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Editorial 
 
Given that the last edition consisted of only 16 pages, you will no doubt be as pleased as me when you find 
that this one has a magnificent 36 pages!!  My grateful thanks go to all those of you who responded to my plea 
for material which has resulted in a very wide range of topics filling these pages.  Of course, I now have to 
remind you not to rest on your laurels!  One swallow doesn’t make a summer and all that!  So please keep 
your contributions coming – seriously – really – please! 
 
Mike Stephenson sent me a copy of an article from the magazine “Connections,” published by the Rolls-
Royce Heritage Trust, Derby and Hucknall Branch.  The four pages can be found in an additional folder on 
the disc entitled “Rolls-Royce mag” and is an account of an engineer’s flight to Johannesburg in April 1940.  
Unfortunately, the author does not provide the date of his departure, nor does he name any of the aircraft in 
which he flew.  The only date which appears in the article is “16-4-40” which is not a day on which an 
African service departed and thus it is impossible to identify the actual service.  However, it is a very graphic 
account of what was no doubt a typical flight of the time and I am very grateful to Mike for providing the 
article. 
 
Duncan Crewe has most generously sent scans of five timetables he has acquired recently, which may be 
found in additional folders on the disc.  They are: 
 

Folder named “1924 timetables” contains I.A. June, August and September 1924 timetables. 
Folder named “1929 timetable” contains I.A. March 30th – April 20th 1929 I.A. timetable. 
Folder named “1936 timetable” contains I.A. March 1936 Eastern route timetable. 
 
In addition, Duncan sent the New Zealand, October 1935 P.O. Air Mail Schedule which has fifteen pages of 
very useful information.  It is in a folder named “NZ Oct 1935.” 
 
Finally, yet another contribution from Duncan: 27 pages of a booklet titled, “The Future of Civil Air 
Communications of the Empire, 1933,” which is a memorandum from the I.A. Board of Directors to H.M. 
Government.  The file name is “CAC 1933.” 
 
I found recently whilst surfing the internet, the photograph below which I think is rather dramatic and unusual, 
which raises a question which I am hoping someone can answer. 
 

I found it on the following website: www.theoregonchristensons.com/oldplanes/page6.html 
 

It features an Empire flying boat coming in to land at Port Washington, Long Island, New York.  The caption 
reads, “The arrival of an airplane from Europe was worthy of newsreels in the 1930s.”  My question is, has 
anyone come across this photo elsewhere with a caption which identifies the aircraft and the date?  It is not the 
Caribou arriving in August 1939 on the first I.A. regular trans-Atlantic flight because she landed in darkness.  
Possibly it is either the Caledonia or Cambria on one of their trial Atlantic flights in 1937.  Any thoughts? 
 

 



 2         June 2018 (Issue 53)        Imperial Airways Gazette 
 
 

Censorship in Czechoslovakia in 1938 
 

By Richard Beith 
 

RE: Censorship of Tanganyikan air mail in 1938 by Nick Guy: article in the December 2017 Gazette. 
 
Nick has a nice cover. Censorship of inward and outward international mails took place in Czechoslovakia for a two 
month period during the ‘Munich’ crisis from mid-September to mid-November 1938. Censorship was carried out by 
military personnel at three main post offices: Prague, Brno and Trenčin in Slovakia. Luckily the designs of the censorship 
hand stamps for the three offices were quite different making identification of location easy. The upper case 
CENSUROVÁNO used on Nick’s cover was applied in Prague; this is the most common mark. Brno used a boxed italic 
mark: Censurováno and in Trenčin a Slovak-language all-lower case mark was applied: censurované. This is the rarest 
mark. Various sub-types can be found. Censorship of internal mails was very limited. Once the Sudetenland was 
incorporated into the Third Reich in the first days of October, that former Czechoslovak territory automatically became 
‘international’ and mail into or out of the rump of Czechoslovakia was also censored. [1] 
 
As to the May 1938 cover with German customs control labels this may well represent an act of censorship. Perhaps the 
addressees were on a watch list prepared by the Gestapo? The Czechoslovak mobilization on 19/20 May was in response 
to an apparent build-up of German forces on the frontier but Igor Lukes describes a confused situation in which Soviet 
rumour-mongering may have played a part. The mobilization certainly annoyed Hitler. [2] 
 
Sources: 
 
[1]    Beith R., ‘Postal censorship of International mails in Czechoslovakia during the 1938 Sudetenland crisis’, Bulletin 
Civil Censorship Study Group, July 2011, pp.110-118. 
 
