but has since deteriorated greatly, because I have no recollection of 
having done so!  As many of you were not subscribers back in 2000, the notice is shown below.  I copied it 
many years ago from the original held in what was then called “Post Office Archives” in London. 

 
In the June 2000 Gazette, I asked if anyone had a telephone letter which 
could be shown in a future edition.  It has only taken sixteen years for 
one to appear!!  Unsurprising in fact, given how very rare are these 
items.  
 
On the right is a report from “The Times” newspaper of Saturday, 8 
December 1934 in which the British Post Office announced that 
telegrams could be sent to aircraft in flight, so here I go again: is anyone 
able to provide an example for inclusion in the next Gazette? 
 
Please don’t make us wait another sixteen years!  
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What to do with so few ‘planes? 
The problems of British Airways Ltd and Imperial Ai rways 

planning their European routes for summer 1939 
 

By Richard Beith FRPSL 
 
Recently I wondered which airline had carried the mail from Croydon to Marseilles to connect with the 1 June 
1939 departure of the Boeing 314 Atlantic Clipper (NC 18604; Captain Harold E. Gray) to New York via 
Lisbon and the Azores. My query related to a friend’s Perth, Scotland, to Vancouver cover carried on this 
“First British Mail Acceptance to North America on FAM 18” (The second flight from Marseilles). In The Air 
Mails of Canada and Newfoundland (AAMS, 1997) the connecting flight from Croydon was attributed to 
Imperial Airways but according to Duncan Crewe and Peter Wingent there was no evidence that this did 
happen.  
 
Looking back through photocopies obtained on long ago visits to the Post Office Archive in London (POA), I 
found that at a January 1939 meeting at the Air Ministry with representatives of BAL and IA such a Croydon - 
Marseilles summer service was being considered by IA but without any reference to the transatlantic link. 
However the subsequent discussion showed that although BAL and IA were well aware that they were going 
to be amalgamated into a single state airline in the near future, both parties were still inventing caveats as to 
how their services would be amalgamated. They were also concerned at the number of ‘planes available for 
European services that summer and how they should be allocated. The details of ‘planes and routes being 
considered before the outbreak of WWII should be of interest to readers. In addition ‘Political Aspects’ and 
Pooling were discussed. Where these comments have relevant historical interest they are abstracted below. As 
typed, the ‘Notes’ were quite wordy! [1]  
 
IA were represented at the meeting by The Hon. W. L. Runciman and Colonel H. Burchall, BAL by Major J. 
R. McCrindle, with Mr. Hildred (D.D.G.C.A.) in the Chair.  
 
Equipment:   
 

‘The Companies then put forward a schedule based on the pooling of the following machines which would be 
available: 
 
Frobishers: 3 - 5. IA’s three machines were under repair and should be ready by April; the purchase of a 
further two was in contemplation. 
 
Lockheed 14s: 7    Lockheed 10As (Electras):  5. 
 
  Ju 52s: 3    Ensigns: Assumed none available for summer. 
 
 Services: 
 

‘The Services which the Companies proposed were as follows: 
 
1.  London-Paris – 5 round trips daily. (5 Frobishers) 
 

2.  London-Zurich – 1 round trip daily. (1 Lockheed 14) 
 

3.  London-Frankfurt-Budapest – 1 single trip daily i.e., 3 times a week in each direction (1 Lockheed 14) 
 

4.  London-Brussels – 2 round trips daily. (2 Lockheed 10As) 
 

5.  London-Stockholm – 1 round trip daily. (2 Lockheed 10As) 
 

6.  London-Berlin night service – 1 single trip daily, i.e., 3 times a week in each direction. (3 Ju 52s) 
 

7.  (a) London-Berlin day service – 2 round trips daily (2 Lockheed 14s), or 
 

     (b) London-Berlin-Warsaw – 1 round trip daily (2 Lockheed 14s). 
 

8.  London-Marseilles – 1 round trip daily (1 Frobisher).
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‘The Marseilles service presupposed (a) that French permission would be forthcoming, and (b) that 5 
Frobishers would be available which would leave 1 spare for the Paris and Marseilles services. The Berlin 
night service requires 2 Ju 52s leaving one spare which, however, was only suitable for that service. The spare 
Lockheed 10As and 14s would be pooled.  
 
