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Editorial 
 
Welcome to the summer edition of our Gazette.  First I would like to offer a warm welcome to a new member 
of our group: Nick Guy, who already has contributed the first article in this edition.  Nick is editor of the 
Bulletin of the East African Study Circle, in which the article was first published, and it is reproduced here 
with his permission. 
 
There are twelve diverse articles for your pleasure in this edition, for which many thanks to the contributors.  
In addition to the PDF and Word versions of the magazine, the disc contains five other folders, the details of 
which are as follows and are identified by their names which are underlined: 
 

1) Maia from Terry HW: Terry Hare-Walker sent a four page magazine article describing the end of 
Maia, the lower half of the Short-Mayo composite, from Bombs dropped on her by the Luftwaffe in 
Poole Harbour in 1941. 

 
2) Duncan photos and RSA lecture:  Duncan Crewe has very kindly shared with us a number of photos 

he has recently acquired featuring the South Africa PO stands at the 1936 Johannesburg Empire 
Exhibition and the 1935 Pretoria Agricultural Exhibition, the PO van attached to the train used for the 
1934 royal tour and a 1925 photo of the arrival at Wynburg of the first mail carried by the South 
African Air Force service. 
There is also a timetable of air services from Greece for May to August 1933 and a copy of the 23 
pages of the script for a lecture entitled “Air Communications in Africa,” given early in 1931 by 
George Woods Humphrey. 

 
3) Indian PO Notices:  Duncan has also kindly sent copies of five Indian PO Notices issued in 1929 

which contain a wealth of information. 
 

4) Ed Wolf extras:  Ed Wolf, in Sydney, Australia, wrote to me saying that he had been having a turnout 
and attached scans of all sorts of ephemera. 

 
5) I.A. marine craft:  A photo I saw on Ebay featuring an I.A. control launch led me to look more closely 

at the roles played by the airline’s marine craft. My findings ended up in an article twenty pages long 
and so it is included here because it is far too long for inclusion in the main magazine.  I cannot recall 
this subject having been written about previously and whilst it is perhaps only of peripheral interest, 
the marine craft played an important role in Imperial Airways’ operations. 

 
The flying boat facilities at Southampton are often featured in our magazine but never those at the other end of 
the Eastern route, i.e. at Rose Bay, Sydney.  I recently came across the photo below of the terminal building at 
Rose Bay and, as I have no other news, I thought would fill the rest of this page!  
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World War II North American air mail before Pearl H arbour 
 

By Nick Guy 
 

Introduction 
 
I show some covers from my collection that illustrate air mail routes between East Africa and North America 
in the early part of World War II.  Much new information on the impact of the War on air mail services has 
appeared recently, generating substantial literature, and some topics are still subjects of debate.   For a concise 
survey of World War II intercontinental air mails, see (1). 
 
Improving air transport enabled an air mail network linking Africa, Europe, Asia and Australasia by 1934.  
Crossing the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans to the Americas took longer.  Routes from Europe to South America 
developed through the 1930s but links from East Africa were poor.  Also, South American terminals were 
remote from English speaking destinations to the North.  Eastward, the Hong Kong branch of the Imperial 
Airways (IA) Australasian route, opened in 1937, met the Pan American Airways (PAA) Pacific route, 
extended from Manila to Hong Kong in 1938.  The distances this route involved, though, ruled it out in 
peacetime and air mail travelled by the IA route to the UK and by sea to North America.  Air mail across the 
North Atlantic did not become a practical proposition until 1939.  In that year PAA Boeing B-314 flying boats 
launched North Atlantic services to Marseilles in May and to Southampton in June.  In August, IA began a 
service from Southampton using extended range Short S.30 “Empire” flying boats, refuelled after take off to 
carry full loads of fuel and cargo.  East Africa announced air mail rates to the Americas carried by air across 
the Atlantic taking effect on the 1st August (2). 
 
 
3rd September 1939 – 10th June 1940 
 
Following the outbreak of war on the 3rd September 1939, Britain needed to use its handful of long range 
aircraft to support the War Effort.  The two IA aircraft that had opened the North Atlantic route were 
withdrawn at the end of September and subsequently lost in Norway.  “Empire” flying boats occasionally flew 
to New York in 1940 but no longer primarily as air mail services and carrying little or no normal mail.  
Meanwhile the USA, not yet part of the alliance against Germany, forbad its aircraft from flying to nations 
that were at war so PAA made neutral Lisbon its terminal. 
 

Figure 1: By air to London only - front and (inset) section of back (both reduced) 



 
Imperial Airways Gazette                   June 2017 (Issue 51)          3 
 
 

IA reduced the frequency of the “Cape to Cairo” service and avoided areas at risk of enemy action.  As long 
as Italy remained non-belligerent, the route through the Mediterranean could continue.  Meanwhile, on the 1st 
April 1940, IA and its routes became part of British Overseas Airways Corporation (BOAC). 
 
Rates from East Africa to destinations in the Americas reverted to air “to London” or “to London and from 
USA” only (2).  Figure 1, postmarked NAIROBI 1 JNE 1940, shows the 2s rate to the USA by air to London 
only.  Two red bars cancel the air mail etiquette as usual in London (3).  Northbound flight DN 275 left 
Kisumu on the 3rd, after Germany invaded France on the 10th May.  Northbound flights DN 274, DN 275, 
and DN 276, crossing the Mediterranean after the 1st June, flew a revised route by Malta and Corsica, 
complying with additional restrictions around the naval base at Marseilles (4). 
 

