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Editorial 
 
Dear friends, I do hope you are all keeping safe and well in these difficult times.  I for one feel very grateful 
that I have a hobby which can occupy large amounts of time during lockdowns.  Without it I think I would 
have been climbing the walls long ago. 
 
The only good thing I can think of which has resulted from our prolonged incarcerations is Zoom meetings.  
They are proving to be an excellent means for society members to keep in touch and to give presentations.  I 
am sure many of you have participated in such meetings and I wonder if our group might like to indulge.  I am 
very happy to set up and host a meeting and it would be very good to see some of your smiling faces again, 
many of which I haven’t seen since our happy meetings at Stan Wheatcroft’s house all those years ago. 
 
Of course, we will require some presentations which need be only about 5 minutes long. I suggest that if you 
would like to participate then please email me, saying you would like to join a meeting and whether or not you 
could do a presentation.  If I get at least six people willing to present, then it will go ahead, but I think if there 
are less than that, then it will be a non-starter.  For those unfamiliar with Zoom, let me reassure you that it is 
user-friendly and I can send you clear instructions.  If you wish to do a presentation, it will need to be in 
PowerPoint and again, I can help if necessary. 
 
Moving on to this issue of the Gazette, you might notice that it consists of contributions from only Ed Wolf 
and Duncan Crewe, to whom my grateful thanks, and I have filled the rest with my bits and pieces.  There are 
only nineteen of us and the ethos of this group is that everyone contributes at least occasionally.  Very simply, 
I need your help to fill the pages.  Please try.  Thank you. 
 
Apart from the Gazette itself, Duncan Crewe has most generously sent me scans of some very rare and early 
timetables (1920 to 1924) published by LepAerial of 27, Piccadilly, London.  I had not heard of this firm 
before but they appear to be aeronautical travel agents and insurers.  The file sizes are large so you will 
receive them via an email additional to the one carrying this Gazette. 
 
I am delighted to welcome a new member, who some of you will know: Dr. Christopher Cooksey, who is a 
Life Vice- President of the Rhodesian Study Circle and, happily, is developing an interest in aerophilately. 
 
Our Australian member, Ed Wolf, has produced a second edition of his 2012 publication, “The Flight of the 
Old Carthusian,” which is the story of the Handley Page V/1500 which made the first through flight from 
England to India from 13 December 1918 to 23 January 1919.  This second edition is the result of 
collaboration with Laurence Kimpton and expanded knowledge gained from research on the internet.  The 
book is 130 pages long and because it weighs over 500 gms., would be very expensive to post from Australia. 
Very generously, Ed is offering to supply the book on a disc at the special price of £10 to our members.  If 
you would like a copy, contact Ed at eswolf@optusnet.com.au.  He has provided the summary which follows: 
 
 Immediately after the cessation of World War 1, Major MacLaren of the Royal Air Force was selected to fly an aeroplane 
from England to India, a “through flight” of 5,560 miles that had not previously been attempted. 
 The decision taken in secret on the 12th November 1918 was to use the untried Giant Handley Page V/1500 bomber as the 
means of transport. England’s first four engined bomber had been designed to bomb Berlin and was about to do so when the cease 
fire order came.  
 What follows is an amazing story outlining many of the trials and tribulations that affected the personnel and their “machine” 
before they ultimately reached their goal. 
 A fifty-year celebration of the event occurred in 1968/69, but was overshadowed by the 50th anniversary of Ross Smith’s 
flight to Australia at the end of the same year.  Much has been written, gleaned from contemporary newspapers, subsequent crew 
interviews, articles, books and hearsay but the end result was a confusion of facts and fables. 
 The main reason for the lack of detail was that the flight was commissioned by the R.A.F in wartime and all files relating to 
the flight were classified  under the Official Secrets Act including Major MacLaren’s 63 page private log, written as it happened . 
 It was Ed Wolf of Sydney who subsequently realised that after 50 years the Act requires the release of previously classified 
information, so he travelled to Kew to research the topic.  The result for aviation enthusiasts and the general public is they now have 
access to the factual story. 

  
Finally, you will remember that at the foot of every December editorial there was a reminder to send me your 
subscriptions. But no more! Remember: do not send me any money.  This magazine is now free!  Let joy be 
unconfined!  Have a very Happy Christmas and a safe and healthy New Year.  With best wishes from Peter. 
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Indian Aerophilatelists and the 1931  
Imperial Airways First Experimental Flight to Australia 

 

By Ed Wolf 

 
This is the story of the first experimental flight from England to Australia, with emphasis on the cancellations 
on the various covers emanating within India. What they reveal is that certain aspects of the flight and its 
philatelic facts need revision. 
The flight plan of the venture from England was well established as far as Delhi. What was needed was a track 
beyond that city as Imperial Airways had not ventured beyond this point. 
The degree of urgency can best be gauged by the fact that the first notion of the extension past Delhi was 
raised within the British Post Office on  Saturday March 28 1931  and the actual flight took off the following 
Saturday morning April 4 from Croydon. It followed the standard Imperial India route through the European 
Balkans and arrived at Karachi on Sunday April 12. 
In that first hectic week before the flight, the Post Office announced two flights three weeks apart and sent the 
details to the Press, the Post Office daily Lists and the Post Office Circular. With little time for the philatelists 
in England to ensure that they could prepare any items to commemorate the event, there was nevertheless an 
impressive almost 300 lbs of mail stowed on take-off destined for places beyond Delhi and  Australian and 
New Zealand ports. 
The British mail consisted of the following: - 

Calcutta 1 bag (13 ½ lbs) 
Rangoon 1 bag (15 lbs) 
Singapore 3 bags (67 ¾lbs) 
Australia ports 13 bags (287 lbs) 

 
 It is instructive to realise that there were no bags made up for other intermediate places in London and that 
the bags, under standard practice, were sealed.  For example, mail intended for Jodhpur (the first port East of 
Delhi) would have flown to Calcutta in the Calcutta bag and then returned by surface to Jodhpur. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1. Melbourne April 23, 1931, a typical set of sealed mail bags heading for England. 