Allocation: 
 

‘On the above programme the allocation of aircraft would be as follows: 
 
Frobishers:    Lockheed 14s:     Lockheed 10As: 
Paris – 3 Berlin (day) – 2  Brussels – 2 
Marseilles – 1 Zurich – 1 Stockholm – 2 
Spare – 1 Budapest – 1 Spare – 1 
   Spares – 3 
 
It was noted that ‘Mr Runciman thought that, if the above schedule appeared to provide for rather heavy 
spares in the way of Lockheed 14s, the answer was that the Lisbon service had had to be temporarily 
abandoned, that the total aircraft avilable did not permit of running any services additional to those proposed 
above and that in any case, having regard to the fact that it was better to be on the safe side, the spares were 
not unduly heavy.’ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The DH91 Albatross “Frobisher” (G-AFDI) at Croydon Airport. 
 

Political Aspects of the Proposals: 
 

Interesting comments included ‘The proposals represented a distinct advance in that they embodied a service 
to Budapest again, a daily day service to Berlin in addition to the night mail (and ? Warsaw), and a service to 
Marseilles. The main omission was Oslo. ... Warsaw: It was for consideration whether the Berlin-Warsaw 
extension was worthwhile instead of an extra daily service to Berlin. Major McCrindle, who had had a 
discussion with the Counsellor to the Polish Embassy, said that what the Poles, for political reasons, wanted 
was a service to this country avoiding Germany altogether, i.e., through the Polish corridor and Copenhagen. 
He had explained to the Polish Counsellor that British Airways could not look at such a service but that there 
would not, he thought, be any objection to the Poles themselves running such a service.’ 
 

As can be seen, appeasement of Germany was still in full swing and worries were expressed ‘that the London-
Berlin-Warsaw service might not be welcomed by the Germans. ... It would be possible to drop the Warsaw 
extension by way of making some show of concession.’ Mr Burchall ‘threw out the suggestion that it might be 
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better to go for an extension of the Budapest service to the South-Eastern capitals i.e., Belgrade, Bucharest, 
Istanbul etc. but Major McCrindle regarded such a suggestion, with the machines at present available, as quite 
out of the question’. 
 
Pooling:  
 

The following arrangements were reached: 
 
Services  Company to operate Service and  Terminal Aerodrome 
 be party to Agreement with H.M.G. 
 

Paris  Joint I.A. and B.A. company delegating  Croydon 
 operation to I.A. 
 

Zurich  I.A.             Croydon 
 

Marseilles I.A.  Croydon 
 

Stockholm B.A. (under existing agreement) Heston 
 

Berlin night B.A. (under existing agreement) Croydon 
 

Berlin (Warsaw) Day B.A. Heston 
 

Brussels B.A. Heston (or Croydon) 
 

Budapest B.A. Heston 
 
The meeting went on to discuss the suitability of aircraft for an eventual Lisbon service, preferring Frobishers 
to the Lockheed 14.  
 
Richard’s postcript: 
 

Another Post Office Archives file gives a clearer list of planned summer 1939 services from London to 
France. [2] 
 
Quoted daytime choices were: 
 

08.45 (weekdays) Imperial Airways Line 620 to Paris connecting with (Air France) lines 246 and 253 to 
Lyons and Cannes and by rail to Havre and Rouen. (No reference to Marseilles). 
 

12.45 (weekdays) Imperial Airways Line 622 to Paris with additional destinations in France served by rail. 
For Marseilles the arrival was at 04.50 on the next day with mail delivery at 07.30 next day. [2] 
 
However, Peter Wingent noted that Bradshaw for summer 1939 shows regular Air France flights from Paris to 
Marseilles.  It would seem that there are three options at this stage for air mail from London seeking a 
connection with the ‘southern’ route of FAM 18: (a) I.A. to Paris; Air France Paris - Marseilles  (b) I.A. to 
Paris; Air France Paris – Lyons, then by rail (c) I.A. to Paris; Paris – Marseilles by rail. 
 