Figure 2:By air across the Atlantic Ocean – front and (inset) back (both contrast enhanced and back reduced) 
 
PAA’s service to Lisbon carried mail from the USA as seen in figure 2.  Mail by this route was carried by Air 
France between Lisbon and Marseilles and on by IA to the UK from January to April 1940 (5).  The mark 
PASSED BY CENSOR KISUMU 2 (partly overwritten by the forwarding address) shows this arrived in 
Kenya by IA – in the “List of postal channels for the despatch and receipt of external mails” in the August 
1940 report by the Inspector General Censorship (Overseas), Kisumu only appears under “All air mails 
(Imperial Airways) via Kisumu and Mombasa” (6).  No publications I have consulted say whether air mail 
from the USA for Africa (and Asia) by IA went onwards directly at Marseilles or went to the UK for 
forwarding.  Whichever was the case, several combinations of flights reached Kisumu by the date of the 
cover’s first Kenyan postmark, NAKURU 2 MR 40.  Delays of mail in transit due to congestion or censorship, 
or both, are not unusual in 1940 and make it difficult to allocate mail, even when backstamped, to particular 
services. 
 
Another question this cover raises, although not about air mail, is why Nakuru backstamped it. Kenyan post 
offices frequently backstamped mail in transit at this time, Naivasha doing so with mail to Kinangop as this 
cover shows. Mail from Kisumu to Naivasha need not have left the railway at Nakuru, however, so why did 
the Post Office there handle it? 
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10th June 1940 – 6th December 1941 
 
Following German advances in France in June 1940, Italy declared war on the 10th June, closing the 
Mediterranean to British civil aircraft. BOAC had anticipated this and Lockheed 14 aircraft began flying a 
land route to Cairo through France and French West Africa. France’s surrender on the 22nd June closed 
French air space to British civil aircraft and prevented this from becoming a regular service (4). Long range 
flying boats linked Britain and West Africa but lack of cargo capacity meant they could not carry normal air 
mail. The BOAC routes from Cairo south through Africa and East to India and Australia merged to become 
the “Horseshoe” route, linking the three continents. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3: By air to South Africa only - front and (inset) section of back (both reduced) 
 
East African mail travelling westward could now only travel by air to South Africa and onward by sea. The 
rate for this route remained 2s. (2). South Africa does not seem to have cancelled air mail etiquettes on mail 
transferred to surface routes. Figure 3 shows a cover at this rate postmarked NAIROBI 24 OC 40; the next 
southbound BOAC flight through Kenya was flight WS 26 on the 27th (4). 
 
As noted above, a continuous series of air mail services eastward between East Africa and North America 
existed before 1939. Westward mail could now only travel by routes involving lengthy sea voyages exposed 
to attack. This route, while occasionally disrupted, still carried mail by air avoiding territories actually at war 
with Britain. 
 
Figure 4 shows a cover to 12th Division Headquarters, East Africa postmarked PORT OF SPAIN TRINIDAD 
AP 24 41. It reached San Francisco by 28th April when the PAA Boeing B-314A American Clipper on the 
trans-Pacific route left for Hawaii and The Philippines. It arrived at Hong Kong on the 5th May when the Post   
Office backstamped the cover (5). Hong Kong also applied the marking A.V.2. in a single circle, Heifetz AV2  
Type 5, over the boxed NOT OPENED BY CENSOR marking (7). AV2 marks occur on individual letters or 
bundles forwarded from Hong Kong as open air mail. Restrictions imposed by the Vichy French 
administration in Indo-China forced BOAC to suspend the branch service between Bangkok and Hong Kong 
in October 1940. The replacement used the weekly China National Aviation Corporation service connecting 
with the “Horseshoe” route at Rangoon (8). The earliest connection this allowed was BOAC flight WS 84, at 
Rangoon on the 12th May (4). In April, an uprising in Iraq disrupted the “Horseshoe” route as the call at 
Habbaniya, Iraq was not available. A shuttle service avoiding Habbaniya was established about the time of 
flight WS 84, but with a capacity only about one third of normal. India retained mail during the interruption 
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and continued to retain lower priority mail that the shuttle could not carry. Some travelled on by air when the 
normal service resumed in July, but other mail went by sea to Durban (9; 10). The censor’s seal resealing the 
cover is South African, suggesting this took the latter route. With no further postal or censorship markings, the 
route over the final leg to Nairobi is uncertain. (Can anyone confirm that the pencil marking “T.P.R.” stands 
for Trans Pacific Route?) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4: By air across the Pacific and Indian Oceans – front (contrast enhanced) and back 
 
Figure 5 shows a trans-Pacific cover to the USA postmarked TANGA 16 OC 1941. The Coastal Feeder 
Service was no longer available since Wilson Airways had ceased operations and the RAF absorbed its 
aircraft in Autumn 1940. This travelled by surface to Mombasa or Dar es Salaam which were on the 
“Horseshoe” route (2; 4). It bears the Singapore instructional marking TO BE FORWARDED BY AIR 
FROM SINGAPORE (3) and no other markings. PAA flights terminated at Singapore after the 1st October 
1941 and the last PAA flight to the USA left on the 29th November (5). I have not seen a notice of rates for 
mail by this service and the franking of 11s 20c is 30c underpaid for a double rate if the 5s 75c rate for mail 
by air throughout to the USA after the trans-Atlantic routes reopened also applied here (2). 
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PAA launched a service from Miami through Brazil to West Africa in December 1941 to restore the trans- 
Atlantic air link to Africa. The first flight was underway on the 7th December 1941 when the Japanese attack 
on Pearl Harbour marked the opening of Japan’s campaign against British and US territories in the Far East 
and the Pacific, ending US neutrality. Japan occupied Singapore, Hong Kong and The Philippines and 
Japanese forces were active from the Indian Ocean to the American mainland. This ended trans-Pacific air 
mail routes. Air mail to the USA would travel direct across the Atlantic from Africa – but that development is 
outside the scope of this article. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 5: By air across the Indian and Pacific Oceans 
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The Vernon Gory Wilson Athena controversy 
 

By Ed Wolf 
 
There are a number of flight covers floating about that bear the signature of Vernon Gory Wilson, the Imperial 
Airways pilot. There appear to be two instances in particular that bear watching closely.  
 