 
Mail picked up along the way would need to be sorted at the point of departure and bagged accordingly. 
However, there appears no mention in any of the literature of any mail picked up along the way until we get to 
Karachi India. 
  
In India, the philatelists were hard at work to commemorate this historic event. The two rival societies in 
Calcutta “The Aero Philatelic Club of Calcutta” with its energetic Hon. Secretary Charles Griffiths and the 
other resident Calcutta dentist, Stephen Smith of the “Indian Airmail Society” made sure that they covered the 
field. Another keen collector/dealer was K.N. Kapur in Delhi. No doubt there were others but these three were 
certainly prominent. 
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These gentlemen wanted to record the flight right across India in all its stages. One problem was they were not 
entirely sure where the landing places were going to be. This is especially so once the flight went further East 
beyond Burma. It also meant that they had to send envelopes under cover to the various postmasters with a 
request that they cancel the mail locally and then forward it on the aircraft as it passed through. They had a 
little more time to get organised than their British counterparts but not much. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2 
 
Figure 2 shows a typical example of an intermediate cover created by Charles Griffith from Jodhpur to Alor 
Star. In this case the cover was registered and terminated at destination, some others were returned to the 
sender creating multiple cancellations. Since Griffiths is domiciled in Calcutta, this item, fully franked, was 
sent under separate cover to Jodhpur. There, after completing the registration requirements, it was included in 
their mail bag for Alor Star. 
 
There must have been other individuals who wanted to be obtain souvenirs of this historic flight and there 
certainly were also genuine letters sent along the route. 
 
The difficulty I have, is to determine from the quantities quoted, which are official, and which are supplied by 
one or other of the major philatelists. None of the referenced sources i.e, Anstee [1], Smith [2], Pickering [3] 
or Walker [4] indicate the source of their information, so we have no way of checking on it. One issue is 
certain, there are varying numbers associated with each leg of the trip. In many cases we have no idea at all.  
One thing that does come through is that the overall quantity is not all that large when compared to other 
flights. For instance, Pickering quotes a number of 15,000 covers being flown from England on that first 
experimental flight and then says “in addition to those picked up at many stops along the route. In India and 
Burma, a total of 1,818 were taken aboard from seven places, of which 495 for Indian destinations;556 for 
Burmese destinations; 207 for Malaya ;560 for Australia and beyond.” From the Australian PMG Annual 
report 1930-31, we get that the real number was 13,188. 
 
Hence a little more than 13% is added to the overall load and most of those do not go to the end point, 
Darwin, in any case.  Yet if we add up the numbers quoted by Gordon Anstee, we get Delhi to Calcutta 182 
and Allahabad to Calcutta 148, making 330 covers only. Even that low number incorporates those items for 
the three Burmese destinations.  Clearly there are covers not accounted for in Anstee’s count. An obvious 
example is those emanating from Karachi and Jodhpur. 
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Perhaps Anstee was only aware of the Stephen Smith covers and not of any other interested parties. An 
alternative reason why those covers are not in Anstee’s count, or created by Smith, is perhaps because neither 
the Karachi nor Jodhpur covers are technically first flights, the route already having been established to Delhi 
by December 1929. That premise is confirmed in Anstee’s omitting any covers or cards from stops before 
Allahabad, i.e. the first new stopping place on this historic flight. 
 
You may also notice that there seems to be an emphasis on Calcutta where Smith was based, in Anstee’s 
comments. From my personal observation, no covers have been sighted, created by Smith from Karachi or 
Jodhpur, only Griffiths cards and covers are evident.   
 
The actual staging across India can be followed by the covers that have been left behind and the diligent use 
of the back stamp, sometimes applied on the front for lack of space, on the envelopes helps us to discover 
what happened. That is where the philatelic research starts after the event. 
 
I have used the respected New Zealand Aero historian Douglas Walker and British expert Peter Wingent [5] 
as the source for much information but even these do not tell the full story. 
 
The flight plan across India is shown as in the table below.  Where Walker records “via”, I have interpreted 
that as stopping for fuel and have added the notation of fuel, overnight or overflown to indicate where there 
was a stop or not. My conclusions on dates, come from the cancellations of the covers I have sighted or 
possess.  
 
My addition of Bima to the flight plan, is to incorporate the covers that were created in India, before it was 
realised that the aircraft would go to Rambang instead. Consequently, there are no covers addressed to 
Rambang or Koepang! 
 
 

1931 1st Experimental to Australia - Indian sector Path 
      

 Arrive Depart* Place    
 Apr-12 Apr-13 Karachi Overnight  
  Apr-13 Jodhpur Fuel  
  Apr-13 Delhi Fuel  
 Apr-13 Apr-14 Allahabad Overnight  
 Apr-14 Apr-15 Calcutta Overnight  
  Apr-15 Akyab Fuel  
  Apr-15 Rangoon Fuel  
  Apr-15 Tavoy Overflown  
 Apr-15 Apr-16 Victoria Point Overnight  
  Apr-16 Alor Star Overflown  
 Apr-16 Apr-17 Singapore Overnight  
  Apr-17 Muntok Fuel  
 Apr-17 Apr-18 Batavia Overnight  
  Apr-18 Semarang Fuel  
 Apr-18 Apr-19 Soerabaja Overnight  
  Apr-19 Rambang Fuel  
  Apr-19 Bima Overflown  
  Apr-19 Koepang Crash  
   Darwin   
      
  * Source Douglas Walker 1986   
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The following table is a composite of information provided by Gordon Anstee [6] and Stephen Smith [7] plus 
the result of checking the cancellations on over 100 covers. 
 