A service from Heston to Warsaw via Berlin was opened by BAL on 17 April 1939 using a Lockheed 14, 
Captain V. E. Flowerday. [3] Covers flown in both directions are illustrated in Fischer. [4] This service was 
omitted from Baldwin. [5] 
 
A regular service to Lisbon was eventually started by B.O.A.C. from Heston to Lisbon on 4 June 1940 using 
the DH 91 G-AFDL Fingal. The service was flown twice a week by ‘F’ class aircraft via Bordeaux until the 
capitulation of France. [6] 
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The Greeks have a word for it. 
 

By Nicholas Arrow 

 

Actually, in this particular case, it is χαιρεκακία but the German form is rather more popularly known - 
“schadenfreude”, which means “pleasure in another’s trouble”.   All aerophilatelists will have experienced it, 
when they acquire an item of Crash Mail. 
  
On the 25th September 1936, the Imperial Airways Boulton & Paul P.71A Boadicea (fig. 1) took off from 
Croydon Airport on a routine airmail flight to Paris - it was carrying an extra load of mail, mostly addressed to 
Africa, although some mail was also addressed to India and Australia - and was never seen again.   The body 
of the pilot, Mr A C Thomas, was washed ashore near Boulogne one month later, but that of the wireless 
operator, Mr H E Percival, was never recovered.   A few bits of aluminium were brought up by a fisherman 
three miles off Rye, although these were never proved to be from the Boadicea. [1] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1: Boulton & Paul P.71A ‘Boadicea’ G-ACOX 
 
What caused the accident?   In 1933 Boulton & Paul built a twin-engine all-metal biplane, the P.64, under a 
contract awarded by Imperial Airways, which specified a mailplane capable of carrying a 454kg payload over 
a 1609km range at reasonable speed, and Boulton & Paul hoped that the P.64 would prove to be the answer.   
The BP P.64 was delivered in June 1933, in time for the RAF display at Hendon, but it was quickly sent back 
because it was directionally unstable.   Efforts were made to correct this, but during testing in October 1933, 
to see if modifications had resolved the instability, the plane experienced an unexplained and uncontrolled 
dive and crashed, killing the pilot.   Boulton & Paul went back to the drawing board, and modified the design 
of the P.64, to produce the P.71A. 
 
Two planes built to this specification were built, of which one was G-ACOX Boadicea.   On being tested, 
however, the new design was also found to be directionally unstable.   Despite this, it was recommended for a 
Certificate of Airworthiness, the trials for which were undertaken in October 1934.   This was granted, rather 
surprisingly, despite it being established that with “one engine throttled back the aircraft could be turned 
against the port engine, but only just against the starboard engine.”   Realistically, the original design’s 
directional instability had not been resolved.   
 
Both P.71A’s constructed were accepted by Imperial Airways.   The second aircraft, registered G-ACOY and 
given the rather extraordinary name Britomart, was damaged beyond repair in a landing accident at Haren, 
Brussels on 25 October 1935.   Not surprisingly, there were no other orders for the plane - arguably just as 
well! 
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One bag of mail was found on 
the beach at Cucq, Pas de Calais 
a month after the Boadicea 
disappeared and a second was 
washed ashore at Dymchurch on 
the 10th November 1936.   A 
third turned up in the nets of a 
fishing trawler off the coast of 
France on the 27th April 1938, 
19 months after the crash.   As 
can be anticipated, after periods 
of immersion in the sea 
measuring between one and 
nineteen months, the condition of 
the mail was somewhat less than 
pristine.   Such mail as could be 
identified after being dried out 
was processed at the Mount 
Pleasant Post Office in London and sent on to the original addressees in a “coffin envelope” with a printed slip 
explaining why it was delivered late, and the reason for its poor condition.    

  
Out of the mail recovered, only 
two items are recorded which 
are addressed to South Africa.  
Of those two, the item 
illustrated in fig. 2 [2] is the 
only one to include the coffin 
envelope (fig. 3) as well as the 
explanatory slip (fig. 4). 
 
The explanatory note refers to 
the item being “washed ashore,” 
i.e. it is from the first mail bag 
to be recovered, and thus would 
have numbered among the first 
of the items to be recovered, 
although drying out the contents 
would have taken some time, of 
course. 
 
The cover, which still contained 

its original contents – shown in fig. 5 - was addressed to Mr. G.W. Morris, a stamp dealer in Simonstown, 
which contributed to the letter, coffin envelope and contents being preserved!  However, what is particularly 
touching is that the sender requested that Mr Morris to obtain a pair of covers, each franked with a different 
JIPEX sheets, for him. 
 
