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Editorial 
 
My goodness! I have just checked and this is the thirtieth edition of this magazine which I have produced, the 
first being Issue number 24 of December 2003: fifteen years ago!  The reason I make the point is to thank the 
small number of our membership who have contributed regularly over those fifteen years.  Without that group 
of stalwarts our magazine would have ceased to exist a long time ago and, as usual, they have contributed to 
this edition to make it yet another good read.  As always there is a wide range of topics with, I hope, 
something to please everyone. 
 
To cover the increased costs of postage, discs and plastic sleeves, I have raised the subscription for both U.K. 
and non-U.K. members by £1.  I hope this will not put off anyone renewing, after all it is the first increase in 
fifteen years!  Please send me your subs. for 2019 promptly. 
 
You will have seen by now that this time the disc contains only Word and PDF versions of the magazine. This 
is because I have not received any large ‘extras’ but of course they will be welcome for inclusion in future 
issues. 
 
Finally, I wish you all a very Happy Christmas and a successful year of collecting in 2019. 
 
 
 
 

I came across this German press 
photograph on Ebay showing the 
Empire flying boat Cabot being 
refueled from one of Flight 
Refuelling Ltd’s. Harrows over 
Southampton on 30 July 1939. 
 
(The German caption is from the 
reverse). 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

* * * *   Very important ~ please note the following:   * * * * 
 
Being December, it is the time to remind you that the subscription for 2019 is due.  The rates for the disc 
version are increased by £1 and are now as follows: 
 
For a disc version:  £5 for UK residents; £8 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.) 
 
Please note that if I do not receive your subscription, I shall assume that you have decided you 

no longer wish to receive the Gazette. 
 



Figure 1. Alan Cobham, Arthur Elliott and Sir Sefton Brancker in 
front of the DH50, G-EBFO, at the start of the survey flight to India. 
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The Imperial airships; unsuccessful rivals to Imperial Airways 
 

By Laurence Kimpton 
 
The Imperial Airship Scheme, 1922 
 

In the early 1920s airships were seen as the solution for long-distance air communications as they could travel 
for thousands of miles without having to refuel, whereas aircraft were thought to be capable of carrying 
passengers and mail over distances of only a few hundred miles. In April 1922, Commander C.D. Burney put 
forward his plans for a private airship service to India and Australia: the Imperial Airship Scheme. The 
scheme envisaged the operation of six airships. It was proposed that all government-owned airship material 
and facilities would be taken over by a company formed by Vickers, who had already made proposals for a 
trans-Atlantic airship service, and the Shell Petroleum Group, aided by an annual government subsidy. The 
proposal failed to win official approval, although in November 1923 Vickers set up the Airship Guarantee 
Company as a subsidiary to be managed by Burney, based at a disused Royal Naval Air Service base at 
Howden in Yorkshire. 
 
Government Plans for Imperial Airship Services 
 

In February 1924 the Government set out its own plan for airship services. The development of an air route to 
India was a major objective for the British Government which considered that the airship was the most likely 
way of linking the Empire by air. Lord Thompson, the Secretary of State for Air, commissioned the 
construction of two large airships: the R100 G-FAAV, to be built by the Airship Guarantee Company, the 
Vickers subsidiary, at Howden and the R101 G-FAAW, funded by the Government, to be built at the Royal 
Airship Works at Cardington near Bedford. Two giant hangars (which still stand) to house the airships and a 
mooring mast were to be built at Cardington.  
 
Alan Cobham’s Survey Flight to India, 1924-1925 
 

Lord Thompson instructed Sir Sefton Brancker, the Director of Civil Aviation, to travel to India to assess the 
possibility of operating airships between England and India. It was originally planned that he would travel by 
sea and be financed by the Air Ministry. Travel by air was then considered and an enquiry was made with the 
de Havilland Aeroplane Hire Service Company. The cost quoted for air travel exceeded the Air Ministry’s 
budget, but Alan Cobham, the company’s chief pilot, obtained sponsorship from Imperial Airways (formed a 
few months earlier) and various companies and organisations with aviation interests. Although the primary 
aim of the flight was to assess the possibility of operating airships between England and India, both Cobham 
and Imperial Airways saw the opportunity to demonstrate to the Government the advantages of operating the 
route to India with aircraft. The flight could therefore also be a preliminary survey of the route for a future 
Imperial Airways service. 
 
On 20th November 1924, Cobham, Sir 
Sefton Brancker and engineer Arthur 
Elliott left Croydon Airport for India, in 
the DH50 G-EBFO (Fig.1). On the 
outward flight a lengthy stop had to be 
made at Constantinople for engine 
repairs. At Karachi, Elliott overhauled 
the DH50, while Brancker went by ship 
to Bombay and then by train to Delhi. In 
Delhi Brancker discussed with the 
Government of India schemes for 
internal airlines and a possible site for 
airship facilities at Karachi. Cobham and 
Elliott were reunited with Brancker at 
Delhi on 9th January and flew on to 
Calcutta where Brancker was taken ill 
with a chest infection and had to enter 
hospital. While Brancker was in hospital 
Cobham undertook a photographic 
survey over the Himalayas on behalf of  
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the military. After leaving hospital Brancker continued to recover on a three day journey by boat to Rangoon. 
After further repairs to the DH50’s  engine at Calcutta, Cobham and Elliott flew on to Rangoon. The return 
journey began on 8th February 1925. At Karachi negotiations were undertaken for a site for the airship 
mooring mast and hangar. On the return flight considerable delays were caused by snowstorms in 
Czechoslovakia and Germany and repairs following a forced landing. On 17th March Cobham landed the 
DH50 at Croydon Airport. 
 
Following his return, in his report to the Government, Brancker wrote enthusiastically of his experiences and 
stated that an air service operated by airships, taking four days to reach India, was feasible. However, away 
from the official report, he expressed the view that, with more reliable engines, aircraft would soon overtake 
the airship. In an article in Flight, written soon after his arrival back from India, Cobham appeared to follow 
the government line; he envisaged an airship route to India (and later to Australia) with airline connections 
from the airship bases at Ismailia, Egypt, and at Karachi. He wrote: “When the airship route starts, Baghdad 
will be within three days of England, for they will fly by airship to Egypt in two days and alight at Ismailia, 
just above Cairo, and then proceed by aeroplane in one day to Baghdad.” 
 
The Imperial Conference of 1926 
 

At the Imperial Conference of 1926, Sir Samuel Hoare (who had replaced Lord Thompson as Secretary of 
State for Air in November 1924) presented a report to a sub-committee which was considering Imperial air 
communications, entitled The Approach towards a System of Imperial Communications. The report 
emphasised the advantages of airships over long distances and included a map entitled The Plan for an Empire 
Airship Network showing routes, largely over oceans, linking all the Dominions of the British Empire (Fig.2). 
Sir Samuel concluded his statement of policy with the words: “I wish to see a commercial airship line start at 
the earliest possible moment between Great Britain and the various Dominions.” The proceedings at the 
Imperial Conference showed again that government thinking emphasised the importance of airship services 
over those operated by aircraft. 

 
The Imperial Conference sub-committee recommended the construction of bases with mooring masts, in 
addition to the facilities at Cardington, to be available for demonstration flights by the two airships planned to 
take place in 1928 and early 1929.  Mooring masts were built at Ismailia and Karachi for the route to India 
and at Montreal for trans-Atlantic operations.  
 