I have a plain cover (fig.1) from Australia to Singapore, cancelled at GPO Sydney at 3 pm December 7 1934, 
backstamped Singapore 12M 15 December 1934 with the additional typing on the front “R.M.A. Athena” and 
signed by V. Gory Wilson as commander. The cover is addressed to Mrs. W.I.L. Legg c/o Mansfield & Co., 
Ltd. Singapore, the Imperial Airways’ Singapore agents. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1 
 
The earliest flight that this cover could have flown on was the one departing Darwin on December 13, arriving 
in Singapore on December 14.  The back stamp corresponds to this assumption. This was the first flight of the 
new service from Australia but was neither flown by Wilson nor was the aircraft the Athena!  
 
I also possess a larger Imperial cover (fig.2) from Singapore to Australia cancelled Singapore, 16 December 
1934 and backstamped Brisbane 7.45 pm 21 December 1934 addressed to W.I.L. Legg Esq. c/o Messrs. 
Qantas Empire Airways Ltd., Imperial Airways’ Australian agents. It was sent by Bill Legg to himself 
according to the address on the reverse. This cover too has a typed addition R.M.A. “Athena” and is signed by 
V. Gory Wilson as commander. 
 
The cover in fig.2 was flown on the first flight from Britain to Australia and picked up at Singapore on 
December 16 for a departure of December 17. Its backstamp has the correct date for arrival at Brisbane by 
Qantas’ Hippomenes.  
 
It would appear at first glance that the two covers are a pair.  It would indicate that Athena travelled from 
Australia to Singapore and then the following day returned to Australia and that Wilson was the commander 
on both occasions.  But appearances are not always as they seem. 
 
Athena had departed Singapore on November 25 for Karachi operating Imperial service IW295. It arrived at 
Rangoon the following day but was reported in “Lloyd’s List” of November 29 as being held up at Rangoon 
with trouble to her petrol tank. The mail destined for Britain was transferred on November 28 to Astraea, 
another Armstrong Whitworth XV Atalanta class aircraft. There is no known record of the time taken to repair 
Athena’s tank, she next turns up departing Singapore on December 9 for Karachi operating Imperial service 
IW297, arriving at its terminus on December 12. 
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      Figure 2 
 
The big event for Imperial Airways, staged with much fanfare at its London Croydon base on December 8 
1934, had been the inauguration of the UK- Australia service. Whilst the attention was on the large Handley 
Page HP42W Hengist aircraft, in reality the Australian mail was placed on board a sister ship: the Handley 
Page HP42W Horatius which left Croydon at the same time as Hengist.  Horatius only flew as far as Paris 
where the mail was transferred to the usual Paris-Brindisi train. Scipio, a Short Kent class flying boat, carried 
the mail from Brindisi on December 10 to Alexandria and there the mail was transferred to the HP42E Horsa 
which departed Alexandria on December 11 and arrived at Karachi on December 13. 
 
At Karachi, the waiting Athena received the incoming mail from England that had been carried by Horsa from 
Alexandria. Athena took off for Singapore on December 13 and reached Singapore on December 16, she then 
flew on to Darwin arriving there on December 18.  It would appear that Capt. Wilson flew the aircraft all the 
way from Karachi to Darwin. 
 
Athena departed Darwin for its return flight to Singapore on December 20 and flew on to Karachi where it 
arrived on Boxing Day December 26. Wilson probably got off at Singapore for a well earned break from 
flying. 
 
The larger cover in fig.2 meets all the data criteria for authenticity but from the above it should be apparent 
the plain cover from Sydney to Singapore could not have been flown by Athena as she was not in Australia on 
December 7.  Indeed the aircraft that was in Australia on that day was Arethusa another sister ship of Athena.  
 
Imperial Airways had stepped in with two of its AW XV aircraft when the DH 86 aircraft intended to fly the 
Darwin – Singapore leg of the Qantas route to England had been grounded. The two aircraft temporarily 
assigned to the route provided to Qantas were Athena, registered as G-ABTK, and Arethusa, originally 
registered as G-ABPI but in its current guise VT-AEF chartered to Indian Trans Continental Airways.  
Arethusa was commanded by Capt. R.O. Taylor.  
 
So it appears that the plain cover was flown on Arethusa and would have arrived in Singapore on December 
14. Remembering that the cover is backstamped December 15, when could Wilson have signed it? On 
December 15  V.G. Wilson left Calcutta for Rangoon on his way to Singapore in Athena.  He then carried on 
to Darwin as described above. 
 
The only conclusion I can draw is that Wilson signed it at a later date. Remembering that Legg worked for the 
agents, it would not have been difficult to approach Wilson at a more convenient time. 
 
[Reference to Peter Wingent’s Aircraft Movements Eastern Route Volume 1 is gratefully acknowledged] 
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British railway and inland air mails  

 

By Ed Wolf 
 

Despite Britain’s early participation in aviation, the application of aircraft for internal mail did not occur until 
1933 and even then it came about in a most unexpected way. The story starts with companies normally seen as 
aviation’s opposition - the railways - and the telling reveals some sad tales along the way. 
 
The invention of the steam engine and its application to transport in the form of locomotives was an early 19th 
century British triumph. Railways meant quicker bulk mail deliveries and it was soon discovered that urgent 
letters sent by train and treated individually meant even faster delivery. Faced with the inevitably growing 
infringement on its postal system, the Postmaster General accepted a proposal for a Railway Letter Post 
submitted in 1889 and finally agreed to in 1891. 
 
Under the terms of the agreement, railway companies  were authorised to print special 2d. labels which were 
to be affixed to letters carried by train which already had the additional ordinary postage applied. The service 
commenced on February 1 1891 at a time when there were more than 290 different railway companies across 
the country. 
 
Letters could be sent for collection at the destination railway station or handed into the P.O. for delivery in the 
normal way. Surviving labels and covers from this period form an important link in the postal history of Great 
Britain meriting serious study. Each company had its own stamps which were more or less standard in design. 
By 1948 all companies were amalgamated under British rail when they were nationalised. Since then only 
minor railways exist which have continued the practice. [1] 
 
A significant event happened in 1933 when one of the companies saw an opportunity to apply the Railway 
agreement to a new form of transport, the aeroplane. This is the main focus of this article as prior to this event 
there had been no official flown mail within Great Britain other than the 1911 Coronation flights and the 
October 1919 Emergency flights. 
 