Did the sender, Mr Howland, receive his 
JIPEX covers?   It seems very likely that he 
did.  JIPEX (Johannesburg International 
Philatelic Exhibition) was held between the 
2nd and 15th November 1936, and it is 
respectfully suggested that it matters not how 
quickly the item was prepared for delivery 
after recovery, as JIPEX sheets were then, as 
now, easy to come by, as many special 
covers were prepared by and for dealers by 
the Exhibition organisers. 
 
 

Fig. 2 

 Fig. 3  

Fig. 4 
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It is of course a matter of complete speculation whether the sender of the letter became aware that his letter 
had been delayed, or whether he only knew about this when Mr Morris fulfilled the order for the JIPEX 
covers, so this part of the story will have had a happy ending, albeit at considerable human cost so far as the 
Thomas and Percival families were concerned.  
 
Despite this, one’s delight in acquiring so scarce an item of Crash Mail is still tempered, even 80 years after 
the event, by a hint of sadness that it only exists as a result of tragedy. 
 
Not therefore totally unalloyed schadenfreude, or, if you prefer, χαιρεκακία. 
 
 
[1]  Much of the information on which this article is based comes from “Air Crash Mail of Imperial Airways 
and Predecessor Airlines” (Kenneth C. Sanford) 
[2]  Ex collection Barry Smith 
 

Fig. 5 



Figure 1. 

Imperial Airways Gazette                   December 2016 (Issue 50)        29 
 
 

Imperial Airways and the Regional Airlines 

By John C. Symons 

In its day Imperial Airways (IA) would be the equivalent of today’s internal motorway network; the route 
from London to Sydney the equivalent of the M1, and the extension to Cape Town the M6. This ignores its 
contribution to the internal airlines of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, and it is this aspect of IA’s history 
that is examined in this brief article. 

A number of experimental services were attempted in the 1920s by various bodies and companies including 
IA. Their earliest participation was the route from Southampton to Guernsey in the Channel Islands.  Initially 
this route was operated by British Marine Air Navigation Ltd. (BMANL). Their first service left Woolston, 
Southampton for St. Peter Port, Guernsey on 14th August 1923. BMNAL was one of the small companies that 
was absorbed into IA who continued operating the BMNAL service from the beginning of May 1924. Whilst 
this may not be generally thought of as a regional air service it did demonstrate the advantage of air travel 
where a water crossing was involved. This was true of their second sortie in internal air services. In 1928 IA 
provided an air service between Liverpool and Belfast. This service was in connection with Liverpool Civic 
Week, 24th September to 4th October. IA provided a Short Calcutta flying boat (G–EBVH, City of Athens, 
later City of Stonehaven). A second IA experimental service was undertaken in 1930 when IA “ … ran a thrice 
weekly summer service between Birmingham–Manchester–Liverpool… (Stroud J. (1987), pg. 19). 
Commencing on 16th June, IA used one of their Armstrong Whitworth Argosy biplanes (G–AAEJ, City of 
Coventry). The service ceased on 20th September, and was not repeated. 

Although these experimental services (with the exception of that to the Channel Islands) never resulted in 
anything permanent, they did demonstrate the feasibility of such services, particularly where a water crossing 
was involved. The year 1929 proved to be a turning point in the introduction of regional air services. Prior to 
this the railway companies were privileged to carry mail on their rail networks and charge an additional fee 
for the service, this was known as the Railway Letter Service, but in 1929 the four major railway companies 
Great Western (GWR), London North Eastern (LNER), London Midland and Scottish (LMSR) and Southern 
Railway (SR) following agreement with the British General Post Office (GPO) extended the privilege to 
include transport by air: the Air Letter Service. It was not until 1933 that any real advantage was taken of this 
new privilege. 

During the first half of the 1930s a number of regional airlines came to the fore, the first of which was 
Hillman’s Airways on 8th April 1932, initially an air taxi service, with a service between Romford, Essex and 
Manston, Kent for Ramsgate and Margate. Portsmouth, Southsea and Isle of Wight Aviation on 27th June 
1932 began a shuttle service between Portsmouth and Ryde. Later that year Norman Edgar on 26th September 
1932 began a twice daily service between Bristol and Cardiff. Spartan Air Lines Ltd, another south coast 
operation, was formed on 2nd February, and began services between Cowes and Heston on 12th April. On 
10th March 1933 John Sword registered the Midland and Scottish Air Ferries Ltd. None of these were 
authorised mail carriers. 
 