Figure 2.  Map based on The Plan for an Empire Airship Network, presented at the Imperial Conference of 1926. 
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An airship hangar was also built at Karachi (Fig.3). (The surrounding site was developed as the airport for 
Karachi, used by Imperial Airways and other airlines). On his return flight from Delhi in the DH66 Hercules 
City of Delhi in February 1927, Sir Samuel Hoare inspected the airship hangar which was under construction 
at Karachi. He described it as “an essential part of the programme, for without it experimental flights at so 
great a distance from the British base would involve unfathomable risk.” At the same time as Sir Samuel 
Hoare was making his comments about airship services, Imperial Airways had opened it’s Cairo-Basra service 
and was pressing on with plans for a service to India (with which Sir Samuel had been involved on his journey 
on City of Delhi ). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Trial Flights, 1929-1930 
 

Construction delays and 
another change of 
government in June 1929 
(with Lord Thompson 
becoming Secretary of State 
for Air again) delayed the 
first trial flight of the R101 
until October 1929 and of the 
R100 until December 1929. A 
few items of mail were flown 
on trial flights of the R101 
(Fig.4) and the delivery flight 
to Cardington of the R100 
(Fig.5). They were prepared 
as souvenirs by people 
involved in the construction 
of the airships and by crew 
members, carried on the 
airships and then posted. 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3.  The airship shed at Karachi, with the mooring mast in the distance. 

Figure 4.  Cover flown on the last trial flight of the R101. Manuscript 
“Carried around Gt. Britain.” Oval cachet “H.M.A. R101 Signal Office, 18 
Nov 1929.” Posted at Bedford on 19th November 1929. Signed under the 
flap by Squadron Leader E L Johnston, navigator of the R101. (IIlustration 
from Cavendish auction, 5th June 2015). 



Figure 5. Cover flown on the delivery flight of the R100 from the 
Aircraft Guarantee Company at Howden, Yorkshire to Cardington. 
Manuscript “H.M.A. Airship R100 from Howden, Yorks.” Signed by G. 
Watson, the Works Manager at Howden. Posted at Bedford on 16th 
December 1929. (Illustration from Cavendish auction, 5th June 2015). 

Figure 6. Postcard of the R100 with cancellations commemorating its arrival at 
St. Hubert Airport, Montreal on 1st August 1930 and its departure on 13th Aug. 
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The Trans-Atlantic Flight of the R100 
 

It was originally intended that the 
R100 should make a return flight to 
India, but this was changed to 
Canada. On 29th July 1930, it left 
Cardington for Montreal, under the 
command of Squadron Leader R S 
Booth who was seconded from the 
RAF. Besides the flying crew of 37, 
there were six others who included 
Major G H Scott, Assistant Director 
(Flying) of Airship Development. 
Scott had been in command of the 
airship R34 when it made westward 
and eastward Atlantic crossings in 
July 1919. On the R100 he was 
described as Officer in Charge of 
the Flight, and, as such, was 
responsible for decisions on the 
course flown.   

 
The flight went smoothly until it 
encountered a thunderstorm over 
the St Lawrence Estuary. Some 
commentators later questioned 
Scott’s judgement in passing 
through the storm, rather than altering course to avoid it. The storm caused damage to the fabric covering of 
the tail fins which was repaired as R100 continued it’s flight. R100 arrived at St Hubert, Montreal on 1st 
August, the flight having taken 78 hours 49 minutes. On 10th and 11th August, a flight to Ottawa, Toronto, 
Niagara Falls and Hamilton and then back to Montreal was made. The return flight to England left Montreal 
on 13th August and arrived at Cardington on 16th August after a flight of 57 hours 56 minutes, assisted by 
strong tailwinds. 
 

Baldwin states that official 
correspondence was flown on 
the outward flight while 
Newall and the American Air 
Mail Catalogue states that no 
mail was flown. Two designs 
of postcards depicting the R100 
were produced which were 
cancelled at St Hubert on 1st 
August shortly after the 
airship’s arrival and again on 
13th August before it’s 
departure (Fig.6). Baldwin 
claims that these cards were 
flown while the R100 was in 
Canada (presumably on the 
10th-11th August flight) but it 

appears to be widely accepted 
that they were unflown 
souvenirs of R100’s visit to 

Canada. On the return flight to England a very small number of covers were flown (Fig.7). Some of these 
covers were backstamped at Bedford on 16th August. The covers received a Canadian Post Office cachet 
depicting the R100. This cachet was also applied to many unflown souvenir covers posted at St Hubert while 
the airship was in Canada. 
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The R101 Disaster 
 

In contrast to the R100, tests did not proceed smoothly for the R101; the initial flights showed a lack of lifting 
capability and associated handling problems. To improve lifting capability an additional bay, 45 feet long, was 
inserted into its hull to increase the hydrogen capacity. Lord Thompson, Secretary of State for Air, was 
planning to attend the Imperial Conference in New Delhi in October of that year and wished to travel there in 
the R101. The airship had made only one test flight with the extra bay in its hull. Lord Thompson insisted that 
it had to be made ready for him to arrive in India in time for the Imperial Conference. However, many of the 
ground engineers and operating crew expressed doubts as to its readiness for a long flight. Sir Sefton 
Brancker, Director of Civil Aviation, who was to travel on the flight to India, had concerns about the safety of 
the airship. These concerns were rebuffed by Lord Thompson who had described the R101 “safe as a house.” 
At 6.36 pm on 4th October 1930, the R101 left Cardington for India, under the command of Flight Lieutenant 
H.C. Irwin. It carried 42 crew members and 12 passengers. As with the Atlantic flight of the R100, Major 
G.H. Scott, Assistant Director (Flying) of Airship Development, was, as on the R100, in overall charge of the 
flight. He was known for ‘pressing on’ in adverse conditions. The R101’s navigator, Squadron Leader E.L. 
Johnston had been navigator on Imperial Airways' first flight to India (in December 1926 and January 1927), 
at the request of the Air Ministry, in order to gain experience for a future airship flight. The R101's flight was 
in wet and windy conditions. The heavy rain added weight and the gusts of wind made handling difficult; the 
airship flew at a height of between 1000 and 1500 feet, well below the recommended minimum height of 1900 
feet.  At 1.40 a.m. its wireless operator confirmed its position over Beauvais, 30 miles north-west of Paris. A 
short time after this message was sent the R101 hit a low hill and burst into flames. 48 of the 54 people on 
board were killed or died later, including Lord Thompson and Sir Sefton Brancker. It was believed that 
contributing causes of the crash were excessive loss of hydrogen from the spill valves, ingress of rainwater at 
the front through ventilation holes (resulting in a nose-down pitch) and possible overloading. 
 
Baldwin states that official correspondence was carried on the R101, but all of it was destroyed in the fire. 
Fig.9 shows a registered cover to India, postmarked at Grosvenor Place, London W9, on 3rd October 1930 
with a manuscript endorsement ‘Air Mail Via R.101’. It is franked 9½d., the rate for a registered letter flown 
on the Imperial Airways London-Karachi service (1½d. postage, 5d air mail fee, 3d registration). It was 
backstamped with an Indian postmark (place unclear, probably Kohat) on 13 October. This points to it being 
carried on Imperial Airways service IE80, departing Croydon on 4th October and arriving at Karachi on 11th 
October. This cover survived because its carriage on the R101 was refused. 
 
 
 

Figure 7.  Cover to the Royal Canadian Air Force Liaison Officer, Adastral House, Kingsway, London (RAF 
Headquarters) flown on the return trans-Atlantic flight of the R100. Cancelled at St Hubert, Montreal on 13th 
August 1930 and bearing the Canadian Post office cachet depicting the R100. Manuscript “Via R100 
Eastbound.” Signed by Major G.H. Scott, Assistant Director (Flying) of Airship Development, officer in charge of 
the flight, and by Wing Commander R.B.B. Colmore, Director of Airship Development, who was a passenger on 
the flight. Both were killed in the crash of the R101 on 4th October 1930. 
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Figure 8.  The R101 at Cardington. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The loss of the R101 was seen as a national tragedy; the coffins of those killed were laid in state at 
Westminster. The British airship programme was abandoned and the R100 was scrapped. From 1930 the full 
attention of the Government on air transport matters would be focused on the development of services 
operated by aircraft. However, time spent on the airship proposals had slowed down progress in developing 
the Imperial Airways route to India. The airship mast at Ismailia was never used by an airship and was 
demolished in 1939. The airship shed and mooring mast at Drigh Road, Karachi, although unused by airships, 
rather strangely remained as the Royal Airship Base until 1939 with a small workforce being employed to 
maintain the facility. Fig.11 shows a cover addressed to the officer in charge of the base. During the late 
1930s the shed was used as a hangar and workshop by Imperial Airways. The shed was demolished in 1962 
and the site remains as the location of Karachi International Airport. 
 