Indian Mail Bags prepared for the flight 
Karachi to  Jodhpur    
 Delhi    
 Allahabad (14)    
 Calcutta (72)    
 Rangoon (15-40) Akyab Tavoy (Apr 17) Vic. Pt. (Apr 22) 
 Singapore Alor Star (Apr 18) Batavia Bima 
 Darwin  Sydney   
Jodhpur Delhi    
 Allahabad    
 Calcutta (25)    
 Rangoon  Akyab Tavoy (Apr 17) Vic. Pt. (Apr 22) 
 Singapore Alor Star Batavia Bima 
 Darwin     
Delhi to Allahabad    
 Calcutta (85 or 182)    
 Rangoon  Akyab Tavoy (Apr 17) Vic. Pt. (Apr 22) 
 Singapore Alor Star Batavia Bima 
 Darwin     
Allahabad  Calcutta (148)    

 Rangoon (32) Akyab (6) Tavoy (Apr 17) 
Vic. Pt. (5 or 9) (Apr 
22) 

 Singapore Alor Star Batavia Bima 
 Darwin     
Calcutta Akyab (32)    

 Rangoon (168) 
Tavoy (30)(Apr 
17)  

Vic. Pt.(30)(Apr 
22)  

 Singapore (57) Alor Star Batavia Bima 
 Darwin (91) Rest of AUS (127) New Zealand (50?)  
Akyab  Rangoon? Tavoy? Vic. Pt.?  
Rangoon Tavoy    
 Vic. Pt. (1) (15 Apr)    
 Singapore Alor Star Batavia Bima 
 Darwin  Melbourne   
Tavoy  Vic. Pt. (Apr 22)    
 Singapore Alor Star Batavia Bima 
 Darwin     
Alor Star  Sydney (123 incl. NZ)   
Johore  Sydney (84 incl. NZ))   
Singapore   Sydney (273)    

 
The 2nd column defines the drop off destination, subsequent columns are the additional destinations in the 
same bag. Numbers in brackets are quantities from quoted sources. Dates are the arrival date stamps on the 
covers. 
 
In Anstee’s article he writes, “As the Indian Post Office did not receive sufficient notice that the mail would be 
dropped at Akyab, mails prior to Calcutta, i.e. from Karachi, Jodhpur, Delhi and Allahabad were included in 
the Rangoon bag and forwarded to their destination by steamer. The same applies to mails for Victoria Point  
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and Tavoy. In consequence, letters and cards dropped off at Akyab, Tavoy and Victoria Point are very 
scarce.” 
 
I had some difficulty understanding what he was saying and have interpreted it as follows: 
 
Mail from Karachi, Jodhpur, Delhi and Allahabad destined for Akyab, Tavoy and Victoria Point were 
included in the Rangoon bags from each of those places. It is presumed that each of the four named cities 
would have produced a closed bag for Rangoon and thus by the time Rangoon was reached there would have 
been 5 bags from Indian cities (including the bag from Calcutta) as well as the bag from London for clearing. 
From Calcutta, mail for Tavoy and Victoria Point were also included in the Rangoon bag. 
 
For items starting at Karachi there does not appear to be any count available for the next few stopping places. 
We don’t know how many covers were created by the three main protagonists but some samples from Charles 
Griffiths show that he had at least one item for each of the stops. 
 

Figures 3 and 4 show the 
front and back of a sample 
of the Charles Griffiths’ 
general purpose cards with 
additional annotation in red. 
Posted at Karachi on April 
11 to be on board the April 
12 flight to Allahabad, 
cancelled there on April 14. 
 
The back of the card being 
glossy would not 
accommodate a backstamp, 
so the card was cancelled on 
the front. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3 

Figure 4 
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The covers and cards that have 
been sighted from Jodhpur 
have an additional interesting 
philatelic aspect. The postal 
canceller has the date slug 
upside down to the rest of the 
instrument as can be seen in the 
example in figure 5. The 
rectangular cachet, correctly 
used, was applied at Rangoon 
where the card was dropped 
before continuing to Tavoy by 
steamer. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

There are a lot of covers from 
Delhi created by Mr. H.N. 
Kapur. An example is shown 
in figure 6. Rather than a 
general card such as 
produced by Griffiths, the 
envelopes were printed 
especially for the event. 
 
The backstamp of Victoria 
Point April 22 31, indicates 
that mail was offloaded at 
Rangoon (on April 15) and 
continued south by steamer. 
 
 
 

 
An example of Stephen 
Smith’s effort is the 
cover from Allahabad to 
Victoria Point shown in 
figure 7. The additional 
3-line cachet in black is 
repeated on the back of 
this envelope also but is 
not official, most likely 
applied by Smith 
himself. Someone wrote 
in pencil that only nine 
items were carried. The 
backstamp of Victoria 
Point April 22 31, 
indicates that mail was 
offloaded at Rangoon 
(on April 15) and 
continued south by steamer. 
 
 

Figure 5 

Figure 6 

Figure 7 
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The aircraft left Calcutta 
on April 15 for the fuel 
stop at Akyab where it 
dropped off the Calcutta 
created covers. This is 
confirmed by the 
backstamp of April 15 11 
AM on the Stephen Smith 
letter for Akyab in fig. 8. 
There appears to have 
been no mail created at 
Akyab for any of the next 
stages of the flight - at 
least I have not sighted 
any. 

The unofficial 3-line cachets were 
added subsequently at Calcutta by 
Stephen Smith. 
 
 
 
The aircraft next took off for 
Rangoon where it again stopped 
for fuel, dropped off its 6 bags of 
mail. It was at Rangoon that there 
was the first official recognition 
by way of a cachet placed on the 
incoming and outgoing mail. 

 
Two small rectangular 
boxed ones were used 
reading either FIRST 

AIRMAIL/EUROPE- 
BURMA or FIRST 

AIRMAIL/BURMA-
AUSTRALIA.. 
See figure 9. 

There was some confusion 
as to which cachet to 
apply. Clearly the 
incoming mail should have 
had the first and the 
outgoing mail the second. 
However, all the incoming 
mail sighted is known with 
the incorrect cachet. 
 

Figure 8 

Figure 9 
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When the Rangoon bags were cleared, some covers were backstamped April 15 11 AM, others 4.30 PM, and 
in some cases, both! Mail from the same Karachi bag intended for Victoria Point received the correct marking 
of BURMA-AUSTRALIA despite the short distance it travelled along that route. 
 