 
Great Western Air Services. 
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In early 1933 the GWR entered into discussion with IA with the aim of exploiting its right to operate an air 
service. An agreement was reached whereby IA would provide an aircraft, crew and maintenance services, 
and GWR ground support facilities. The route was initially from Roeborough Airport, Plymouth to Pengam 
Moors Airport, serving Cardiff and Newport, via Haldon Airport, from where there were road links to Newton 
Abbott, Torquay and Teignmouth. The aircraft provided by IA was the three engined Westland Wessex (G–
AAGW). The first departure from Plymouth was on 12th April, the service was scheduled to operate twice a 
week. First class mail was carried under the air letter scheme; it was accepted by the railway company at their 
railway stations or offices, and a 3d. air surcharge label applied (Figure 1). The mail was posted on arrival and 
thereafter followed normal GPO practices. This is the principal identifier for air letter service mail; the British 
postage stamps were postmarked with the destination’s local sorting office canceller. These early flights were 
undertaken without formal GPO approval. 

 

 
 
By early May the GPO sanctioned the service, and Great Western Air Services released the first British air 
label or stamp, a 3d. value featuring an image of the Westland Wessex (Figure 2). It made its first appearance 
on 15th May, first day covers are scarce (I have yet to see one). Shortly thereafter the service was extended to 
Birmingham, the first flight taking place on 22nd May, but with only the single aircraft the schedule was 
reduced to one flight a week. The service continued throughout the summer, concluding on 30th September 
1933. The final flight was badly delayed by fog and so covers are found with arrival dates in early October 
(Figure 3. Departure cancellation dated 30th September. Arrival postmark dated 2nd October 1933). During 
these six months the company flew 62,400 miles, carried 714 passengers, 104lbs of freight and 454lbs of mail, 
at an operating loss of £6,526. (Stroud J (1987), pg 28). 

 

 
Following the termination of the GWR Air Services flights two further services commenced operation in the 
south of the country, both of which were short lived. The first was International Airlines Ltd’s Western Air 
Express. Its first flights between London, Portsmouth and Plymouth took place on 25th and 26th August 1933, 
and terminated on 1st September. The second was the West Country Air Service of Provincial Airways Ltd. 
whose first flight over the same route as its immediate predecessor departed from London for Plymouth on 
25th November 1933. A return flight was made the following day, and the service then folded, probably the 
shortest service on record. Both companies, as was the case with Midland and Scottish Air Ferries Ltd. having 
no connection with the railway companies fell foul of the GPO monopoly and ceased trading. None of these  

Figure 3. 

Figure 2. 



Figure 4. 
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three companies had any association with Imperial Airways. One other company, Spartan Air Lines, operated 
scheduled services from Cowes to Croydon, in conjunction with Southern Railway; mail was not carried. 
 
Railway Air Services. 
Although the GWR Air Service was not a financial success it did demonstrate a regional air service could be 
operated reliably, and encouraged further cooperation amongst the four railway companies and Imperial 
Airways. Agreement was reached on 21st March 1934 between the five companies to form a new company in 
equal partnership registered as Railway Air Services Ltd (RAS), with offices in Imperial Airways’ Airway 
Terminus, Hudson’s Place next to Victoria Station. 

A comprehensive network of interconnecting routes for the carriage of passengers, freight and mail (with the 
concurrence of the GPO) was agreed. First class mail was carried as normal mail without surcharge. RAS’ 
first service commenced on 7th May, and was a repeat of the previous year’s Plymouth to Birmingham service 
but extended to Liverpool. A second service was introduced by RAS operating twice weekly between Cowes 
Southampton, Bristol and Birmingham, the first flight was on 30th July, with a link to Cardiff from Bristol 
employing Norman Edgar’s services. 