The Internal air mail push. 
 

Initially by “generous” application of the existing “Railway Letter” arrangements, the rules were bent to apply 
to the carriage of mail through the air. The practice adopted by the airlines was to accept mail at their 
company offices and, provided that the sender had applied the required postage of 1½d., the sender paid a 
further carriage charge to the airline signified by a cancelled vignette. 
 
Such letters were then flown and posted after the flight at the nearest pillar box to the arriving terminal 
aerodrome for normal postal delivery.  This “Railway letter” facility was to remain in existence only for a 
short period, until May 1934, when official mail contracts came into use.  
 
What is revealed is that the period 1933 – 1934 is characterised by many airline failures, some within days of 
commencing their ‘postal’ service. Clearly there was a gross overestimation of the usefulness of the service by 
its providers and they paid the economic price. 
 
1st Inland air mail. 
 

In 1933 the first Railway Air Service was inaugurated by Great 
Western Railway between Cardiff and Plymouth via Haldon 
aerodrome servicing Teignmouth and Torquay on April 12th  by 
bus.  As GWR was a legitimate railway company, their existing 
green square shaped vignette 3d. “prepaid newspaper parcel” 
sticker was applied to justify the charge for the service, and 
NOT call it postage! 
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The flight was flown by Capt. Gordon P. Olley [2] an ex WW1 RFC pilot who had flown originally with the 
Handley Page company on the London-Paris service, then Imperial Airways on its formation in 1924 and 
finally developed his own charter service.   
 
It should be noted that the starting point of these type of covers was indicated by the company cancellation on 
the vignette and that the postal cancellation for this service was at the end of the flying route. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Commenced 9.15 am at Cardiff arrival at Teignmouth at 10.30 am via Haldon aerodrome. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Commenced 9.15 am at Cardiff arrival at Plymouth Roborough aerodrome at 10.35 am. 
 
No parcel stamps were available at Plymouth for the return flight letters, instead being stamped with an oval 
company cachet.  By 15th May a special company produced 3d. AIRSTAMP was sanctioned by the  
Postmaster-General for use on letters carried on the route by air. These stamps were serially numbered in the 
top left of the stamp, 12,000 being produced in 600 sheets of 20 stamps. One stamp was required for each 
letter, the stamp being perforated 10. 
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The first  flight on May 15 by Capt. F. 
Dismore, was from Cardiff to Plymouth and 
return.  To Plymouth 200 pieces were carried 
but only 35 pieces made the return journey to 
Cardiff. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The return service from Plymouth 11.25am to Cardiff 12.50pm on May 15 FDI of the stamp. 
 
A week later, on May 22, this service was extended North to Birmingham. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Plymouth to Birmingham via Cardiff. 
 



12         June 2017 (Issue 51)        Imperial Airways Gazette 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Torquay by bus to Haldon aerodrome then via Cardiff to Birmingham. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cardiff to Birmingham. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The first return trip from Birmingham to Torquay. 
 



Imperial Airways Gazette                   June 2017 (Issue 51)         13 
 
 

On 18th June the first (and only) Sunday air mail flight was made. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The flight commenced at Birmingham and went to the end of the line Plymouth 
 
A further change was from Haldon aerodrome to Newton Abbott on only two occasions, July 17th and the 
other 27th July 1933. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The last G.W.R. service flight was 30th September but owing to fog only covers along the Birmingham – 
Plymouth route were flown. 
 
The service had survived for less than 6 months although other airlines stepped in to partially service the same 
route. 
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1928 Liverpool to Belfast Civic Week celebrations. 
 

By Ed Wolf 
 
This service by Imperial Airways, originally advertised in 1928 for one week only: September 24th to 29th 
inclusive, was extended a further week until 6th October. The plane used was Imperial Airways’ “Calcutta,” a 
Short S.8 flying boat City of Alexandria.  
 
Some of the services were cancelled owing to fog. Mail carried from Liverpool to Belfast on all services 
totalled 42 lbs. and 66 lbs. in the reverse direction. The smallest amount was 2lbs. on the service to Belfast on 
October 2nd. 
 
For the first week the plane left Liverpool at 10 a.m. and Musgrave Channel, Belfast was reached two hours 
later with a return from Belfast at 3 p.m.  For the second week times were altered to 10 a.m. from Belfast and 
3 p.m. from Liverpool. 
 
The cover below was carried on the first flight from Belfast to Liverpool and thence by night airmail to 
Malmo, where it was backstamped. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It is a typical “Captain Smye” contrivance. A 1902 Montenegro 25 Helera stamp cancelled at Belfast! Two 
airmail etiquettes, one British the other German, together with a pink hand written label with direction 
instructions “Via Liverpool By flying boat” and 5d. worth of British stamps and a 15 öre Swedish stamp and a 
manuscript “Reserve for Continental airmail” ensuring  it caught the night mail, completes the makeup.  
 
The stamps were cancelled Belfast 12.15 pm 24 September 1928 and the backstamp Malmo 7-8 25 September 
1928 proves the night flight. It would appear that the cover lay dormant at the Stockholm philatelic section for 
a week before the Swedish stamp was cancelled 1-10-28 at Stockholm and the letter returned to Captain Smye 
at his Gosport address. 
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An Imperial Airways flyer advertising the service is shown below. 
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A second flyer, shown below, was produced to advertise the service during the second week.  It shows a 
modified timetable. 
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Manuscript on the reverse states Received Edinburgh 8 am 25.9.28. 
 
 

 
 

Richard Beith emailed to say that the Royal Mail Heritage series of 
Post & Go stamps started on 17 February 2016 with a strip of six 
which included an HP 45 (Hengist). There will be a similar series 
issued in September next solely devoted to air mails. 
 