[2]    Lukes I., Czechoslovakia between Stalin and Hitler – The diplomacy of Edvard Beneš in the 1930s, (Oxford & New 
York, Oxford University Press, 1996), especially pp.148-172. 
.................................................................. 
 
Member’s publications: 
 
In September 2017 the Czechoslovak Philatelic Society of GB (CPSGB) published Richard Beith’s third and final 
monograph devoted to the Free Czechoslovak Forces in the West during WWII. Mono 30, Czechoslovak Forces in the 
United Kingdom from 1940 – A historical and philatelic study, runs to 168 pages with full colour illustrations. The 
previous slightly thinner volumes were Mono 26 on the Forces in France 1939–1940 and Mono 27 on The Czechoslovak 
Independent Armoured Brigade in France and the return home 1944–1945. 
 
All three volumes have separate historical and philatelic chapters, academic footnotes and bibliographies.  
 
Mono 30 costs £22.50 + P & P. For availability contact rexdixon@btinternet.com 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The significance of the cover and letter is that this is a communication 
from the Czechoslovak Field Postmaster (then at Leamington Spa) to 
General Miroslav (nom-de-guerre) the Officer Commanding the 
Czechoslovak Brigade-in-Exile.  
  
It announces that from that date (28 October – the Czechoslovak 
National Day – from the foundation of the Republic in 1918), the Field 
Post was allowed to cancel British stamps on all outward letters 
including international mail.  
 
The rectangular canceller was the first regular hand stamp, the circular 
cds a one-day only patriotic commemorative cancel.  
 
There is a full translation of the letter on page 35 of the monograph. 



Imperial Airways Gazette                   June 2018 (Issue 53)          3 
 
 

Heliopolis Airport, Cairo 
 

By John Symons 
 

[Editor’s note: John emailed me the excellent photograph shown below which, comes from a large archive he 
obtained some years ago.  Unfortunately there is only a brief description on the reverse, so if any reader can 
date the photo or provide any other information, John would be very grateful. The following is John’s email 
text]: 
 
 
I’ve attached a photograph of the airport at Heliopolis which you may be able to use to fill a gap somewhere. 
It came from the photo albums of Imperial Airways material that I’ve raided earlier for a couple of articles 
you published in earlier gazettes. 
There was little information in the caption, and I can’t add a lot more. It is quite an early photograph. The 
HP42E is G-AUE Hadrian which arrived in Cairo from Croydon on 26th November 1931, and made its first 
service trip to Karachi on 15th December 1931. Thus the photograph must have been taken after the first of 
these two dates. The caption identifies the biplanes in the background as belonging to the Royal Air Force. 
There was however no RAF presence at Heliopolis at this time (http://www.rafweb.org/Stations/Stations-
H.htm#Heliopolis), hence no use for dating. In December 1931 MISR Airwork was founded based at 
Heliopolis, also at this time the Egyptian military established its air force (EAAF) also based at Heliopolis. I 
have not been able to find anything about MISR aircraft, but the first EAAF aircraft DH Gipsy Moth were 
flown out from Hatfield to Heliopolis in May 1932. The three biplanes will probably remain unidentified, 
although I tend to favour civilian rather than military, on the wings of which would have been roundels, 
markings very similar to that of the RAF, and also used by EAAF. The aircraft immediately in front of the 
hanger in the middle background may well have civilian registration on its wing. There is little more to add re-
dating of the photograph, my inclination is to suggest the first six months of 1932. The one other prominent 
feature is the building behind the hanger in which Hadrian is located, the writing on the front reads 
IMPERIAL AIRWAYS LTD  (the second line of writing is indecipherable. 
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Second I.A. experimental air mails to / from Australia in 1931 
 

By Robert Clark 
 

In 1931, the Imperial Airways service to the East only went as far as Delhi, while KLM had a regular air mail 
service between Amsterdam and Batavia in the Dutch East Indies and were planning an experimental flight 
between Batavia and Melbourne to take place in May, 1931.  
 