But what can be thought of as the first integrated national network of scheduled air services had to wait until 
August 1934, by which time RAS had a comprehensive fleet of aircraft, primarily DH84 Dragon, DH86 
Express, and DH89 Dragon Rapide aircraft. On 20th August operations began on this new comprehensive 
network incorporating the current Plymouth to Liverpool and Cowes to Birmingham services, with the 
introduction of what was their flagship service, London to Glasgow, via Birmingham, Manchester and Belfast. 
Additionally, a shuttle service was operated between Belfast and Manchester, via the Isle of Man employing a 
DH84, the runway at Ronaldsway airport on the Isle of Man being too short for the DH86s used on the main 
trunk route. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The initial flights on 20th August were nothing short of eventful. To say the weather was inclement was an 
understatement, rain and high winds reaching gale force swept across the Irish Sea, across northern England 
and up into Scotland. The Glasgow to London flight was forced to terminate at Manchester having sustained 
damage en route. The northbound London flight initially lacked an aircraft resulting from the failure of the 
Glasgow flight to reach Croydon. The Westland Wessex owned by IA and previously deployed on the GWR 
Air Services route the previous year was prepared but could only be flown as far as Birmingham. On both 
these services mail was forwarded by rail to their respective destinations, with the sole exception of mail 
destined for Liverpool, this connected with the Plymouth service. The Cowes to Birmingham service did not 
operate, and its mail was flown the following day. That from Birmingham arrived safely in Bristol where it 
terminated, mail was forwarded to Southampton and Cowes by rail and ferry (Figure 4). The aircraft returned 
to Birmingham carrying the Bristol mail. Only the service from Liverpool to Plymouth and return was 
completed that day, albeit subject to delay. The following day the weather was much improved and all 
services operated to schedule. 

Of specific note to this article two aircraft, both DH86s, were used on the Glasgow departure of the 23rd, one 
was RAS’ Mercury, the other Delphinus. It is the latter which is of particular interest for Delphinus was an 
aircraft owned by Imperial Airways, and initially it was thought the aircraft was made available to RAS  
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resulting from an initial short fall in aircraft to meet an early demand for the company’s service on this 
particular route. However a recent acquisition of a small quantity of RAS’ waybills reveal it should have 
continued in service through to the end of the contract. 

The service continued to perform successfully until 29th September when a major revision occurred. Mail 
carrying on the Plymouth to Liverpool and Cowes to Birmingham services ceased, leaving just the Glasgow to 
London service, passenger services remained in place. Another change took place on 1st November when the 
Glasgow to London route was revised to call at Liverpool, and bypassing Manchester. The service was split 
into two segments, firstly Glasgow and terminating in Belfast, and secondly Belfast and terminating in 
London. 
 
On 30th November 1934 the contract between RAS and the GPO expired and was not renewed, and a new 
contact for the Glasgow - London route was awarded to Hillman’s Airways Ltd. This was short–lived, for on 
2nd December 1935 the mail contract reverted back to RAS, who held the contract until the outbreak of the 
second world war when conveyance of mail by air ceased. 

When Delphinus was returned to IA operations is not known. However by 8th February 1935 she was 
operating on IA’s Calcutta to Croydon service on the leg from Brindisi (IW310), and the following year on 
13th July 1936, she was operating on the IA’s Penang to Hong Kong feeder service (FEW 16 and 17). The 
most probable date when the aircraft was returned to IA was November 1934 at the termination of the first 
RAS contract with the GPO. 

This just about concludes the story of IA’s involvement except for one final event. A new airline came to 
some prominence on 5th December 1938, following agreement between British and Foreign Aviation and 
GWR and SR who had combined to form Great Western and Southern Air Lines (GW&SRAL). This new 
airline absorbed all routes in operation southwest of North Foreland in Kent, to London, Manchester, 
Liverpool and Anglesey, which included a number of RAS services, and therefore a proportion of IA’s 
holding in the latter company. The only mail service operated by GW&SRAL was that between the Isles of 
Scilly. The precise date of the first flight is unknown but is believed to be sometime in October 1940. It was 
an Air Letter Service, mail being surcharged at 4d. for letters up to 2ozs, 7d. for items up to 4ozs and 11d. for 
packages up to 1lb. 