 

Figure 9.  3rd October 1930. Registered cover to India, posted at London, intended for carriage on 
the flight of the R101 to India. As only official correspondence was accepted for carriage on the 
R101, it was dispatched on the regular Imperial Airways airmail service. Backstamped in India 
(place unclear, probably Kohat) on 13th October. (Pradip Jain collection). 
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Figure 10.  Mourning card issued after the R101 disaster. 

Figure 11.  OHMS cover posted at London on 5th August 1938, addressed to the 
officer in charge of the Royal Airship Base at Karachi. Backstamped at Drigh 
Road, Karachi (the post office at Karachi Airport) on 11th August. (Was it sent to 
tell him to give up waiting for an airship and come home?) 
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Imperial Airways link for Ala Littoria 
 

By Peter Wingent 
 
In the Spring of 1935, with war looming in Abyssinia, the Italian Air Ministry instructed the national airline, 
Ala Littoria Societa Anonima (ALSA) to organize a regular air service from Rome to Eritrea and Somalia.  At 
that time ALSA did not possess aircraft suitable for operation of regular services over the whole of the 
African section of the route which, although intended to extend to Mogadiscio, at first was operated only as 
far as Asmara, in Eritrea. 
 
The solution was an agreement made on 7 July 1935 
with Imperial Airways for the British airline to carry 
passengers, mail and freight on its African services from 
Brindisi to Khartoum, from where ALSA aircraft would 
continue to Asmara. The route is shown in Fig. 1 and 
operated from July to September 1935.  The ALSA 
Khartoum – Asmara services were twice-weekly, using 
Caproni Ca308 Borea and Fokker F VIII 3m aircraft, 
connecting with the arrivals and departures of Imperial 
Airways’ services at Khartoum. 
 
Mail was dispatched by train from Rome for the first 
time on 22 July 1935 but only very small quantities 
were carried.  The service was never notified in the 
British P.O. Circulars nor Daily Lists and did not appear 
in an Air Mail Leaflet until the April 1937 issue: 21 
months after the service commenced! 
 
However a despatch was made from the U.K. on 25 
August 1935, described by Baldwin [1] as, “A small bag 
of mail was first specially carried intact to Khartoum 
and thence via the Italian route to Asmara. Previously letters were resorted at Rome.”  An example is shown 
in Figs. 2 and 3.  It was posted in London on 24 August 1935 and was flown from Croydon by I.A. service 
AS269, which departed at 12.30 on the 25th and arrived Khartoum to schedule on the 28th.  It should have 
been flown to Asmara the following day but the backstamp of 30 Aug. shows it was late.  Addressed to, and 
no doubt sent by Dennis Handover, I.A. London Traffic Manager, it is his hand on the reverse which records 

the cover was returned to 
London but not before 
being mis-sent by surface 
to Malta, then back to 
Khartoum. 
 
The purple inscription “al 
mittente” on the front was 
applied by the Asmara P.O. 
and translates as “return to 
sender.” 
 
So far as the postage is 
concerned, Handover got a 
bargain at just 6d. because 
when the service was 
finally advertised in the 
April 1937 U.K. Air Mail 
Leaflet, the rate to Eritrea, 
Ethiopia and Italian & 
French Somaliland was 
1/3d. per ½ oz. 
 

Figure 1 

Figure 2 
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The Italian authorities were 
keen to operate the Italian East 
African service direct from 
Rome. In 1931 the airline 
Sociéta Anonima Navigazione 
Aerea had operated a service 
from Rome to Tripoli.  The 
company was taken over by 
ALSA and on 4 Sept. 1935 
this service was extended from 
Tripoli to Alexandria resulting 
in Imperial Airways operating 
a shorter link from Alexandria 
to Khartoum. 
 
The new routing is shown in 
Fig. 4 and applied from 4 
September 1935 to the end of 
November 1935. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
On 11 November 1935 the ALSA service was extended from Asmara to Mogadiscio, as shown in Fig. 5, this 
section being flown once-weekly. The company took delivery of six Savoia Marchetti S.73 aircraft which 
enabled it to operate the entire route, which commenced with the departure from Rome on 3 December 1935, 
ending the need for Imperial Airways’ link. 
 
There followed many route and timetable changes to the ALSA service up to 1939, but they are beyond the 
scope of this article, although perhaps the establishment in October 1936 of a branch from Asmara to Addis 
Ababa in Ethiopia is worthy of mention. 
 
There are many first flight covers from the 1935 period but I have never seen an example of commercial mail.  
I wonder if, given that the second Italian-Abyssinian war commenced on 2 October 1935, only military mail 
was carried.  I have read that over 200,000 Italian troops were deployed in East Africa and no doubt their mail 
was a priority.  (This must have greatly increased the loads on Imperial Airways’ African services). 
 

Figure 3 

Figure 4 Figure 5 
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The test letter shown in Figs. 6 and 7 was posted at the I.A. Post Office at Wilton Road/Hudson’s Place on 29 
January 1936.  It was flown by I.A. service AS314 which departed Croydon 12.30 on 29 Jan. and arrived 
Khartoum 19.45 on 3 Feb.: two days late due to due to a weather delay at Athens. It was flown by ALSA from 
Khartoum to Asmara on 4 Feb., this section being thrice-weekly by this time, and on the 5th to Djibouti (the 
Asmara – Mogadiscio section being once-weekly). 

 
This time a 1/- stamp was 
used to pay the air mail fee. 
 
The pencil writing on the 
reverse is in the hand of 
Francis J. Field.  I wonder 
how he could have known 
that the cover is “unique” – 
and surely it was not. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Early in 1936 I.A. were testing the Italian service in both 
directions, as witnessed by the cover shown in Figs. 8 and 9.  
Addressed to E.V. Dolby, I.A. Air Mail Superintendent, it 
was posted at Djibouti on 15 Feb. 1936 – a Saturday and the 
once-weekly ALSA service departed Fridays!  Thus, it 
departed 21 Feb. and arrived Rome 26th (scheduled at 
14.30).  Flown to Paris same day and arrived Croydon 27th. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 7 

Figure 6 

Figure 8 
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Mail from various European countries was accepted much earlier than that from the U.K., an example being 
Greece.  The cover shown in Figs. 10 and 11 was part of a small quantity posted in Athens on 15 Feb. 1936 
flown by I.A. service AS318 which departed at 06.30 on the 17th and arrived Khartoum 18.10 on the 18th: 
three days late due to bad weather.  It was then flown by the thrice-weekly ALSA service from Khartoum to 

Asmara on Thurs. 20 Feb. and 
remained there waiting for the 
once-weekly service to Djibouti 
which departed on Tues. 25th 
(one day late: scheduled 
Mondays).  The 35dr. postage = 
8dr. first 20 gr. ordinary foreign 
postage + 19dr. per 10 gr. air 
mail fee to French Somaliland + 
8dr. registration fee. 
 

For just over four months Imperial 
Airways’ African service was a vital 
link for Ala Littoria.  I am surprised 
that so very little has been written 
about the company’s involvement, 
certainly by English writers, and 
also that there is apparently a dearth 
of commercial mail from the period.  
Perhaps this lack of material is the 
reason there appears to be so little 
interest in the subject. 
 
 
References: 
 

[1]  Baldwin, N.C.,  British Air Mails, 1784 – 1946. F.J. Field, 1947, p.73. 
 