Thank you for informing us Richard. 
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Imperial Airways’ first flight letters and envelopes 
 

Material provided by Terry Hare-Walker 
 
Terry sent me a fascinating range of scarce I.A. letters which were enclosed in covers carried on the first 
flights to and from Cape Town in January 1932.  Those carried on the outward flight from London, whilst not 
common, are the ones most often seen.  An example is shown in fig. 1 and the ‘speedbird’ cover in which it 
was enclosed is shown in fig. 2. 

 

Figure 1 
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The information Terry sent to accompany the scans 
of his material contained two facts which were a 
surprise and were new to me. 
 

First, that the letters were printed in two stages, the 
first being the letter head and address and the 
second the message with date and signature. 
 

Second, I had always thought that the letters were 
sent only on the first regular service to South Africa 
which departed in January 1932. However, printing 
of the first stage at least must have taken place well 
before then because Terry has the letter and cover 
shown in figs. 3 and 4, which was sent by Parry, 
Leon & Hayhoe to their Johannesburg office, dated 9 December 1931, and flown on the I.A. Christmas flight.  
It is the only example Terry has seen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3 

Fig. 2 
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Letters similar to the ‘red’ London type were 
prepared in South Africa but were printed in blue 
and the date changed from 20 to 25 January 1932. 
Again, they were printed in two stages. Terry 
believes they arrived too late for inclusion on the 
first flight and all but five or six were destroyed. 
One is in the Monk collection, held in the British 
Library, and one other has been seen in a display 
of Rhodesian air mails.   
Terry provided a poor quality copy of a ‘blue’ type 
letter, shown in fig. 5, but does not remember the 
source.  However, he possess the letter and cover 
shown in fig. 6: a first stage only printing used as 
a compliment letter. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 5 

Fig. 4 
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Figure 6 
 

 
The “In Fight” notepaper and the unused first flight envelope, shown together in fig. 7, were bought by Terry 
on Ebay as a single item, although we both think that they do not seem necessarily to go together.  Terry says 
the only envelopes he has seen on the first flight October 1932 service from India are plain envelopes and the 
‘Red Map’ type produced by P. Ireland, so this is one he had not seen before, although it is an official 
Imperial Airways type. 
 
The last item Terry sent is a copy of the front cover of a very attractive Imperial Airways brochure, dated July 
1932, shown in fig. 8.  This is a surprisingly early date to feature an Atalanta since the type were not 
introduced on the African route until February 1933 but there a large article on the AW XV was published in 
“Flight” magazine of 8 July 1932and so it would seem that I.A. commenced advertising at the same time. 
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Figure 7 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    
    
                      Figure 8 
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Imperial Airways’ station handstamps 
 

By Peter Wingent 
 
Over the years our group discovered more and more of these handstamps until I was able to illustrate twelve 
examples in Issue 47 (pages 28 – 29).  I recently noticed on Ebay a previously unrecorded type on a grubby 
cover from Lourenço Marques, which is illustrated below.  I feel sure every I.A. station had its own 
handstamp so please be on the lookout for any new ones and send scans to me for inclusion in future issues. 
 

 

 
Datestamped 5 Nov. 1937. 
(Front reduced size). 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Imperial Airways’ staff absence form 
 
The I.A. ‘Staff Absence Form’ shown below was sent to me by Terry Hare-Walker.  Thanks go to Terry for 
sharing this unusual item with us. 
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The R34’s double trans-Atlantic flight in 1919: 
a precursor to Imperial Airways’ trans-Atlantic ser vice in 1939? 

 

By Richard Beith FRPSL 
 

Imperial Airways began weekly experimental mail flights from Southampton to New York via Foynes, 
Botwood and Montreal on 5 August 1939. The Short S.30C flying boat G-AFCV Caribou performed the first 
flight assisted by in-flight refuelling over Foynes and Botwood using HP�Harrow II tankers. The projected 
programme of 16 flights ended on 30 September when G-AFCU Cabot arrived at Poole.  World War II had 
broken out. (1) 
 
Some 20 years earlier on 2 July 1919, the British rigid airship R34 left East Fortune, east of Edinburgh, on the 
first east-west flight across the North Atlantic. The R34 had been built in Scotland by William Beardmore & 
Co. at Inchinnan in Renfrewshire.  This was one of three airships, R33 – R35, built to a design based on that 
of the ‘Super-Zeppelin’ L33 which had crashed in Essex in September 1916.  
 
Hazelhurst Field, Mineola, Long Island, was reached on 6 July after flying for 108 hours and 12 minutes. The 
R34 carried 28 officers and men and one stowaway! The return flight left on 10 July and arrived at Pulham, 
Norfolk, on 13 July after 75 hours and 3 minutes.  Writing in his on-board diary, airship-promoter Brigadier-
General Edward Maitland noted on 12 July: 
 
‘Signal from Air Ministry instructing us to land at Pulham in Norfolk. This is not understood as, according to 
the weather reports, conditions seem to be better at East Fortune than Pulham. Besides, the wives, families 
and sweethearts of the crew are all at East Fortune, waiting to welcome them, so to most of them this comes 
as a great disappointment.’ 
 
One would have expected that this double-crossing would have been a matter for great celebration, but the 
return was strangely muted with queries as to why the airship had been diverted from a return to its East 
Fortune base to the wilds of Norfolk. The R34 was later damaged in a training flight over the North of 
England and dismantled at the Howden, Yorkshire, airship base in 1921. (2) 
 
Some mail was carried, but it is rare and expensive to acquire. In 1947 N. C. Baldwin wrote that ‘Letters and 
London newspapers were carried, messages were dropped by parachute when over Newfoundland and 14 
letters were dropped over Selmer, Nova Scotia.’ Baldwin’s 1947 valuations were ‘from £50’ for a cover and 
‘from £60’ for a parachute message. Baldwin did not list any incoming air mails to the United Kingdom. (3) 
Franck Muller listed East Fortune–New York (R34) at 60,000 old French Francs in 1950 but did not list the 
return flight under USA. (4) A rather tatty westbound flight cover was featured in a 2016 UK auction with a 
start price of £900. 
 