The additional covers for 
Akyab, Tavoy and Victoria 
Point would have been 
separated and prepared for 
surface delivery by steamers 
northwards for Akyab and 
southwards for Tavoy and 
Victoria Point.  
 
The steamer journey is 
confirmed by the backstamp 
on the Akyab covers 
bearing the date of April 21 
and a manuscript note in red 
by the Akyab Postmaster 
“Recd. via Rangoon 
21/4/31.” (Figure 10). 
 

The DH66  City of Cairo then headed for a 
possible landing at Tavoy, which it ignored 
(proven by the arrival stamp on the front of 
the cover backstamp of April 17) and a 
certain landing and overnight stop at 
Victoria Point on April 15. (Figure 11). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
The Victoria Point steamer delivery was 
not until April 22. 
 
A unique flown cover exists, shown in 
figure 12, from Rangoon to Victoria 
Point carrying the backstamp of April 15 
with a red manuscript signed by the 
local postmaster reading “received at 
5.40 PM by Airmail.” 
 
A letter from Charles Griffiths written in 
1945 authenticates the cover. It is shown 
in figure 13. 

Figure 10 

Figure 11 

Figure 12 
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Anstee also records that 
covers from Tavoy to 
Victoria Point went 
direct by air but as the 
aircraft did not stop at 
Tavoy that was not 
possible. The Tavoy 
cancellation indicates 
that the letter was 
initially delivered by 
steamer having been 
dropped off at Rangoon 
as an “Under cover 
letter” for Tavoy 
arriving on April 17 and 
then going on by same 
or other steamer to 

Victoria Point where it 
received the April 22 
backstamp. A clear April 
22 backstamp proves 
that the cover came by 
steamer, not  by air. 
(Figure 14) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Other covers prepared to be sent from Tavoy were for destinations such as Alor Star, Singapore, Batavia, 
Bima and Darwin.  From the Batavia and Bima covers in my possession, it appears that these covers were 
withheld at Tavoy or moved by surface mail to Alor Star until the Second Experimental service came through 
two weeks later with the Southern Cross flown by Kingsford Smith. 
 

Figure 13 

Figure 14 
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This is confirmed by the 
Singapore date stamp of 
May 8. Kingsford Smith 
ignored the trip to Batavia 
and went direct to 
Soerabaja where the 
Batavia destined cover 
shown in figure 15 was 
stamped 9.5.31 6-7 N (N 
meaning in the afternoon). 
It was stamped the next 
day in Batavia and then 
went on the return journey 
to eventually end up back 
in Calcutta by June 24, but 
that is another story. 

 
The Bima destined cover 
shown in figure 15 had an 
even more bizarre journey 
when we follow its 
cancellations. Like the 
Batavia cover it went with 
the Southern Cross to 
Soerabaja, but as it had to 
travel further east, it went 
with the privately chartered 
Pattist aircraft Abel 
Tasman to Koepang on 
May 13 overflying Bima 
on the way! 
 

 
Anstee has this recorded as 
receiving its diamond 
shaped cachet at Bima 
rather than at Soerabaja. 
The letter was then 
returned to Soerabaja on 
May 21 and finally reached 
Bima on June 3. Again, 
that was not the end of its 
journey it went back to 
Soerabaja on its way to its 
sender in Calcutta and was 
despatched to Calcutta on 
October 2 to arrive home at 
Calcutta on October 15! 
 
 
 
The City of Cairo in the meantime continued on its way from Victoria Point overflying Alor Star to arrive at 
Singapore on April 16 for an overnight stay. (Figure 16). 
 
On April 17 the DH66, stopped at Muntok on the island of Banka for fuel and them made it to Batavia for 
another overnight stop. 
 

Figure 14 

Figure 15 



12         December 2020 (Issue 58)        Imperial Airways Gazette 
 
 

On April 18 it took off from 
Batavia went along the northern 
coastline of Java stopping at 
Semarang for fuel and stayed 
overnight at Soerabaja. The 
next day after refuelling at 
Rambang they ran into a violent 
storm which slowed down their 
progress and increased their fuel 
usage to such an extent that they 
decided on an emergency 
landing at Koepang.  
 
Unfortunately, the chosen area 
was not free of obstructions and 
the aircraft crashed but the crew 
and the mail were uninjured. 
 
That was the end of the First Imperial Airways Experimental flight to Australia. Several other parties would 
be involved in completing the journey to the Australian mainland and then to the various major southern 
cities. 
 
References: 
[1] Gordon R. Anstee, India Post May 1963  see appendix. 
[2] Stephen Smith, First Flights in India, Indian Airmail Society, 1932. Retold in FIAP Journal 1993 by 

Dr.D.J.Banerjee.  
[3] John Pickering, The Routes of the Valkyries. Picton publishing. Chippenham, Great Britain 1977. 
[4] Douglas Walker, Airmails of New Zealand Volume II, The Airmail Society of NZ, 1986. 
[5] Peter Wingent, Aircraft Movements on Imperial Airways’ Eastern Route Volume 1, 1999. 
[6] Gordon Anstee, op. cit. 
[7] Stephen Smith, op. cit. 

 

 
Questions and Answers 

 
In the June 2020 Gazette, Nick Arrow asked why mail to Italy, carried on the first northbound service from 
Cape Town was apparently offloaded at Athens then sent from there to Brindisi by sea.  Both John Berridge 
and Duncan Crewe have responded with replies which I think explain the circumstances very clearly.  Thank 
you both. 
 
John replied as follows: “I attach scans of my two Bulawayo covers to Italy. There must have been a correct 
bag for Brindisi containing my covers which was taken off the Sylvanus on arrival there as my Brindisi cover 
was cancelled at 1pm on 14 February. The cover to Turin (arrival 6-7 16 February) reached its destination in a 
day and a half - the rail journey from Brindisi to Turin is about 800 miles and would have taken over a day 
even with good connections. As Nicholas suggests, not all the Italian mail was in the Brindisi bag, having 
been taken off Sylvanus at Athens and given Greek cancels, unlike my two covers.” 
 