RAS continued to provide limited services throughout the war, including the carriage of mail to Belfast from 
Liverpool and Glasgow. There is no record of further mail services following the return of peace in 1945. In 
1946 both IA and RAS were absorbed into the new nationalised British European Airways. 
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A cover flown by Imperial Airways’ Mercury to New York, July 1938 
 

By Lawrence Kimpton 
 

In the Imperial Airways Gazette, Issue 16, December 1999 (1) my trans-Atlantic cover flown in 1938 by 
Mercury, the floatplane component of Imperial Airways Mercury-Maia composite aircraft, was illustrated 
(Figs.1 and 2). On occasions doubts have been expressed as to whether Mercury carried any mail; the matter 
was raised again by Bill Trower in a short article in the November 2015 issue of Air Mail News (2). He 
reported that in 1980 he had a conversation with Francis Field and that he mentioned that he was looking for a 
cover flown on Mercury’s trans-Atlantic flight. Francis informed him that he would not find one, as only a 
handful were flown, addressed to dignitaries of the countries involved. He told Bill that he still had 
newspapers flown on the flight together with newspaper banner boards which Bill later purchased. In his 
article Bill therefore expressed doubts that any other covers were flown, in view of Francis’s comments and 
because Mercury’s manifest listed only newspapers and newsreels but no mail. Bill concluded his article by 
requesting comments and information from BAMS members. I therefore replied with details of my cover (3). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figures 1 & 2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
In the August-September issue of the 1938 Aero Field (4), Francis Field explained why he maintained that no 
covers were flown on the experimental North Atlantic survey flights in 1937 and 1938, including the flight by 
Mercury: 
 “The recent flights are considered as experimental only and not as the inauguration of a regular air 
service. Only after an air service has proved itself to be commercially satisfactory as to regularity, safety and 
punctuality, is it the policy of the British Post Office to entrust public mails to air transport over the line. The 
Postmaster General has not exercised his rights to permit exceptions, in this instance, to his exclusive 
privilege. Therefore it is evident that were the operators themselves to accept mails for any of the past and 
present flights across the Atlantic, they would be guilty of a breach of the Post Office Acts and of an 
infringement of the PMG’s exclusive rights. Experienced collectors are fully aware that Imperial Airways 
have been meticulously careful to adhere to these principles, and realise that, in the long run it is to the good 
of aero philately.” 
However, unofficial mail was flown on the survey flights by Caledonia to and from New York in 1937, the 
covers being organised and signed by its pilot, Captain Wilcockson. Quite possibly therefore, covers were 
carried unofficially on the trans-Atlantic flight of Mercury. 
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My cover has a manuscript endorsement “For Mercury-Maia 1st Trans-Atlantic Flight” and was postmarked 
at York Road, London SE10, on 15th July 1938.  (York Road SE10 runs alongside Waterloo Station). The 
apparently early date of 15th July reflects the fact that Mercury’s planned departure date from Southampton, 
and then on the back of Maia from Foynes was any day between 16th and 20th July. The reverse of the cover 
(Figure 2) bears a New York postmark of 22nd July (the newspapers flown by Mercury to New York, if 
posted onwards were postmarked on either 21st or 22nd July) (5) and a Pearsall, Texas postmark of 28th July. 
 
When I obtained the cover, it was accompanied by a photocopy of a letter to its previous owner from Francis J 
Field, written in 1984 (Figure 3). Francis’s comments in the letter appear to contradict what he said to Bill 
Trower in 1980. He believed that the cover “would almost certainly have been on board.” He says that part of 
the proof was the special registration label; unfortunately he does not explain why. As he mentioned in 
conclusion, the backstamps also support his opinion. I have seen one other Mercury cover identical to mine (in 
Terry Hare-Walker’s collection), which ties in with Francis Field saying that he had seen one or two others. 
Who managed to get this cover and the one or two others on to Mercury (and how they managed to) remains a 
mystery. Contradictions often exist between accounts of the small amounts of mail carried on pioneer and 
special flights, either because of lapses of memory (Francis Field did not remember these apparently private 
covers addressed to Texas when he spoke to Bill Trower in 1980, but did remember them in 1984) or because 
crew members often described the items they were personally responsible for (whether mail was carried 
‘officially’ or ‘by favour’) as the only ones flown. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3 
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Not too helpfully, as 46 years had passed since the flight, Francis Field suggests in his letter that it is up to the 
owner of the cover to contact the original supplier for the necessary proof: “Perhaps therefore you will write 
to Texas.” So, with 78 years now having passed since the flight, I entered the name and town of my cover’s 
addressee, Mrs. W. Trickey of Pearsall, into Google. In the late 1930s she was the press officer for the 
Methodist Church of Texas. Possibly she could have had contacts with British newspapers. Her husband, 
Walter Trickey, was a prominent citizen of Pearsall, his name appearing on various civic committees. No 
connection with Imperial Airways, aviation in general or philately came to light. 
 