Other sources: 
 

A monograph by Germain Mentgen, titled Civil Aviation in Somaliland Protectorate, 1935-1960, is my main 
source of information.  It was published by Murray Payne in 2003.  Pages 1 to 7 cover the early period and 
were originally published in Air Mail News, No. 167, June 1998, pp. 27-41. 
 

Otherwise, I have found few articles on the subject, in fact none written in English and just three written in 
Italian.   

Figure 9 

Figure 11 

Figure 10 
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1919 Baghdad to Australia mail by “The Old Carthusian” & Vickers Vimy 
 

By Ed Wolf 
 
Editor’s note: The main article on this subject appeared in the June 2018 Gazette, pages 22 to 28.  Since then 
Ed has conducted further research which now follows as a supplement. 
 
I stated in my original paper that I had not had the opportunity to research the service records of the three 
sergeants to determine where they were in November 1919. One difficulty was that the names were so 
common that without further information it would have been near impossible to tell one Brown, Smith or 
Crockett from another. 
 
When I did my original research in 2008 at the National Archives at Kew I was informed that the military 
records of those who served on after the end of WW1 were kept in the archives at Edinburgh. My time in the 
UK was limited and I could not extend it so did not go to Scotland. 
 
Recently Ancestry has made available the WW1 service records for both RAF officers and other ranks. In 
addition the London Gazette is available on line. Using those two sources I have been able to get what was 
required. 
 
My original research had revealed that the three sergeants were belatedly recognised for their outstanding 
service beyond mere duty whilst maintaining The Old Carthusian on its way from the UK to India. The Air 
Ministry had inquired of the lead pilot Major MacLaren the names and details of the men. They were gazetted 
in December 22 1919 with the Air Force Medal. 
 
My first source was therefore the London Gazette and it supplied me with the following details:- 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I could now go to Ancestry to search for Sgt. T.Brown, A./Sgt. W.A. Crockett and Flt. Sgt. A.E. Smith. 
 
Thomas Brown #313642 had originally joined the Navy in 1915 as a joiner and was assigned to the Royal 
Naval Air Service. On the formation of the Royal Air Force on April1 1918 he was transferred to the RAF. 
Barely a week before the Armistice, on November 7 1918 he was allocated to 166 Squadron which was 
formed on 13 June 1918 at RAF Bircham Newton as the first squadron to be equipped with the Handley Page 
V/1500 heavy bomber. Designed for the long-rang bombing role and particularly for raids on Berlin the 
squadron worked up with training on long-range navigation. It had three aircraft ready for the first operation 
but with the Armistice was not flown operationally.  
 
There is no further mention on the official record other than that he was deemed discharged on April 30 1920. 
We know that Brown was part of the crew that ended in India in 1919.  According to Captain Halley that he 
was part of the crew that bombed Kabul and thus he is a possible candidate for still being in India in 
November of 1919. 
 
William Athline Crockett # 213571 also joined the Navy in 1916 and as a motor fitter was assigned to the 
RNAS. He too was transferred to the RAF from April 1 1918 as Air Mechanic 1. On October 14 1918 he is 
assigned to 166 squadron and is promoted on November 25 as Acting Sergeant Mechanic.  There is no 
mention of the flight to India at all! His record has him in France until October 12 1919 when he joins the 
RAF Depot at Halton. Despite the inaccuracy of the record we can thus rule Sergeant Crockett out from 
passing “the Mail” to Bennett in India. 
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Albert Edward Smith #634 enlisted in the Army in 1913 at the recorded age of 26 319/365th. As an engine 
fitter in civilian life, he was promptly employed by the Royal Flying Corps. By April 1 1918 on transfer to the 
RAF he is listed as Sergeant Mechanic and on June 25 1918 he is part of 166 Squadron. He relocates to 7 
Wing also based at Bircham Newton and like the others has no mention of the flight to India on his record. 
Whilst on his way to India he is reclassified on January 1 1919 as Sergeant (Fitter A.E.). He transfers from 7 
Wing to 5 Communications Squadron on May 13 which is presumably based in India, but 4 weeks later he is 
posted to the Army of the Rhine where he stayed until October 16 1919 before transferring to RAF E reserve 
on November 17 1919 with a final discharge on March 14 1921 after exactly 8 years service. Clearly Smith is 
not in India in November 1919 and is thus ruled out of a connection with “the Mail.” 
 
My conclusion from all this searching leaves me with only one candidate for handing “the Mail” over to 
James Bennett in India and that is the rigger Sergeant Thomas Brown. 
 
 
 

Poster for “The Empire’s Airway Exhibition” at Char ing Cross station 
 

By Peter Wingent 
 
I came across this very attractive Art Deco style poster by Theyre Lee-Elliott on the London Transport 
Museum website (https://www.ltmuseumshop.co.uk/posters/print-to-order/) and as prints of it are for sale, I 
thought I would include it in the Gazette in case any reader might like to purchase a copy.  The prices range 
from £14.99 for a small (18.6cm. x 29.7cm.) unmounted, unframed print, to £79.99 for a mounted and framed 
medium size print (26.3cm. x 42cm.). 
 
The poster, printed by Waterlow & Sons, 
advertised I.As.’ second “The Empire’s Airway 
Exhibition” to be held at Charing Cross 
underground station.  The first was from 23 April 
to 7 May 1934. This one was two years later in 
1936. 
 
The August 1936 edition of the ‘real’ Imperial 
Airways Gazette reported the event as follows: 
 

“… a display of The Empire’s Airway Exhibition 
was held at Charing Cross Underground station 
from 24 June to 7 July by the courtesy of the 
London Passenger Transport Board. 
On Tuesday, 23 June, a private view was held 
and many hundreds of distinguished people 
attended and thereafter the exhibition has been 
thronged with thousands of people all day long. 
Our photographs give some idea of the stand and 
in it are display models of the new fleet under 
construction, namely, the Empire flying boat, the 
Imperial air liner and the Short-Mayo composite 
marine aircraft. 
There are also models depicting ‘Watch and 
Ward in the Air.’ For example, radio direction 
finding, radio blind approach systems and air 
port lighting at night time, the automatic pilot 
and other interesting things. 
In fact, the models shown are the only examples 
of their type in existence. 
This exhibition has now been sent out to the 
Empire Exhibition at Johannesburg and a similar 
one is being sent to the Canadian National 
Exhibition at Toronto.” 
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The photographs referred to in the extract from the I.A. Gazette of August 1936. 
 
The inclusion of the Lee-Elliott poster has prompted me to mention briefly Imperial Airways’ Publicity 
Officer and the influence he had on the design of the company’s posters. 
 
Early I.A. posters were a medium for providing information and were not attempts at works of art.  The 
company probably briefed its advertising agency to focus upon route development rather than anything else, 
which may account for the rather ordinary early material. 
 
In 1931 I.A appointed a new and very forward-thinking Publicty Officer, Bill Snowden-Gamble, who changed 
the company’s advertising agency to the Stuarts Agency, situated in Kingsway.  During the 1920s and 30s 
Stuarts was one of the leading London advertising agencies and it transformed I.A. advertising and its 
publicity material.  The agency used both established artists such as Ben Nicholson, Edward McKnight 
Kauffer and Moholy Nagy, as well as many others both well known and new. 
 