This panicked Imperial Airways who decided on 28th March 1931 that there would be two experimental air 
mails from the UK to Australia with the first leaving on 4th April and the second on 25th April. The decision 
was therefore made only a week before the first flight (Ref. 1). The postage rate from the UK was 1s. 0d. to 
Malaya and 1s. 4d. to Australia and New Zealand. The plan was for Imperial Airways to fly the mail to 
Darwin in Australia from where it would be flown by Qantas from Darwin to Brisbane and by Australian 
National Airways (ANA) from Brisbane to Melbourne. As is well known, that did not happen as, on the first 
experimental flight, the City of Cairo crashed at Koepang in the Dutch East Indies on 19th April. The mail was 
picked up and flown to Darwin by Kingsford Smith of ANA. 
 
Around 15,000 items from the UK were addressed to destinations beyond Delhi for the first experimental 
flight while only 5,000 were sent on the second flight (Ref. 2). On both flights,  further items were dispatched 
from intermediate points.  
 
This article describes and shows examples of covers sent on the second flights. 
 
2nd Experimental Flight  
 
The second experimental mail left Croydon on 25th April on the regular Eastern Route service to Delhi. It was 
flown on the City of Coventry to Paris from where it was sent by rail to Athens, arriving on 28th April. It was 
then flown Athens – Alexandria on the City of Athens on 29th April and then by rail to Cairo from where it 
was flown on the City of Baghdad on the route Cairo – Baghdad on 30th April, Baghdad – Jask on 1st – 2nd 
May and Jask – Karachi on 3rd May (Ref. 3). Karachi – Delhi was flown on 4th May on the City of Jodhpur  by 
Imperial Airways under charter to the Indian Government. (This was known as the Indian State Air Service.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 1: Britain to Calcutta on 2nd experimental flight. 
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The DH 66 Hercules City of Karachi arrived in Delhi on 5th May from Akyab with the mail from the return 
flight of the first experimental airmail and it immediately returned (via Allabad) to Calcutta with the second 
experimental mail. 
 
The cover in Figure 1 is franked with 8d. and was flown from the UK to Calcutta where it arrived on 5th May 
and was backstamped at 7 a.m. on 6th May. It is addressed to Stephen Smith, the well-known aerophilatelist, 
who would have applied the purple cachet. 
 
The City of Karachi then flew from Calcutta to Akyab on 6th May. Kingsford Smith and Scotty Allan in the 
Southern Cross had flown the return of the first experimental airmail from Darwin to Akyab and they were 
waiting there to pick up the second experimental airmail and fly with it back to Darwin. Akyab –  Rangoon 
was on 6th May with the flight to Alor Star on 7th May. To Singapore was on 8th May, to Sourabaya on 9th 
May, to Koepang on 10th May and to Darwin on 11th May. From Darwin the mail was flown  to Brisbane on 
12th – 13th May in a DH 50 by Qantas and then by ANA to Melbourne via Sydney on 14th May. 
 
Mail for New Zealand was off-loaded in Sydney. The cover in Figure 2 is franked with 1s. 4d. and is 
postmarked in London on 24th April and addressed to Christchurch. It has a Sydney transit on 14th May and a 
Christchurch backstamp on 19th May. The ‘Maunganui’ sailed from Sydney to Wellington on 14th – 18th May 
and so would have carried the mail. Only 272 items were addressed to New Zealand out of the 5,231 that 
arrived in Australia (Ref. 1). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2: Britain to New Zealand on 2nd experimental flight. 
 