Figure 16 

John Berridge cover 1 
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Duncan replied as follows: “I have three covers to Italy by this flight all of which received Athens transit cancels. 
However two of them, addressed to Brindisi and Naples both have Brindisi Posta Aerea arrival cancels for 14.2.32 
showing that they were sorted in time to be flown on the next morning. The third is addressed to Torino and simply has a 
Torino back stamp for 17 February. 
Rather than the covers having all been mis-sorted by the South Africa postal authorities, I think that they were bagged up 
on Athens as the Office of Exchange. I also have a cover to Cyprus that also received an Athens back stamp. 
In a similar way I have covers from the flight addressed to Switzerland, Belgium, Germany and Denmark which all have 
Paris transit cancels. 
I also note that covers from South Africa to Tanganyika were bagged up on Mbeya. All my covers to Dodoma, Zanzibar, 
Moshi and Mwanza have been back stamped Mbeya on 6 FE 32. 
As you know my main area of collecting is Hong Kong and when Imperial Airways opened its feeder service from Hong 
Kong in March 1936 then the Hong Kong post office bagged up all its mail for eastern Europe on Athens and that for 
western Europe, other than Britain and Eire, on Paris and I have a post office list showing this. It also shows all mail for 
India was bagged up on Calcutta even that addressed to other Indian calling points on the service like Delhi and Karachi. 
Mail was usually sent on by rail from Calcutta. In a similar way mail from Hong Kong to African destinations was 
bagged up on Alexandria.”  Duncan’s covers are shown below. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

John Berridge cover 2 
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Acceptance of air mail from The Sudan, 1929-1930 
 

By Peter Wingent 
 

In March 1929, Imperial Airways commenced a weekly service between 
Croydon and Karachi. It appears from the three covers featured, that 
mail from The Sudan was sent on a regular basis to connect with this 
service.  It was not until March 1931 that Imperial Airways commenced 
a regular service to East Africa which passed through The Sudan. Thus 
during 1929 and 1930 mail connected with Imperial Airways at 
Alexandria via the well established train – steamer – train route from 
The Sudan to Egypt, shown in the map in figure 1 and the timetable in 
figure 2. 
 
Having been unable to find a single reference to these early acceptances 
in any books, journals or official documents, I wrote to Richard Stock to 
ask if he was aware of any references.  (Richard is Vice-President of the 
Sudan Study Group and Editor of the group’s journal: “Camel Post.” He 
is an acknowledged expert on Sudan postal history). He replied that he 
had found one reference in the “Sudan Almanac” for 1930 which stated, 
“An additional mail to Great Britain and Ireland leaves Khartoum on 
Fridays, Alexandria on Wednesdays (Air Mail) and arrives London 
following Sunday.”  Unfortunately, it did not provide any information 
about postal rates for the air service.  This is particularly frustrating 
because whilst my two covers (figures 3 & 4) are both franked 27 mills., 
Richard’s cover (figure 5) is franked only 23 mills. and is to the U.K., as 
is one of mine.  The 4 mills. difference is inexplicable. 
 
I suspect the overall rate was composed of the 10 mills. per 20 gr. 
ordinary Empire surface fee, plus an air mail fee which seems to vary between 13 and 17 mills.  Richard and I 
would be very pleased if any members can provide exact details of the rates applicable and any further 
information about these acceptances.  Also it would be interesting to see scans of any similar covers. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2. Timetable from “Cook’s Continental Timetables,” March 1931 edition. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1 

Figure 3.  Cover to U.K. datestamped 
Ed-Damer, 11 Oct. 1929.  Flown from 
Alexandria to Croydon by service IW28. 
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Figure 5. Cover to U.K. Datestamped Khartoum, 8 Dec. 1929. Flown from Cairo to Croydon by IW36. 
(Cover courtesy of Richard Stock) 

 
Richard’s cover (fig. 5) conforms exactly to the Cook’s Khartoum to Cairo timetable. The 8th December was 
a Sunday and the 12th was a Thursday.  Similarly, the cover in fig. 4 was posted on a Thursday and must have 
been carried by the Sunday train from Khartoum with arrival at Cairo on Thursday, 28 November. 
 
The cover from Ed Damer (fig. 3) has a Wadi Halfa arrival datestamp of 12 October: a Saturday and a Cairo 
arrival datestamp of 15 October, which was a Tuesday.  Either the services were operating to a different 
schedule at this time, or there had been a serious delay. 
 
Perhaps another indication of the scarcity of these early covers is the fact that in the Mair book of air mail 
labels, the earliest date of introduction in The Sudan of any type of label is 1931. 
 
I repeat my plea for further information and/or examples of similar covers. 
 
Acknowledgement: 
I am very grateful to Richard Stock for the information he provided and for his permission to include the 
illustration of his cover shown in figure 5. 
 

Figure 4. Cover to Dominica, datestamped Khartoum, 21 Nov. 1929. Flown from Alexandria to Croydon by service IW34. 
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The Durban flying boat base 
 

By Peter Wingent 
 

In previous issues of the Gazette the facilities for the handling and maintenance of the flying boats employed 
on the Empire services at Southampton and Rose Bay have been described and now it is the turn of Durban: 
the other terminus of the Empire services. 
 
I suspect there may well be books published in South Africa which include descriptions of the Durban flying 
boat base but here in the U.K. I have found very little.  Back in 2005, this dearth of information led me to 
email the late Dave Morton, who was a member of our Gazette group and lived in Cape Town, to ask if he 
could find more information.  In his enthusiastic and ever-helpful way Dave came up trumps.  He discovered 
that a local surgeon, Dr. John Buchan, was researching Imperial Airways activities in Durban in preparation 
for a book he was intending to write on the subject.  Unfortunately, I cannot trace the book and wonder if it 
was ever published.  Has any reader more information about the existence or non-existence of this book? 
 