Among them was Theyre Lee-Elliott, who worked mainly as a scene painter at Sadlers Wells but also as a 
commercial artist.  He was educated at Winchester and Magdalene College, Cambridge, where he read 
theology and was a high jump champion.  He also won a blue for lawn tennis and played table tennis for 
England in the 1924 Olympics.  He graduated in 1925 and then spent two years at the Central School of Art 
and Design, then at the Slade School of Fine Art.  He was a pioneer of informational posters which 
represented statistics in graphical form and created notable Art Deco logos including, in 1932, the I.A. 
speedbird, used for over 50 years.  Typical examples of Lee-Elliott posters are shown below. 
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Athena forced landing near Darwin January 1935 
 

By Duncan Crewe 
 
This cover was carried on IE 303 which left Croydon on 5 January 1935. The service was an eventful 
one with Sylvanus making a forced landing at Mirabella Bay with engine trouble and Arethusa being 
delayed at Jodhpur, also with engine trouble. In an effort to make up lost time, Captain Wilson 
attempted a night flight from Koepang to Darwin. Unable to locate the airport there and running short 
of fuel, he made a forced landing on a ridge in swampy ground near Point Stuart. A Qantas DH61 
located the downed aircraft but broke its propeller whilst attempting to fly out for a supply of fuel. In 
the end 100 gallons were transferred from the stranded DH61 and Athena was able to fly back to 
Darwin. The mail reached Brisbane on 19 January and this cover received a Melbourne backstamp the 
next day. It is correctly franked as the 1s.-3d. per ½ oz. rate with the extra 3d. paying the registration fee. 
Captain Wilson was also the pilot of the City of Khartoum which ran out of fuel on New Year’s Eve 1935, 
with much more disastrous consequences. 
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Cover salvaged from the City of Teheran crash at Gaza, February 1930 
 

By Duncan Crewe 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Posted in Madras, this cover was forwarded to Karachi by surface to join IW45 which departed on 10 
February 1930 with the City of Karachi flying the mail to Basra. The City of Teheran took over there on 14 
February but unfortunately developed engine trouble on leaving Gaza. The pilot turned back but in an 
attempted night landing came down short of the aerodrome boundary and hit a ridge, damaging the 
aircraft beyond repair. The crew and passengers escaped serious injury. The mail was forwarded to Egypt 
by surface and then flown from Alexandria to Athens by the City of Khartoum before being railed to 
London where it arrived on 20 February. Fortunately this cover received a Godmanstone arrival cancel 
next day, confirming that it was on the flight. Sanford states that no mail is known – there is now! The 
cover is correctly franked with the 2as. per oz. surface fee and the 6as. per ½ oz. air fee. 
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Another I.A. flight record card 
 

By Peter Wingent 
 
I recently obtained the flight record card, the front and reverse of which are shown in figs. 1 and 2.  It was 
posted from London to Dar es Salaam inside an envelope on 1 May 1931.  Duncan Crewe reminded me that a 
similar card had been shown on page 23 of the June 2012 edition of the Gazette which was posted to 
Mombasa just one week later than my card.  In the middle of May 1931, I.A. introduced summer timetables 
on the African and Indian services so it is possible that the company was collecting data to compare the 
running of services before and after the timetable changes. 

 
Figure 1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Figure 2 
 
The card was flown from Croydon on 2 May 1931 by service AS10 which arrived Mwanza 13th.  It was then 
sent by train to Dar es Salaam, via Tabora, departing 05.40 on the 14th, arriving Dar 17.35 on the 16th.  After 
the data was filled in, it was posted at Dar on 30 May, from where it departed by train at 15.00 that day and 
arrived Mwanza 14.35 on 1 June.  It was then flown by service AN13, which departed 2 June and arrived 
Croydon at 15.01 on the 9th.  It was delivered to Airways House at 08.30 the next morning (as per the pencil 
inscription). 

These cards were 
prepared for use on 
both the Indian and 
African routes. 
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By the time you read this, you will no doubt have noticed, as I did to my horror, that the card bears two 10c. 
George VI stamps – in 1931!!!  In fact the Thika postmark is dated 1954!!  Clearly these stamps should not be 
on the card and so I steamed them off.  The card, without the stamps, is shown in fig. 3.  Revealed was not 
only the bottom of a Dar es Salaam cancellation with parts of the 1931 year date, but also a roughened surface 
equal to the size of two missing Tanganyika keyplate stamps. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 3 
 
I was disappointed by the unattractive appearance of the card in its new state so I decided to make two copies 
of a 30 cents stamp (the rate to the U.K. being 60 cents for both letters and cards until 30 June 1931), to hinge 
them lightly to the card and to draw on them the missing part of the Dar cancellation.  Having done so, I think 
the appearance has been improved and I have not made any additional marks on the surface of the card.  Also, 
I have made a full confession on the reverse of my album page with copies of the card at each stage.  The 
‘stamps’ are not perforated and as they are only hinged, do not lie flat on the card.  Nobody will be fooled into 
thinking they are genuine.  The card with my ‘improvements’ is shown in fig. 4.  Should I have done this?  I 
suspect it is a controversial action which will meet with the approval of some and disapproval of others. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4 
 

In the 2012 issue I asked if any readers have seen any other examples.  Six years later I am still asking! 
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Air Mail to India in June 1940 
 

By Robert Clark 
 
One of my main interests is in what happened to BOAC air mail on the Eastern Route immediately before and 
just after Italy entered WW2 on 10th June 1940. In this, air mail covers to India are of interest as they have 
backstamps indicating their date of arrival which helps determine which flight was involved. This article 
discusses six such covers to India that have postmarks in the period 1st – 11th June 1940 .  
 
Covers from the UK 
 

Four covers from Britain to India are shown, postmarked in the period 2nd – 10th June. The cover in Figure 1 
is postmarked in Stirling on 2nd June and is addressed to Coimbatore which was near Madras. It was 
backstamped in Coimbatore on 13th June and has a Madras (D) censor mark. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1 Postmarked Stirling on 2nd June, addressed to Coimbatore. Likely flown on XE 252. 

 
It was likely flown on the extra flight XE 252 that left Poole on 5th June.  Instead of the normal route of 
Ajaccio – Corfu via Lake Bracciano (Rome) and Brindisi, it avoided Italy and had an overnight stop in Malta. 
It arrived in Karachi on Monday 10th June [1]. Tata Airlines had an air mail service from Karachi to Madras 
and the cover was likely flown from Karachi to Madras on 11th – 12th June [2] which ties in with it being 
delivered in Coimbatore on 13th June. 
 
The cover in Figure 2 is postmarked in London on 5th June and is addressed to the North West Frontier of 
India where it has a Peshawar transit mark on 12th June. It was too late for XE 253, but would have been 
flown on SE 253 that left Poole on 6th June. That flight did not have a detour to Malta, but had stops in Italy 
at Lake Bracciano (Rome) and Brindisi. Because of the more direct route, it also arrived in Karachi on 10th 
June. The cover would then complete its journey by surface and has a Peshawar delivery backstamp on 12th 
June. It was redirected and there are two further backstamps on 13th and 14th June. 
 
The mail from XE 252 was combined in Karachi with the SE 253 mail for the rest of the flight to Sydney. 
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Figure 2 Postmarked London on 5th June and addressed to India. Flown on SE 253. 
 
As well the Poole – Sydney flying boat service with code SE, there was a Poole – Calcutta service with code 
CE. That service was by flying boat to Karachi where it connected with a landplane Atalanta service between 
Karachi and Calcutta with the same flight number. 
 
The cover in Figure 3 is postmarked in London on 6th June and is addressed to Calcutta where it was 
redirected at 2 pm on 14th June and has an arrival mark in Panposh on 16th June. It was too late to be sent 
from Poole on SE 253 on 6th June and so was likely sent on CE 228 which left Poole on 7th June and arrived 
in Karachi on 11th June having had stops in Lake Bracciano and Brindisi on 8th June. CE 228 was flown from 
Karachi on 12th June by the Atalanta aircraft Aurora and Astrea and arrived in Calcutta on 13th June. That 
fits with the Calcutta redirection on 14th June. However, the cover has a Bombay Not Opened by Censor C 17 
handstamp which seems to indicate that it was offloaded in Karachi and sent to Bombay before being sent to 
Calcutta. That does not seem to make sense and so I would be interested in any comments by readers. 
 
The last through flight from Poole to Egypt was SE 254 which left Poole on 9th June as once Italy had entered 
the war on 10th June, all air mail services across the Mediterranean were cancelled. The alternative route, 
known as the Horseshoe Route, was by sea from the UK to Cape Town and then by air from Durban to 
Australia via Egypt, India and Malaya. 