 

Return of 2nd Experimental Flight 
 
The cover in Figure 3 is postmarked in Christchurch on 6th May and is addressed to England where it has a 
datestamp on 5th June. It is franked with 2s. 2d. (2d. surface + 2s. 0d. air fee) and was sent from Auckland to 
Sydney on the ‘Maunganui’ on 8th – 12th May. The number of items sent from New Zealand was 301 out of a 
total of 14,939 from Australia (Ref. 1). 
 
With Jim Mollison as pilot, the second experimental flight left Melbourne on 15th May and the New Zealand 
mail joined it in Sydney from where it was flown to Brisbane on 16th May. The pilot of the Qantas flight from 
Brisbane to Darwin on 17th – 18th May was Hudson Fysh and the cover has his signature. He was a co-founder 
of Qantas and this was the last time that he flew a scheduled service as he was now the Managing Director 
(Ref. 1). 
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Figure 3: New Zealand to Britain on return of 2nd experimental flight. 
 
Imperial Airways had purchased the DH 66 VH-UJQ from West Australian Airways and it flew from Perth to 
Darwin on 17th – 18th May with Capt. Mollard of Imperial Airways as co-pilot. One bag of mail was carried 
from Perth where it joined the Qantas mail which had been flown from Brisbane (Ref. 2). Captain Mollard in 
VH-UJQ then flew the mail from Darwin to Delhi. The mail from Perth was therefore the first, and only, time 
that mail was flown from Perth to Britain solely by Imperial Airways aircraft. 
  
The mail was flown from Darwin to Koepang on 19th May, to Sourabaya on 21st May and arrived in Singapore 
on 22nd May (Ref. 3). The cover in Figure 4, franked with 37c., is postmarked in Singapore on 21st  May and 
was flown from there on 23rd May.  It is addressed to Alexandria in Egypt and has a Cairo backstamp on 30th 
May and an Alexandria backstamp on 31st May. It is re-addressed to London to where it was presumably 
carried by surface. 
 
As well as the ordinary Singapore postmark, a special handstamp was applied in Singapore and is shown in 
Figure 5. Unfortunately, in this example, it is largely obscured by the Alexandria backstamp of 31st May. 
However, it is possible to make out ‘Singapore 22 May 1931’ in the postmark together with the handstamp 
slogan ‘Imperial Airways / Ltd / London – Australia / Air Mail’ on four lines. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4: Singapore to Egypt on return of 2nd experimental flight. 
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Figure 5: Special Singapore handstamp. 
 
The cover in Figure 6 is postmarked at Penang on 21 May and joined the flight at Alor Star on 23rd May. It is 
addressed to London and has franking of 48c.  made up of 6c. surface + 42c. air fee (Ref. 4). 
 
The mail was likely flown Singapore –  Alor Star on 23rd May, Alor Star – Rangoon on 24th May, Rangoon – 
Akyab on 25th May and Akyab –  Delhi on 26th May where it joined the regular Delhi – Croydon service that 
was flown on 27th May – 4th June. The City of Karachi flew Delhi – Karachi on 27th May and the City of Delhi 
flew Karachi – Jask on 28th May, Jask – Basra on 29th May and Basra – Cairo on 30th May. Cairo – Alexandria 
on 30th May was by rail. 
 
The route from Alexandria on 31st May had recently been changed and was now by Short Kent flying boat to 
Genoa where it was due to arrive on 1st June. However, the mail on the City of Alexandria was delayed for 
two days in Corfu and so it was 3rd June before it was flown from there to Genoa. The mail was sent by 
overnight rail from Genoa to Basle and then flown Basle – Croydon on the City of Glasgow on 4th  June (Ref. 
3). That corresponds with the Sutton Coldfield ½d. paid mark of 5th June on the cover from New Zealand in 
Figure 3. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 6: Penang to London via Alor Star on return of 2nd experimental flight. 
 