However, John Buchan was extremely 
helpful and provided all the interesting 
details of the Durban base which are 
reproduced here.  It was established on 
Salisbury Island: a mangrove-covered 
sandbank in Durban Harbour, named after 
HMS Salisbury, which surveyed the 
harbour area in the 1820s for the newly-
established Port Natal Colony. 
 
In May 1937 two moorings were laid and 
an Imperial Airways office was established 
in a building previously used as a tearoom, 
rented from a Mrs. Anderson.  Two 
photographs of this rather ramshackle 
building are shown in figures 1 and 2.  The 
latter is taken from J.W. Illsley’s book, “In 
Southern Skies” (page 189). 
 

A brick-built storage shed 
was constructed near the 
office to house engine 
spares.  The Captain and 
First Officer stayed at the 
Marine Hotel.  They and 
the mail from the Post 
Office were picked up at 
Gardner Street Jetty.  The 
passengers were taken from 
the small craft harbour 
where the customs launch 
Vigilant and the medical 
launch were kept. There 
was a boarding office for 
passengers on the jetty 
adjacent to the launches. 

 
These details are illustrated in the plan of Durban Harbour shown in figure 3.  The facilities remained much 
the same from June 1937, when the first regular African flying boat services commenced, until April 1940.  
The dramatic photograph of a flying boat at Salisbury Island in figure 4 is taken from Phillip Sims book, 
“Adventurous Empires.” The caption reads, “Canopus taking off from the Salisbury Island fairway, Durban.  
The promontory in the background is called The Bluff.”  
 

Figure 1 

Figure 2 
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It is clear that there was inadequate provision for the maintenance of the aircraft on Salisbury Island and so a 
new base with a hangar and slipway and with much-improved servicing facilities was built on reclaimed land 
at Congella Basin.  The location of this new base is shown in figure 5 and the aerial photograph in figure 6.  It 
was opened officially on 5 April 1940, although the hangar had been in use from late 1939.  The flying boat 
Camilla was hauled to the top of the slipway for the opening ceremony, at which many dignitaries were in 
attendance, as can be seen from the photograph in figures 7 and 8, which was taken from inside the hangar. 
 

Figure 3 

Figure 4 



18         December 2020 (Issue 58)        Imperial Airways Gazette 
 
 

The facilities adjacent to the B.O.A.C. 
base were home to R.A.F. nos. 35 and 262 
Squadrons. 

 
(I have added the yellow rectangle and 
captions to the photograph in figure 6). 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

The photo in figure 7 was published in 
“The Times,” 17 April 1940 edition. 
Despite its poor quality, it is included for 
its caption and to show that the opening 
ceremony was reported in a national 
newspaper.  The original press photo is 
shown in figure 8. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 5 

Figure 6 

Figure 7 

Figure 8 
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Figures 9 and 10 show views of the base at 
Congella.  In figure 9 the B.O.A.C. base is 
seen at the centre top with part of the 
R.A.F. base to its left. 
 
In figure 10, the aircraft at the top of the 
slipway, directly in front of the hangar, is 
the S.33 flying boat Cleopatra (G-AFRA) 
in wartime livery. 
 

 
On 6 April 1940, the day after the 
opening ceremony at Congella, 
Camilla took off from the base at 
06.20 operating service DN259, 
which was the first officially 
under the name of B.O.A.C.  She 
arrived at Poole at 15.20 on 12 
April, which was to schedule 
despite having been delayed by 
“Starboard outer magneto failure” 
at Alexandria, according to the 
April 1940 movement chart. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The cover shown in figure 11 was posted at Dynamite Factory on 2 April 1940 and sent 30 miles by train to 
Cape Town from where it was flown by South African Airways Coast Service to Durban to connect with 
service DN259, operated by Camilla.  Having been delivered to Northumberland Avenue on the 13th, it was 
readdressed to Wimbledon and reposted the same day.  Franked at the 1/3d. per ½ oz. wartime air mail rate. 
 
The card shown in figure 12 was also flown by the first B.O.A.C. service no. DN259.  It was posted at 
Lourenço Marques on 1 April 1940 and was picked up from there by Camilla on the 6th.  The service arrived 
at Dar es Salaam on the 7th but the card was not backstamped until the following morning.  It is franked at the 
Esc.1.20 air mail rate for post cards.  Writing in the May 1940 edition of the “South African Philatelist,” 
I.H.C. Godfrey stated that 27 items were carried from Lourenço Marques to Dar es Salaam by DN259.  The 
“Passed by Censor” handstamp was applied at Dar es Salaam. 

Figure 9 

Figure 10 

Figure 11 
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Acknowledgements: I am very grateful to the late Dave Morton and to John Buchan.  Without their help 
these events could not have been recorded. 
 
 
 

 

Newspaper carried on Mercury trans-Atlantic flight 
 
The copy shown below of the Daily Herald newspaper shown below, which was carried on the Mercury trans-
Atlantic flight in July 1938, was offered at a starting price of £150 on Ebay in June 2020.  There were no bids.  
Having featured other newspapers carried on this flight in earlier editions of the Gazette, I thought this item 
might be of interest to some of our readers. 
(Peter Wingent) 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 12 
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Diamond machine cancels ~ an explanation 
 

By Peter Wingent  
 
Recently, I searched November 1933 editions of “The 
Times” in the hope of finding a report relating to the 
London Post Office Exhibition which opened at that 
time.  I found nothing but because I typed “Post Office” 
in the search box, I found the brief report shown right, 
which was published in the 17 November 1933 edition. 
 
For many years I have noticed occasionally a diamond-
shaped cancel on covers which arrived in the U.K. and 
wondered what was its purpose.  The report provides an 
explanation.  Two examples are shown below. 
 

The report first states that the cancel was 
stamped “on the back” of letters and later 
states that it “cancels the postage stamps.”  
This is clearly a contradiction and in practice 
the diamond marks are found in a wide variety 
of positions on mail, as these examples show. 
 
Whilst the report was published in 1933, the 
covers arrived in the U.K. in 1931 and 1936 
so it appears that the Post Office used this 
method to gather statistics throughout the 
1930s and perhaps before and after. 
 