 

Figure 3: Cover postmarked 
in London on 6th June and 
addressed to Calcutta. 
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The cover in Figure 4 is postmarked in Falmouth on 10th June and so it was too late to be flown through the 
Mediterranean. It has a Lahore backstamp on 16th July. 
 
The first dispatch on the Horseshoe Route from the UK was on 19th June. However, the GPO Overseas Mail 
Branch Report (OMB) 40 on 15th June reported [3]: 

 

“In the meantime any air mail correspondence for countries normally served by the Empire air 
services coming to hand will, with the exceptions mentioned below, be despatched by surface route.” 

 

Hence much of the mail posted after 9th June was not held back to be posted on the first Horseshoe dispatch 
and so it is not obvious that the cover in Figure 4 would be sent on the first Horseshoe service. (The listed 
exceptions were concerned with mail to Australia, China, Hong Kong and New Zealand which was flown to 
the USA via Lisbon before being sent over the Pacific.) 
 
Legg reproduced a letter dated 28th August 1940 from BOAC to the GPO giving, for the first six UK 
Horseshoe dispatches, the dates of dispatch, the ship and the flight connection at Durban [4]. It shows that the 
dispatch of 19th June was sent by the Arundel Castle which left Southampton on 20th June and arrived in 
Cape Town on 7th July before connecting in Durban with NE 4 on 10th July. That flight arrived in Karachi on 
15th July which fits with the Lahore delivery datestamp at 5.30 p.m. on 16th July on the cover in Figure 4. 
The dates therefore show that the cover in Figure 4 cover was sent on the first Horseshoe service from the UK 
and flown on NE 4. 
 
I have the scan of an air mail cover postmarked in Peebles on 11th June 1940 that has a Simla, India 
backstamp on 17th July and so went on the same flight as the Figure 4 cover. A surface mail cover, also from 
Peebles and postmarked on 12th June was backstamped on arrival in India on 1st August. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4: Postmarked 10th June, sent to India on first Horseshoe dispatch and flown on NE 4. 
 
Covers from New Zealand and Singapore 
 
The cover in Figure 5 is postmarked on 1st June in New Zealand and is addressed to the Punjab. It was flown 
from Auckland to Sydney by TEAL on 3rd June and then from Sydney on 5th June on service SW 247 [1]. 
The mail from that flight was ‘dumped’ in Karachi on 12th June as the mail was not able to be flown over the 
Mediterranean. However, this cover had already been offloaded in Calcutta on 11th June and it has a Calcutta 
A5 censor mark together with a Calcutta datestamp on 12th June and a Muree, Punjab datestamp on 15th June.   
 
The cover in Figure 6 is postmarked in Singapore on 11th June and is addressed to Bombay. The intention 
would be for it to be flown on SW 248 that left Sydney on 8th June and was due to leave Singapore on 12th 
June. However, SW 248 did not proceed beyond Singapore and its mail was ‘dumped’ there on 11th June. 
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Service SW 249 left Sydney on 12th June and the British and European mail was ‘dumped’ in Darwin on 13th 
June. However, the flight continued with the remaining mail and arrived in Singapore on 15th June. The cover 
in Figure 6 would be flown from Singapore on SW 249 on 16th June and arrive in Calcutta on 17th June where 
it was backstamped on 18th June. It would be sent by surface to Bombay where it was backstamped on 21st 
June.  
 
The flying boat on SW 249 from Singapore was Coriolanus which continued to Cairo where it arrived on 21st 
June. From there, it flew to Durban on 21st – 24th June and so there was a through Sydney – Durban flight 
before the first Horseshoe flight on 19th June – 1st July. It would be interesting to know if any SW 249 mail 
addressed to Africa was flown all the way on that flight. 
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Figure 5:  
Flown to India 
on SW247 

Figure 6: 
Flown from Singapore 
on SW 249. 
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The design of the first British air mail label booklet, 1931 
 

By Peter Wingent 
 

One day in May 2015 I visited the British Postal Museum and Archive and by mid-afternoon, having finished 
the files I had planned to read that day, I noticed in the Archive index a file simply named “Air mail labels: 
period 1920 – 1937” [1]. In order to fill a remaining hour or so, I requested to view it.  To my surprise I found 
it contained almost exclusively correspondence and proofs relating to the design and production of the British 
air mail label booklets.  It is a very large file and after returning another day to continue viewing, I have ended 
up with over four hundred photographs! 
 
Between 1931 and 1936 the British post office produced a series of 
seven booklets (plus sub types) containing twelve blue air mail labels in 
three panes of four, interleaved with advertisements for Imperial 
Airways services and information on postage rates for air mail letters 
and cards.  By far the best analysis of these booklets can be found in a 
monograph written by Jeffrey Brown [2]. 
 
This article relates only to the design and production of the first booklet, 
issued in 1931.  Early in that year the British Post Office decided to 
produce booklets of air mail labels and offered Imperial Airways sole 
advertising rights on the interleaving pages.  In a letter dated 16 
February 1931, Dennis Handover, the I.A. Traffic Manager, wrote to 
Capt. D.O. Lumley of the G.P.O. Air Mail Department to say that the 
I.A. Managing Director had approved the scheme.  The booklets were to 
be printed in editions of 120,000 and I.A. agreed to pay the G.P.O. £65 
per edition (reduced to £50 per edition in September 1932). 
 
On 6 March 1931, Handover wrote to J.F. Greenwood, also in the 
G.P.O. Air Mail Department, sending him copy of the I.A. advertising 
pages and requesting proofs in due course. 
 
In addition to the I.A. copy, the post office produced initial designs on 
graph paper for the pages giving details of air services and rates.  These 
are shown in figures 1 and 2. 

Figures 1(above) & 2 (right) ~ G.P.O. initial designs. 
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It was the responsibility of the Controller of the P.O. Stores Department to place orders for the booklets and to 
oversee their production.  Just who the printers were is uncertain because, surprisingly, their name is not 
mentioned in any of the large amount of correspondence.  However, in 1931, Waterlow were printing the air 
mail labels for the Post Office [3], so it is very likely that it was this company which produced the first 
booklets.  On 7 March 1931, Greenwood wrote to the Controller, P.O. Stores Dept., enclosing the advertising 
copy which had been sent by Handover, asking for proofs to be obtained. 
 
Before final approval, four sets of proofs were submitted.  These were contained in brown envelopes in the 
Archive file but, sad to say, the envelopes marked for the first two sets of proofs I found to be empty.  Rather 
than show the copy and proofs in individual sets, I will incorporate them page by page because in this way the 
evolution of the design of each page can be followed clearly. 
 

Page 1 ~ the front cover 
 

Figure 3 ~ original I.A. advertising copy. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Although I am unable to illustrate the first and second proofs, for the reason given above, two memos from 
Greenwood to the P.O. Stores Controller, quoted on the next page, indicate that the first two sets were rejected 
more for reasons of quality than for changes to the design layout. 
 

Figure 4 ~ 3rd proof. Red manuscript reads: 
“12 further proofs as amended by earliest 
possible date.” 

Figure 5 ~ 4th proof.  Red manuscript reads: 
“4th try!” Black reads, “Approved as 
amended.” 



26         December 2018 (Issue 54)        Imperial Airways Gazette 
 
 

Memo of 28 March 1931: “The proofs are unsatisfactory & the Stores Dept. has been asked to obtain further 
proofs without “offsetting” before Easter.  The poor quality of the gum has been pointed out and this matter 
will be taken up with the manufacturers.”  (I am uncertain exactly what the “offsetting” problem was). 
 
Memo of 2 April 1931: “Further proofs were received on the 1st April.  The Stores Department have been 
informed that the colour both of the labels and of the printing is quite unsatisfactory & have been asked to 
obtain as early as possible further proofs with a deeper colour.” 
 

Page 2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 6 ~ original P.O. advertising copy. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Page 3 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figures 9  & 10 ~ original I.A. advertising copy. 