Since Bill Trower’s article and my response appeared in Air Mail News, I have received details of another 
cover flown by Mercury and further information on the registration label on my cover which Francis Field 
said was part of the proof that the cover had been flown by Mercury.  
 
BAMS member Ronny Vogt from Switzerland sent me scans of a large envelope addressed to a Mr. Tinsley 
of Reuters in New York (Figs. 4 and 5) which has an endorsement “Mercury - Air Mail” and, he suggests, 
“might have been carried on the flight and which might have contained your (and other) cover(s)”. The back 
of the envelope bears an Imperial Airways label marked “New York” with the weight of the envelope being 
given as 2 ounces or 200 grammes (the Imperial  and metric weights do not correspond). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figures 4 & 5 
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The envelope was accompanied by a letter, sent in June 1940 by the New York manager of Imperial Airways 
Bermuda Ltd. to Mr Tinsley who had been curious about what it had contained (Fig. 6). (The word ‘Imperial’ 
is missing from the letterhead, either because it was left off when it was scanned or it was removed from the 
original as Imperial Airways had become BOAC in April 1940). The letter says that the large envelope 
contained a newspaper release and was carried as company mail (thus there are no post office markings). The 
writing used for the name A.F. Tinsley is very similar to the writing on my cover with distinctive capital 
letters T and A, although on my cover the letters slope to the right. Could the sender of the large envelope 
have put in a few covers besides the newspaper release? The addressee on my cover, Mrs. Trickey, was press 
officer for the Methodist church in Texas, quite a large organisation, but whether it was important enough for 
Reuters to send a press release is uncertain; possibly she may have had a personal contact with a newspaper 
person in the UK. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 6 
 
The other piece of new information concerns the special registration label on my cover. Terry Hare-Walker 
(whose Mercury cover also bears the same label) asked Steven Harrison, a collector of British registered mail, 
if he could explain the special nature of the registration label. His reply contained the following observations: 
 “The label on the cover you sent is a "Pattern D" (P.O. nomenclature) type. The Pattern D was 
introduced in 1907 alongside the other patterns of labels. Originally Pattern D labels were to be used at 
offices in towns and villages where the number of packets registered in a year was under 3000. The use of 
Pattern D labels persisted right up to the withdrawal of the registered service. In many instances they were 
used at special events where there was a mobile post office - or at an exhibition - or just a special event. On 
this basis the label on the cover, from July 1938, looks as though they could very well have been specially 
used for this first flight. The manuscript "London SE 10" ties in with the York Road CDS which was in SE 10. 
I take Francis Field's point from his letter. If the registered packet had been "normal" when posted at York 
Road, it would have had a "Pattern B" style label which would have shown a printed office name followed by 
a sub-office indicator number.” 
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I think that the conclusion which can be drawn from the cover itself and the other information described above 
is that my Mercury cover was, as Francis Field concluded in 1984 “almost certainly have been on board.” 
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An aircraft identification puzzle 
 

Material provided by Duncan Crewe 
 

Duncan sent me the following email and scan of a post card in early October: 
 
“I found this card at a Fair yesterday. Under a magnifying glass or with a high resolution scan there is no 
doubt that the name on the nose and on the port side of the fuselage by the wing is City of Karachi. However it 
is possible to read part of the underwing registration and that ends in AJH. The only DH66 with that 
combination is the City of Basra G-AAJH. The City of Karachi is normally seen with G-AARY. It would 
appear that it flew with the other registration at least once. 
 
I know Pan Am changed names on aircraft fairly frequently and of course IA did it after the original Atalanta 
had been damaged in a forced landing but this is something of a puzzle.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Can any reader provide an explanation for the mismatch between the aircraft’s name and registration letters 
please? 
 
 