The cover on the left was posted on 1 July 
1931, which was the first day the air mail rate 
from KUT to the U.K. was increased from 60 
cents to 65 cents per ½ oz. 
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Imperial Airways gold bullion robbery 
 

By Duncan Crewe  
 
Editor: Duncan kindly sent a copy of his extremely unusual recent acquisition shown below, which is a Swiss 
licence for an Imperial Airways pilot to carry a gun when his aircraft was transporting gold bullion. 
 
A few days later, attached to another email from Duncan, scans of the press photograph of the Argosy City of 
Glasgow arrived with the caption on the reverse reporting a gold bullion robbery at Imperial Airways offices 
at Croydon Airport. Frustratingly, the photograph is undated. 
 
Duncan then really came up trumps by discovering a Wikipaedia report of the robbery.  It is a great story for 
which many thanks to Duncan. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A translation reads: 
 
“Mr.  …………………… 
 
pilot of Imperial Airways, is authorised to carry, over Swiss territory, a loaded revolver whilst transporting 
gold. 
 
This authorisation is valid until the time when the pilot has discharged his cargo. The pilot is not given 
authorization, during his free time, to travel on Swiss territory with a loaded firearm.”  
 
 
 
The purple typing on the reverse of the photograph shown on the next page is rather difficult to discern.  It 
reads: 

“£20,000 BULLION ROBBERY 
AT CROYDON AIRPORT 

 

Gold bullion worth £20,000 was stolen from the strong room of 
Imperial Airways offices at Croydon Airport during the night.” 
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Press photo with caption on reverse. 

Account of the theft on 6 March 1935 taken 
from Wikipedia 

On the night of 6 March 1935, Francis 
Johnson was the sole security guard at the 
aerodrome, as was usual. Three boxes of gold, 
bound for Paris and Belgium, had been 
transferred to the strong room of Imperial 
Airways earlier that day. One set of keys to the 
strong room was locked in the superintendent's drawer, and a second set was in the possession of Johnson. He 
was asleep until shortly after 4 am, when a German aircraft arrived. He then left the terminal to receive the 
flight. At that time, the vault was locked.  

A few hours later, the strong room was found unlocked, and £21,000 (equivalent to £1,200,000, in 2016) 
worth of gold bullion, gold sovereigns and American Eagles, which Machinery and Technical Transport 
Limited[ had entrusted to Imperial Airways, was discovered to be missing.  

Three men were arrested and charged: Cecil Swanland, a 47-year-old artist, who had previously been 
convicted of robbery and forgery, and had already served two jail sentences, Silvio "Shonck" Mazzarda, a 38-
year-old bookmaker who was also a member of the Sabini gang and John O'Brien, a man in his 70s.  

Graham Brooks, the prosecuting lawyer at Croydon Borough Police Court, described the robbery as being "as 
dramatic as an Edgar Wallace novel". He explained 

It was a perfectly quiet and peaceful night at Croydon Aerodrome and everyone thought the gold was locked 
in the strong room. At seven in the morning a clerk named Ashton went into the strong room. He went to 
unlock the iron doors but to his surprise found they were unlocked and the room was empty. 

The case against Mazzarda and O'Brien collapsed, however, after Mason, the taxi driver, changed his 
testimony and stated that Mazzarda was not in the taxi.  

Swanland was sentenced to seven years imprisonment for his crime. Mazzarda and O'Brien were acquitted. 

There still remain unsolved mysteries surrounding the robbery, including the identities of some of the gang 
members, and what happened to the gold. After the robbery, Swanland's wife, now evicted, moved in with her 
mother at 28 Dean Street, where the police believed the gold had been transported. She applied to leave 
money for her husband at Wandsworth Prison, and was noted to have a significant sum in the bank following 
the theft. 

The robbery came before the House of Lords in 1939, in a case known as Philippson and Others v. Imperial 
Airways, Limited, in which the victims sought compensation from Imperial Airways for their loss, in respect 
to gold they had consigned for transfer between London and Belgium. The case turned on the exact terms and 
conditions of carriage between the parties, with the Lords ruling in favour of the claimants. 
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AW Argosy cockpit sunshield 
 

Material provided by Duncan Crewe 
 
Duncan Crewe recently acquired the two photographs shown below.  They are of French origin, probably 
taken privately on a Kodak-type camera and feature the Argosy City of Glasgow (G-EBLF). On the reverse of 
one a manuscript note reads, “Refuelling at Assuit 1932.”  Duncan was surprised to see that instead of the 
usual windscreen at the front of the cockpit, a structure providing overhead protection from the sun was fitted. 
 
AW Argosy aircraft were employed on the Cairo to Khartoum 
section of the African route.  It must have been extremely hot in the 
open cockpits of these aircraft whilst flying over the desert and so it 
is likely that the pilots requested the engineers at Cairo to fit some 
protection from the direct rays of the sun. The photos shown on this 
page are the only ones Duncan has seen of an Argosy fitted with a 
sunshield and he asks if any reader has photographs of any other 
Argosy fitted with one of these shields? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Duncan searched through a thick file of magazine articles and found the photograph shown below left on page 
290 of the May 1995 edition of “Air International.”  It is the same aircraft. 

 
 

Duncan also found the post card - above right – of the 
City of Arundel (G-EBOZ) at Istres in southern 
France, presumably on her delivery flight to Africa. 
A sunshield can be seen clearly in the photo. 
 

Surprisingly, a normal windscreen has replaced the 
sunshield in the photo shown bottom right of the City 
of Arundel, taken at Khartoum during the first service 
to East Africa in March 1931. 
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Southbound African service AS160 
 

By Peter Wingent 
 
Service AS160 is notable for having required two aircraft 
to operate it all the way from Brindisi to Johannesburg 
which, so far as I am aware, was the only occasion this 
happened. The most likely reason is that there were too 
many passengers for a single aircraft to carry, although it 
might have been due to a very large amount of freight. 
Some of you may have my “Africa Movements” book, 
but for those who do not, the scan on the right shows the 
only aircraft movements which I was able to record from data given in “The Times.”  Because it is so scant, 
the fact that two aircraft operated so much of the service is hardly apparent. 
 