Figure 7 ~ 3rd proof.  No alterations. Figure 8 ~ 4th proof. 
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The third proof (fig. 11) was printed with a picture of an Argosy in flight, as per the original I.A. copy, but in 
a letter dated 16 April 1931, Handover wrote to Lumley saying, “The general layout seems to me to be 
entirely acceptable, but in view of the fact that our new aircraft, the H.P. 42s and the Short Kents, will be 
coming into service very shortly, I feel it is desirable that the illustrations should be of these types and not of 
the older type of aircraft.”  Thus in the third proof a picture of a H.P. 42 was pasted over the Argosy picture. 
 
Additionally Handover requested, “At the foot show our new address at Victoria as well as our present 
address at Charles Street.” 
 

Page 4 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figures 13 (above) & 14 (right)  
~ original I.A. advertising copy. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Handover requested, “Substitute H.P. 42 in the air for the block used in the proof.”  (Referring to the third 
proof). 
 

Figure 11 ~ 3rd proof.  Alterations detailed below. Figure 12 ~ 4th proof. 
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Page 5 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figures 17 & 18 ~ original I.A. advertising copy. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Regarding this page, Handover requested the P.O. to, “Leave the block of the “Argosy” in the air.  At the foot 
of the page following the words “Take you anywhere” please insert “Ring up for a quotation to Regent 
7861.”  (Night and Day Service.)” 
 

Figure 15 ~ 3rd proof. Figure 16 ~ 4th proof. 

Figure 19 ~ 3rd proof. Figure 20 ~ 4th proof. 
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Page 6 
 
 
 
 
        Figures 21 & 22 ~ original I.A. advertising copy. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
As with page 3, Handover requested that a H.P. 42 be substituted for an Argosy and both the current and new 
addresses and telephone numbers of the I.A. office to be shown at the foot of the page. 
 
 
 

Page 7 

Figures 25 & 26 ~ original I.A. advertising copy. 

Figure 23 ~ 3rd proof. Figure 24 ~ 4th proof. 
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Handover requested that the Imperial Airways’ crest replace the drawing of an H.P. 42 (pasted over on 3rd 
proof), the headline wording to be changed slightly and the text at the bottom radically altered, including 
amending the journey time from 2½ to 2¼ hours. 

 
 
 

Page 8 
 

Figures 29 & 30 ~ original I.A. advertising copy. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Handover requested substitution of the picture of an Argosy with that of a H.P. 42 and one has been pasted 
over on the 3rd proof.  He also asked for both the current and new addresses and telephone numbers of the 
I.A. office to be shown at the foot of the page. 
 
 
 

Figure 27 ~ 3rd proof. Figure 28 ~ 4th proof. 

Figure 31 ~ 3rd proof. Figure 32 ~ 4th proof. 
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Page 9 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figures 33 & 34 ~ original I.A. advertising copy. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Handover requested that the drawing of an H.P. 42 in 
the air be replaced by one on the ground, additions and 
alterations to the list of countries served and, as on 
previous pages, both the current and new addresses and 
telephone numbers of the I.A. office to be shown at the 
foot of the page. 
 
It was only on this page that, prior to final printing, the 
4th proof was altered slightly: the wording “CENTRAL &  

SOUTH AFRICA”  being changed to “EAST &  CENTRAL 

AFRICA.”  Thus the final version of this page is shown in 
figure 37.         Figure 37 ~ final version of this page. 

 
Page 10 

 

Figures 38 & 39 ~ original I.A. 
advertising copy. 
 
 

Figure 35 ~ 3rd proof. Figure 36 ~ 4th proof. 
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Unfortunately the 3rd proof of this page is missing.  
Handover requested that the headline wording be 
changed to, “If you are journeying to Africa or India – 
travel by air.” 
 
Also he requested, as on previous pages, that both the 
current and new addresses and telephone numbers of the 
I.A. office to be shown at the foot of the page. 
 
 
 
         Figure 40 ~ 4th proof. 

 
Page 11 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

Page 12 ~ the back cover 
 

 
 

 

 
Handover requested the illustration should feature an H.P. 42 in the air and the wording at the foot of the page 
be changed to, “The great three and four-engined Air Liners depart from Croydon throughout the day.” 

Figure 41 ~ G.P.O. draft copy. Figure 42 ~ 4th proof. 

Figures 43 & 44 ~ original I.A. advertising copy. 

Figure 46 ~ 4th proof. Figure 45 ~ 3rd proof. 
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The labels: 
 
The booklets contained three panes, each consisting of four labels, of a type printed by Waterlow which were 
used until replaced by a new Lee-Elliot design in 1934.  A typical pane is shown below: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The final stages of production: 
 
On the 13th April 1931, Handover wrote to Greenwood expressing some frustration: “In further reference to 
my note to you of the 27th March, cannot the Stationery Office yet produce the proofs of the new air mail 
label booklet?  It should surely be possible in the time they have had to produce some really good proofs and 
enable us to get ahead with the publication of the booklet.” 
 
The following day Lumley sent Handover the third set of proofs, pointing out that they “had been put together 
rather hastily, as they are intended only as specimens of printing.”  He added that “the cutting and binding of 
the books for public issue will of course receive proper attention.” 
 
On the 16th April, Handover returned the proofs to Lumley and Greenwood noting that the general layout was 
satisfactory but requesting the alterations shown on the illustrations of the third set. 
 
On the 2nd May, with only one minor change made to page 9 of the fourth set of proofs, the Controller of the 
Stores Department submitted to the G.P.O. Secretary the final version of the booklet for his approval. It must 
have been given because on the 4th May Lumley wrote to Handover, enclosing the final version of the booklet 
and on the 6th Handover replied saying, “I am most anxious that there should be no delay so far as this 
company is concerned, and I am accordingly returning the proof herewith with my O.K. on it.” 
 
Also on the 6th May, Greenwood wrote to the Controller of the Stores Dept. requesting that “a supply of two 
editions of 120,000 books each should be obtained as early as possible.” On the 6th June, the Stores 
Controller wrote to the G.P.O. Secretary saying that, “A supply has been obtained and a distribution made 
accordingly.”  Unfortunately, the exact date of availability of the books to the public was not recorded but it 
seems likely to have been during the first week of June 1931. 
 
On the 19th August 1931, Handover wrote to Lumley requesting a signed certificate stating that 240,000 
books had been printed and issued by the Post Office and a pro forma invoice for £130, this being the agreed 
price of £65 per edition. 
 
In a memo from the Stores Controller to the G.P.O. Secretary, dated 2 September 1931, he stated that by this 
time he had obtained 249,000 books and had issued 197,000 by that date.  He would have been referring to the 
first booklet because the second version was not issued until later in September. 
 
Finally, I apologise for the less than perfect quality of some of the illustrations.  They were taken by me using 
a hand-held camera in the reading room of the BPMA where the lighting was not ideal. 
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More Railway Air Services history, the settled years, 1934 - 1939 
 

By John C. Symons 
 

[Editor: this is the third part of John’s study of R.A.S. history.  The first part appeared on pages 31 - 32 of the 
December 2016 edition of the Gazette and continued on pages 10 – 16 of the June 2018 edition]. 
 
Introduction 
 

This concluding part to this brief history of the Railway Air Services (RAS) examines the company’s 
operations following the reversion of the GPO’s mail contract to RAS on 2nd December 1935 up to the 
nationalisation of the airline industry on 1st February 1947. 
 
Empire Exhibition, Glasgow, 1938 
One of the major events of 1938 had to be the Empire Exhibition in Glasgow. It opened on 3rd May and ran 
until October. It was located at Bellahouston Park, and during the six months it was open 16 million visitors 
passed through the entrance turnstiles. It was given wide publicity with the use of the special promotional 
slogan postmark (Figure 14), which from as early as February 1938 could be found on mail posted throughout 
the United Kingdom. As a service to facilitate the ease of movement of mail and people RAS extended their 

existing service with a daily flight from London to Glasgow via Liverpool, 
this was in addition to the normal Glasgow to London service via Belfast. 
The first flight left from Renfrew on 2nd May, direct to Liverpool where it 
connected with the Belfast to Croydon service. This service continued to 

operate until 3rd September. 