Rosie’s non-philatelic volume from 2010 seems to contain a fuller account of mails and parcels carried. For 
the outward flight he noted: 
 

‘Also on board the R34 were 112 pounds of mail and parcels, including a film of the Paris Peace Conference 
and letters to their opposite numbers in the USA from King George V, Prime Minister Lloyd George, the 
President of the Board of Trade, the Chairman of Customs and Excise and the Postmaster General.  There 
was also a small quantity of platinum from the London jewellers Derby & Co. for a New York bullion dealer. 
Derby & Co. paid 30 guineas to RAF charities for the privilege of having the metal dispatched across the 
Atlantic by air.’ 
 
On the return journey Rosie reported: 
 
‘Among the last of the ship’s American visitors was the Hempstead postmaster’s daughter. [Hempstead was 
the nearest local Post Office to the landing ground] As the local paper explained ‘To a Hempstead young 
lady, Miss Ida Mulgannon, daughter of postmaster Francis J. Mulgannon, went the honour of placing the mail 
aboard the dirigible just before it left the ground ... There was nearly 25lbs of mail placed on board.’  (5)  
 
Newall recorded that official US mail was cancelled in New York on 8.7.1919 or at Hempstead (Airfield) on 
9.7.19. Mail can be found with a London arrival cds dated 13.7.1919 (6) 
 
Memory tells me that this London cds included R34 in the design. Can any reader confirm this and supply an illustration? 
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East Fortune was again used by the RAF in WWII and in the summer of 1961 became Edinburgh’s airport for six months 
whilst Turnhouse Airport was closed for development.  BEA Airway Letters from the first flights to and from London 
and East Fortune are known and cost much less than those from 1919. See a northbound cover to the well known Mr E. 
V. Dolby franked with an 11d BEA�stamp and put into the local postal system with a North Berwick machine cancel for 
5 APR 1961. (6) 
 
Today East Fortune hosts the excellent National Museum of Flight, part of the National Museums of Scotland. (7) Apart 
from Concorde G-BOAA and much else, a number of R34 relics can be found. 
 
Acknowledgement: Barbara Priddy for the information from Newall. 
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[Editor’s note: Richard visited the museum at East Fortune in 2010 and took the photographs shown below]: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Lion Rampant bowplate with H.M.A.RXXXIV The altimeter dial from the control car 
 (HMA = His Majesty’s Airship). marked up to ‘6 = 6,000 feet. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A small piece of one of the Duraluminium girders. 
 The bottle of medicinal brandy carried on the R34, later 
 later presented to the Medical Officer at East Fortune. 



26         June 2017 (Issue 51)        Imperial Airways Gazette 
 
 

The 1957 memorial at East Fortune lettered: 
 

TO COMMEMORATE 
THE FIRST CROSSING FROM EAST TO WEST 

AND THE FIRST DOUBLE CROSSING OF 
THE ATLANTIC BY AIR 

ACCOMPLISHED BY THE BRITISH AIRSHIP 

R34 
WHICH LEFT EAST FORTUNE SCOTLAND ON 

JULY 2nd 1919: LANDED MINEOLA LONG 
ISLAND ON JULY 6th AND RETURNED TO 

PULHAM ENGLAND ARRIVING JULY 13th 1919. 
 
 

An identical memorial was erected at Mineola in 1957. 
 
A selection of R34 photographs, including one at Mineola, can be found in a pictorial volume by Abbott and 
Walmsley. (8) 
 

 
 

Elders Colonial Airways first service from Accra 
 

Material provided by Duncan Crewe 
 
Duncan sent the post card shown which illustrates the 3d. rate to the U.K.   Flown post cards are far less 
common than letters and this is the first I have seen carried on the first service from Accra to Lagos by Elders 
Colonial Airways.  It has the added bonus of providing a fine view of Accra P.O. on the picture side. 
 

It was flown by the DH86 Dione 
which departed Accra at 07.15 on 11 
Oct. 1937 and arrived Khartoum 15.10 
on the 13th.  There it was transferred 
to I.A. service DN30, operated by S.23 
flying boat Corinna, which departed 
07.10 on 14 Oct. and arrived So’ton. at 
14.40 on the 16th. 
 
 
 
 
 

The existing Khartoum to Lagos 
service was operated by Imperial 
Airways, but the extension from 
Lagos to Accra was operated by 
Elders Colonial Airways. Operation 
by two companies resulted in a rather 
cumbersome flight numbering system. 
For example, this first flight was 
designated AL1/LK89 (AL1 being the 
first Accra – Lagos service by Elders 
and LK89 being the 89th Lagos – 
Khartoum service by I.A.). 
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The City of Karachi at Blantyre in 1933 
 

By Peter Wingent 
 
The Rhodesian Study Circle have made available on a memory stick all the journals published by the society 
between 1948 and 2016.  It is a huge and wonderful archive and whilst browsing through it I came across a 
short article written by the Rev. H.S. Watson, which was published in the February 1962 edition of the RSCJ 
[1] entitled “The First Direct Air Mail From Nyasaland to the U.K.” 
 
Many writers have told the story of the visit of Imperial Airways’ City of Karachi to Blantyre during the 
Nyasaland Air Rally in May/June 1933, but whilst reading the Rev. Watson’s account I was surprised to learn 
of an aspect to the visit which has not been recorded in any other version of the events.  It had been intended 
that the R.A.F. would carry the first external air mail from Nyasaland (to Fort Jameson in Northern Rhodesia 
on the 5th June) but as it turned out, the honour fell to the City of Karachi.  The following is the Rev. 
Watson’s account and because he was living in Blantyre at the time, it should be very reliable: 
 

“The Fort Jameson flight was meant to be the first external air mail, but it was not. On the evening of May 
30th the City of Karachi arrived, completely unheralded, at Blantyre, simply paying a courtesy call on the 
way home to the U.K.  The Postmaster at Blantyre persuaded the Captain to take with him a bag of mail, and 
in order to achieve this, sent native runners out next morning to commercial firms, estates and missions in the 
neighbourhood with a circular letter stating that the City of Karachi would depart that same evening and 
would carry a special mail to the U.K., at a charge of 1/2d.  This accounts for the small number – only 228 
[sic] – of covers carried, as only those who received the announcement were able to take advantage. 
Unfortunately the post office used no kind of cachet or backstamp, so the only way of knowing that a cover is 
of this flight is by the postage rate of 1/2d., and the postmark Blantyre 31-5-33.” [The figure of 228 should 
read 282.  This must have been a typo either by the Rev. Watson or by the editor of the RSCJ]. 
 