Following many visits in later years to the Guildhall Library, London, I am able to provide a far more detailed 
record of AS160 using returns published in “Lloyd’s Daily List.” This is shown below (times are L.S.T.): 
 
Croydon dep. 12.50 21 March Hengist 
Paris arr. 14.53 21 March Hengist 
Brindisi dep.     - 23 March Scipio &     - 23 March Sylvanus 
Athens arr. 14.40 23 March Scipio & 15.25    23 March Sylvanus 
Athens dep. 05.10 24 March Scipio & 06.10    24 March Sylvanus 
Alexandria arr. 13.25 24 March Scipio 
Cairo arr.     16.30 24 March Sylvanus 
[Lloyd’s List of 27 March stated, “The mail which arrived at Alexandria by the liner Scipio (G-ABFA) on 
March 24 was carried by train to Cairo.”] 
Cairo dep. 02.00 25 March Hadrian & 04.10 25 March City of Karachi 
Khartoum arr. 16.10 25 March Hadrian & 16.40 25 March City of Karachi 
Khartoum dep. 06.30 26 March Hadrian & 08.30 26 March City of Karachi 
Juba arr. 16.05 26 March Hadrian & 16.35 26 March City of Karachi 
Juba dep. 06.00 27 March Hadrian & 06.10 27 March City of Karachi 
Kisumu arr. 13.05 27 March Hadrian & 14.00 27 March City of Karachi 
Kisumu dep.     - 27 March Andromeda &     - 27 March Atalanta 
Nairobi arr. 16.30 27 March Andromeda & 16.30 27 March Atalanta 
Nairobi dep. 06.55 28 March Andromeda &  07.35 28 March Atalanta 
Mbeya arr. 17.05 28 March Andromeda &      - 28 March Atalanta 
Mbeya dep.     - 29 March Andromeda &  07.30 29 March Atalanta 
Salisbury arr. 15.55 29 March Andromeda &  16.00 29 March Atalanta 
Salisbury dep. 07.20 30 March Andromeda &  07.30 30 March Atalanta 
Jo’burg. arr. 15.10 30 March Andromeda &  15.20 30 March Atalanta 
Jo’burg. dep.     - 31 March Amalthea 
Cape Town arr. 16.10 31 March Amalthea 
 
These movements are also shown on the March 
1934 Imperial Airways movement chart.  What a 
difference to the knowledge available when I was 
writing my book in 1989/1990. Yes, that long ago! 
 
I was reminded of AS160 only when I recently 
obtained the cover shown right.  It was posted in 
Cairo on 24 March 1934 and was flown to Juba by 
the service on the 25th and 26th in either Hadrian 
or City of Karachi.  It was then sent by road to 
Faradje and during the journey received an Aba 
transit datestamp of the 27th on the reverse. 
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New terminal building at Lake Bracciano 
 

By Peter Wingent 
 

 
The photo below is from “The Times,” Monday, 11 July 1938 edition. Although poor quality, it provides an 
alternative view of the new building and the 90 feet long jetty. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A fine photo of the new terminal building is 
shown on the front cover. The report below 
and the photos to the right were published in 
the August 1938 edition of the real “Imperial 
Airways Gazette,” and were kindly sent to 
me by Duncan Crewe. 
 

The report mentions that the first I.A. aircraft 
to arrive after the opening was the Centaurus. 
She had taken over Australian service IW667 
at Alexandria.  
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Additional questions from Nick Guy 
 
Nick emailed me to ask if I would include in this journal two questions which were published in the May 2020 
edition of the “Airmail News” to which no answers were forthcoming.  I have copied them from Airmail 
News to reproduce them below and hope that at least one reader can come up with answers. 
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Southbound African service AS127 
 

By Peter Wingent 
 

This is the story of another southbound African service which is more interesting than I thought previously, 
due to finding recently the innocuous-looking cover shown below.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
It has a London F.S./Air Mail datestamp of 2 August 
1933 but the interesting factor is the Capetown arrival 
datestamp of 12 August, timed at 6PM.  It was flown 
by service AS127 which, according to my African 
Movements book arrived at Cape Town on 13 August, 
not the 12th.  A scan from my book is shown right. 
 
“The Times,” my only source of information when 
researching my book back in 1989/90, gave only the 
departure date from Jo’burg. and the Capetown arrival 
date.  Using data obtained later from “Lloyd’s Daily 
List” I am able to show that the delay to the service 
occurred at Kimberley and that the arrival date of 13 August at Capetown is confirmed.  The “Lloyd’s List” 
returns for the last section of the service are shown below: 
 
 Johannesburg arr. 16.05 11 Aug. Amalthea 
 Johannesburg dep. 07.05 12 Aug. Atalanta 
 Kimberley arr.     - 12 Aug. Atalanta 
 Kimberley dep.     - 13 Aug. Arethusa 
 Capetown arr. 15.55 13 Aug. Arethusa 
 
The Lloyd’s List” returns show that having taken over the service at Jo’burg., Atalanta broke down at 
Kimberley and there was not sufficient time for the replacement aircraft, Arethusa, to reach Kimberley and 
then continue the service to Capetown on the 12th. 
 
However, the backstamp on the cover proves that the mail arrived at Capetown on the 12th. The flight from 
Jo’burg. to Kimberely took approximately 3 hours, so estimating an arrival time of Atalanta at Kimberley of 
circa 10.05 on the 12th, I wondered if the mail was forwarded to Capetown by train.  I have a 1936 South 
African Railways timetable and this shows that even express trains took around 20 hours for the journey.  
Thus, the conclusion must be that the mail was flown and the question then arises, was it by a private charter 
or, to my mind more likely, by Union Airways?  I suppose it would depend upon what aircraft were available 
at Kimberley on the morning of the 12th.  The incident was probably reported in a South African newspaper 
and the answer lies there waiting to be discovered. 