Figure 15 is an example of a very small 
number of covers prepared for carriage 
on the first flight from Glasgow to 
London. Once again the postmark is of 
vital importance in establishing whether 
or not a cover was flown. This cover was 
posted in Glasgow on 2nd May, the day 
on which this new service was 
inaugurated with the postmark timed at 
6.00 a.m. Whether or not it was posted 
at the show ground is impossible to say. 
Taken to Renfrew Airport, it departed 
for Croydon at 8.45 a.m., landing at 
Liverpool at 10.20 a.m., transferred to 
the Belfast to Croydon service and 
departed at 10.30 a.m., arriving at 
Croydon Airport at 00.01 p.m. Covers 
are known only on the route from 
Glasgow to the south. Covers destined 
for Glasgow for reasons unknown failed 
to be delivered to Croydon prior to the 
flight’s departure at 09.30  a.m. 

On the other hand figure 16 is an 
example of a  first day cover recording 
the first day the exhibition was open to 
the public. First day covers were not 
flown, even though the cover was posted 
at the show ground at the exhibition post 
office. It is postmarked: EXHIBITION 
P.O. GLASGOW /1 30PM/3 MAY/1938. 
This example, if flown, would have been 
carried as far as Liverpool, and then 

forwarded by rail to Llandudno, but in this case the cover was sent all the way by rail. 
 

Figure 15. First flight cover. 

Figure 16. First day cover. 

Figure 14. Promotional postmark. 
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Railway Air Services at War, 1939 to 1945 
 

Over the next months RAS services ran smoothly without the occurrence of any incident of significance. This 
was all to change following the outbreak of World War II, when all flying was grounded. On 3rd September 
1939 a number of RAS aircraft, along with aircraft from other airlines were assembled at Exeter Airport, there 
to come under government control managed by a new organisation known as Associated Airways Joint 
Committee(AAJC), a committee of airline operators that allocated aircraft as directed by the government, 
effectively a nationalised airways network. 

Although all aircraft were grounded at the outbreak of war, following an agreement between the Air Ministry 
and AAJC a number of services, but not for the carriage of mail, resumed operation. As far as RAS was 
concerned there was a single exception which led to the resumption on 6th May 1940 of the service between 
Liverpool and Belfast. During the first years of the war the number of servicemen based in Northern Ireland 
increased considerably and it was felt an air mail service across the Irish Sea would be of significant benefit in 
maintaining morale. An approach was made to AAJC and RAS for the carriage of mail on this service, and 
agreement was reached for the introduction of such a service between Liverpool and Belfast. The mail service 
commenced on 1st September 1941. First flight covers are illustrated in Figures 17 and 18.  On 9th February 
1942, the service between Belfast and Liverpool was extended to carry mail for Glasgow, prior to this date 
mail was only accepted for addresses in England posted in Belfast (Figure 19). All mail went via Liverpool 
where it received priority examination by the censor; it was this that resulted in an accelerated service, rather 
than carriage by air. 
 

Figure 17 (left). First flight cover. Posted in Newport on 
29th August 1941, and held at Liverpool pending 
departure of first flight on 1st September.  Note hand 

cancellation and “blind killer” on 2½d postage stamp. 

Figure 18 (right). First flight cover. Posted in Belfast on 
1st September and flown to Liverpool on the return 
service.  Examined by censor on arrival, and 
subsequently forwarded to CrossKeys, Monmouthshire 
by rail. 

Figure 19 (left). First flight cover. Posted in Portadown 
on 8th February 1942 for carriage on 9th. Although 
annotated “BELFAST–GLASGOW” it was addressed to 
Sutton Coldfield  where it arrived on 10th February 
having been forwarded by rail from Liverpool. 
Like the previous covers the franking  is correct being 
2½d  inland rate plus 3d air surcharge. 

Proof of arrival on 

reverse of cover 

Field guarantee  
on reverse of 

cover 
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Great Western and Southern Air Lines Ltd 
 
On 3rd December 1938 the Great 
Western and Southern Air Lines Ltd 
(GW&SAL) was founded taking over the 
routes of RAS that were sponsored by the 
Great Western and Southern Railways. 
The routes broadly covered the southern 
half of England and Wales (Cardiff) 
extending from Kent in the east to 
Liverpool in the north and the Isles of 
Scilly in the west. 

The majority of the new company’s route 
network was solely a passenger only 
service, except for one. This was the 
short hop from the Isles of Scilly, a group 

of small inhabited islands some 12 miles 
from the Cornish mainland over which 
was operated a passenger and mail 
service from St Mary’s Airport to Land’s 
End Airport, near Penzance. Two aircraft 
operated over this sea crossing, both de 
Havilland DH 84 Dragons. 

This service continued up to the outbreak 
of World War II, and thereafter 
throughout the years of hostilities right up 
to nationalisation of the airline industry in 
1947. During the war years GW&SAL 
had a route mileage of only 29 miles, that 
is the Isles of Scilly service, during which 
period it flew 248,000 miles carried 
31,113 passengers and 66.3 tons of mail 
and freight. During these years the 
company suffered a single tragic accident 

when on 3rd June 1941 Dragon G–ACPY 
was attacked by a Luftwaffe fighter, 
which shot it out of the sky with the loss 
of crew and passengers, a family of five 

who had charted the aircraft for a day trip to the isles seen as a fitting conclusion to their summer holiday. 
The GW&SAL was the last link that Imperial Airways had with RAS and therefore its financial interests in 
the internal air transport of mail and passenger traffic in the United Kingdom ceased. 

Miscellaneous Items 
London Air Mail Postmarks: 

Postmarks are an important 
feature in all the inaugural 
Railway Air Services' flights, 
correlation with timetables 
determines on what day covers 
were actually flown. Provincial 
covers received the standard 
cancellation then in use, machine 
or hand struck. Only on covers 
originating in London were 
special postmarks to be found, 
one machine struck, and three 
hand struck (Figures 22 and 23). 

Figure 20. DH84 Dragon in transit having just departed St Mary’s Airport en 
route to Lands End Airport. 

Figure 21. Posted on arrival at St Mary’s, Isles of Scilly on 2nd November 
1943. A surcharge of 4d was levied collected on departure acknowledged by 
cachet. 
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The cachets of Glasgow's Postmaster: 

The Postmaster-Surveyor at Glasgow, Lt.-Col. E N. Westbury, on 2nd February 1935 introduced the idea of 
applying a special cachet to incoming air mail at Glasgow in order to popularise the internal air mail service. 
The scheme was short-lived, but four distinct cachets are known, the design being adapted from the current air 
mail label. All four cachets are approximately 47mm x 19mm. 

Types 2 and 4 were for bulky packets or registered mail not put through a cancelling machine, type 3 is the 
one most commonly found. 

Beith R (1981), Scottish Air Mails 1919 — 1979, published by the author, pg. 3. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 
The Belfast and Glasgow to London service terminated once peace was restored, nor were any of the other air 
mail services previously operated by RAS restored, only the passenger services were resumed. These 
continued until Clement Atlee’s Labour Government nationalised the airline industry on 1st February 1947, 
when all internal and European services were taken over by British European Airways Corporation (BEA). It 
had been anticipated that rather than introduce a totally new airline structure RAS would inherit the existing 
network and operate it on behalf of the appropriate Government agencies, but it was not to be, although RAS 
did operate its network on behalf of BEA until 1st August 1946. 
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Figure 25. Cachet Type 3. The design of these cachets was derived from the 

stared GPO airmail cachet first issued on 27th July 1934 by T Lee–Elliott. 

Figure 24. The Glasgow Postmaster’s cachets 