Those readers familiar with this flight will by now have probably realised that the fact that native runners had 
been sent out with a circular letter is the fact unrecorded by all other writers.  When I first read it, I went 
straight to my cover (figure 1) and looked inside, but of course there was no Postmaster’s circular within!  It 
would be wonderful to see one of these circulars so I ask all readers who have one of the City of Karachi 
covers, if you have never checked for contents, to just take a peep – and if you find one, please send me a 
copy for the next Gazette. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1 
 
The Air Rally commenced on 23 May 1933 at Blantyre (Chileka) but, as “The Aeroplane” magazine [2] 
reported, most of the aircraft and main events moved to Zomba on 27 May.  Thus, whilst the well-documented 
flights by the R.A.F. to Lilongwe on 30 May and to Fort Jameson on 5 June commenced at Zomba, the City of 
Karachi’s flight to Salisbury on 1 June commenced at Chileka.  I make this point because I have encountered 
confusing evidence regarding the City of Karachi’s departure point.  Of seven sources I have consulted, two 
state the place of departure was Chileka: Gibbons Stamp Monthly [3] and Pratt [4].  One states it was Zomba: 
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Baldwin [5]. The others only that 
it was Nyasaland: Godfrey [6], 
Thomson [7], Hawken [8] and 
“The Aeroplane” [9]. 
 
In addition, and perhaps adding 
to the confusion, I have found 
just one photograph of the City 
of Karachi in Nyasaland but 
featured in three different 
publications: Stroud’s “Annals 
…” [10], “Aeroplane Monthly” 
[11] and “The Aeroplane” [12]. 
Figure 2 was published in both Stroud and “Aeroplane Monthly” with the same caption which is, I am sure, 
erroneous in stating that the aircraft is at Zomba in December 1931.  The same photograph, with its caption, 
shown in figure 3 was published in “The Aeroplane” and was part of a contemporary major article on the 
Nyasaland Air Rally.  I feel sure it proves that the photograph was taken during the Air Rally and although the 
only place named in the caption is Nyasaland, given other evidence, I am sure it was at Chileka. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This short piece was inspired by the Rev. Watson writing to the editor of the Rhodesian Study Circle Journal 
in 1962, so it is fitting to end by quoting information he provided which was published twenty nine years 
earlier in Gibbons Stamp Monthly [13].  Note that he recorded that the aircraft left Chileka, not Zomba: 
 

“We are indebted to the Rev. H.R. Watson and the Nyasaland Times for first day covers by the first direct 
flight by the Imperial Airways between Nyasaland and England.  This was made in connection with the 
Territory’s first Air Week and as a result of a request to the Imperial Airways from Sir Hubert Young, 
Governor of the Protectorate.  About 400 pieces of mail left Chileka (the airport of Blantyre) on June 1st  in 
the City of Karachi and was delivered here in London on June 12th.”  [Editor: in fact a total of 282 letters 
were carried - not 400 - of which 221 were for the U.K.] 
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Four covers from Southern Rhodesia in June 1940 
 

By Robert Clark 
 
First day covers are not usually of interest to aerophilatelists, but the British South Africa Company’s Golden 
Jubilee commemoration set, issued in Southern Rhodesia on 3rd June 1940, is an exception. Covers sent from 
Salisbury to Britain on the first day of issue connected in Beira on 5th June 1940 with DN 276. That was the 
last through BOAC flight from South Africa before Italy entered WWII.  
 
Four first day covers to various destinations are shown below. 
 
To United Kingdom 
 
The cover in Figure 1 is postmarked Bulawayo on 3rd June and is addressed to London. The Southern 
Rhodesia Air Services 1940 timetable [1] shows a flight from Bulawayo to Salisbury on Tuesday 4th June and 
from Salisbury to Beira in Mozambique at 6.30 – 9.30 am on Wednesday 5th June. At Beira the cover would 
join DN 276 later that day, arriving in Alexandria on 8th June before being flown Corfu – Malta – Bizerta – 
Ajaccio on 10th June (to avoid Italy) and arriving in Poole, Dorset on 11th June [2]. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1: Bulawayo to London flown Beira to Poole on DN 276 
 
 
To USA 
 
Figures 2a and 2b show a registered cover postmarked in Salisbury, Southern Rhodesia on 3rd June 1940 and 
addressed to New York. It is franked with 2s.-6d. and is backstamped in New York on 20th June and in 
Brooklyn on 20th and 21st June. 
 
As with the previous cover, it was flown Salisbury – Beira by Southern Rhodesia Air Services on 5th June and 
Beira – Poole on flight DN 276 on 5th – 11th June. It was then flown Heston –  Bordeaux – Lisbon by BOAC 
on 15th June and Lisbon – New York by Pan American Airways on the FAM 18 trans-Atlantic service on 19th 
– 20th June. 
 
Hence the cover was not only flown on the last Africa – UK service, but also on the last Heston – Lisbon DH 
91 Albatross landplane service which was replaced by a Poole – Lisbon flying boat service that began on 19th 
June [2].  
 
If it had been posted a few days earlier, it would have been off-loaded in Rome and flown from there to 
Lisbon by Ala Littoria – a few days later, it would have been sent via South Africa. 
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Figure 2a: To UK on DN 276, Heston – Lisbon by BOAC and Lisbon – New York by Pan Am 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2b: Transit datestamps in Salisbury, New York and Brooklyn 
 
 

To New Zealand 
 
The registered cover shown in Figures 3a and 3b is postmarked in Salisbury on 3rd June 1940 and addressed 
to Wellington, New Zealand. Although there is no air mail etiquette and the cover is insufficiently franked, the 
backstamps show that it was flown from Southern Rhodesia to New Zealand. 
 
It would be flown from Salisbury to Alexandria as described above arriving there on 8th June.  At Alexandria 
it joined the second last BOAC service to Australia (SE 253) on 9th June, arriving in Darwin on 15th June 
(faint Darwin N.T. backstamp) and Sydney 17th June (registered backstamp). There is a further Sydney transit 
on 18th June and it would have been flown to New Zealand on 20th June. It has ‘Out 21/6/40’ in manuscript 
on the front that presumably denotes when it was dealt with by the receiving firm. 
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Figure 3a: Salisbury to New Zealand, flown on DN 276 and SE 253 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3b: Transit datestamps in Darwin and Sydney showing that it was flown on SE 253 
 
 

To Bombay 
 
Figures 4a and 4b show a registered cover postmarked in Mashaba, Southern Rhodesia on 3rd June 1940 and 
addressed to Bombay. It has transit marks of 4th June in Fort Victoria, in Salisbury on 5th June and Bombay 
on 26th June.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4a: To Bombay, flown on DN 277 to Luxor where it was ‘dumped.’ 
 
It missed the Southern Rhodesia Air Services flight to Beira, Mozambique that left Salisbury at 6.30am on 5th 
June and so missed service DN 276. It would have been flown to Beira on 8th June [1] and then later that day 
from Beira on DN 277 to Luxor where the mail was ‘dumped’ on 11th June [3]. 
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It was flown from Luxor to Cairo by ‘Castor’ on 12th June where it was held for 11 days before being flown 
from Cairo to Karachi on the first Horseshoe flight on 23rd – 24th June and from Karachi to Bombay by Tata 
Air Lines on 25th June. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4b: Transit datestamps in Southern Rhodesia and then in Bombay on 26th June. 
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Air mail letter to a passenger on board an aircraft 
 

By Peter Wingent 
 
Letters sent by air to passengers or crew on board ships is a popular collecting area.  The cover shown below 
might be considered a close relative, having been sent by air to connect with a passenger on board an Imperial 
Airways’ northbound service.  Such items are seen less frequently than those to ships. 

It was flown by I.A. African 
service AS349 which left 
Croydon 12.30 on 2nd June 
and arrived Alexandria 18.10 
on the 4th (Alex. backstamp 
is timed 8.15PM on the 4th). 
It was sent to Cairo by train 
and arrived 5th. 
 
I.A. service AN347 left 
Nairobi at 08.55 on 5th June 
and arrived Cairo 13.15 on 
the 8th, where the letter had 
been awaiting Mr. Joelson’s 

arrival for three days. Had it been sent by surface route, it would have been sent overland to Marseilles then 
carried to Port Said by the P. & O. steamer Maloja which arrived on 10th June.  It would then have been sent 
by train to Cairo. 
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Ryde to Portsmouth from where forwarded to Australia 
 

By John C. Symons 

The cover illustrated in figure 1 was flown from Ryde on the Isle of Wight to Australia, departing Ryde on 
Friday 7th December 1934, and arriving in Wentworth Sands, New South Wales on Saturday 22nd December. 
In the first instance it was flown in an aircraft operated by Portsmouth, Southsea and Isle of Wight Aviation 
Ltd. (PSIoWA), and according to an inscription on the front was the “First by Air/from Ryde to Portsmouth,” 
although there is no evidence to substantiate such a first flight (first flights to Ryde took place in June 1932, 
and the first mail flight February 1934) [1]. The company’s purple cachet cancelling the label was consistent 
on all known covers, differing only in date and place of departure. 

A number of services were operated by this company carrying mail, [1] [2] all of which were in violation of 
the Post Office’s monopoly. They were flown as Airway Letters and therefore posted on arrival, in this case 
Portsmouth where it was postmarked “Portsmouth and Southsea Hants �10�/6.15.pm/34”. From Portsmouth 
it was forwarded to London by rail. 

The service attracted an air surcharge of 3d. payable to PSIoWA, payment being acknowledged by the 
vignette of a DH89 Dragon Rapide overflying The Needles. This is the second of two vignettes issued by the 
company, and was strongly criticised by H. Stanley Redgrove: [3] 

“(However,) flown examples of the second printing of the stamps and labels under the belief, 
it is said, that with the granting of a Post Office contract to Railway Air Services, Ltd., their 
use would be sanctioned, should be expunged from collections as purely speculative and 
devoid of any real interest.” 

This is a somewhat harsh judgement as a number of other covers with the second vignette are known to exist, 
suggesting that there may well be as many covers with the The Needles vignette as there are with the original 
Portsmouth Town Hall vignette (of which 40 covers known). Notwithstanding all PSIoWA covers attract 
substantial prices at both private treaty sales and Auctions. 
 
The history of this cover is continued on its reverse side (figure 2). 

 
 
 

Figure 1. Cover reduced in size by one third. 
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From London the cover was taken to Croydon Airport and placed aboard Imperial Airways’ HP42 Hengist 
(G–AAXE), one of the two HP42s assigned to carry the mail on flight number IE298 [4] the first from 
England to Australia. The service departed Croydon on 8th December arriving at Brisbane on 21st December. 
From there the mail was forwarded to Sydney by internal air services, arriving later the same day, and 
delivered the following day by road to Wentworth Falls, some 40 miles west of the city. 

There it remained uncalled for until 19th January 1935, on which date it was decided it should be returned to 
the sender and UNCLAIMED and UNDELIVERED FOR REASON STATED/RETURN TO SENDER 
cachets were applied at Wentworth Springs. The cover was returned to Sydney where the NON 
RÉCLAME/UNCLAIMED cachet and incomplete Sydney Dead Letter Office cancellation dated 22nd 
January 1935 were applied. The cover was returned by sea, and arrived in London on what appears from the 
very faint and incomplete machine cancellation on the front of the cover on 3rd March 1935, from where it 
was forwarded to Portsmouth. 
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Figure 2.  Cover reduced in size by one third. 