 
References: 
 
1. Wolf E., ‘The 1931 Imperial Airways Experimental Airmail Flights’, Imperial Airways Gazette, Issue 30, 

pp. 2-18, December, 2006. 
2. Walker D.A., ‘Airmails of New Zealand, vol. 2’, Air Mail Society of New Zealand, 1986. 
3. Wingent P.,  ‘Aircraft Movements on Imperial Airways’ Eastern Route, Vol 1, 1927 – 1937’, Winchester 

1999. 
4. Elliot K., ‘Civil Airmail Rates from Malaya to the United Kingdom 1928-1942’, The Malayan Philatelist, 

Vol. 23, pp.19-25, March-April 1982. 
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An unfortunate consequence of the Scipio crash 
 

By Duncan Crewe 
 

The cover below left Croydon on 22 August 1936 on board Scylla operating IE 473. The service proceeded 
normally until the mail reached Brindisi. Unfortunately, as a consequence of the Scipio crash at Mirabella 
Bay, there was no aircraft available to fly the mail on to Alexandria. Instead it was forwarded by the SS 
Calitea arriving in Egypt two days behind schedule. In an attempt to make up the lost time Horsa left Basra at 
23.30 on the 28th August to make a night flight to Bahrein. The pilot appears to have been unable to locate the 
airfield and just after dawn the next morning forced landed in the desert triggering an extensive air search to 
try to locate the missing plane. An account of this was given by Group Captain Batchelor in a letter to 
Aeroplane Monthly in November 1985. He wrote:- 
 
“At the time I was serving as a pilot in 84 (B) Squadron at Shaibah in Iraq near Basra…the HP 42 concerned 
had set off from Kuwait for Bahrein and had disappeared without trace except for some bearings from the DF 
station at Bahrain. No 84 Sqn. Was called upon to mount a search around Bahrein island, the bearings 
indicating that the HP 42 might have been north of the island, possibly in the drink. 
 
My duties included that of the squadron navigation officer …flights of Vincents were sent down the Gulf to fly 
the standard patterns of a square search – all to no avail. On a hunch, and with suspicions based on having 
spent days flying around Bahrein to calibrate its DF station, I laid on a search to the south of the island which 
also covered the Qatar Peninsula. The HP 42 was there with its passengers and crew unharmed. It seemed 
that the unfortunate skipper had been floundering around with reciprocal bearings which made him think he 
was north of the island. The aircraft had I believe, encountered much stronger tailwinds than had been 
forecast and had simply overshot, to be further led astray by the errors of the DF station.” 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The crew, passengers and mail were flown out by the RAF after spending 40 hours missing in the desert. The 
photograph of the stranded Horsa, shown on the front cover, was taken by one of the passengers, a Mr. Rupert 
Crowdy. The salvaged mail was forwarded by IE 474 and 475. The Hong Kong back stamp of 10 September 
shows that this cover was brought to Penang by IE 475. Proud states that it was further delayed there because 
Dorado had made an unscheduled flight to Rangoon on 8 September and FEE 27 could not operate until it had 
returned. The 1s. franking shows this to have been a double weight cover at the 6d. per ½ oz. rate. 
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The Mercury July 1938 trans-Atlantic flight 
 

Material provided by Duncan Crewe 
 
Duncan kindly sent scans of this very attractive and no doubt unique item which was carried by the seaplane 
Mercury on her trans-Atlantic flight in the summer of 1938.  Piloted by Capt. Donald Bennett, she departed 
Foynes at 8 p.m. on 20 July  and landed at Boucherville, 10 miles east of Montreal, the next day.  
 
The “Southern Daily Echo” of 21 July 1938 reported that Mercury had on board, “half a ton of newspapers, 
news reels and photographs of the Royal visit to Paris.”  It was most likely the latter contained in the cover.  
 

 
After arrival at Montreal, the envelope must 
have been sent by hand to Drummondville, 
which is a little less than half way between 
Montreal and Quebec, from where it was re-
posted back to Montreal over a month later. 
 
 
 
The Imperial Airways label shown right, is on 
the reverse of the cover. 
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More Railway Air Services history 
The turbulent months, August to November 1934 

John C. Symons 

Introduction 
Back in December 2016 Peter Wingent kindly published an article in the Imperial Airways Gazette, the 
journal of the Imperial Airways Study Group, I had submitted earlier in the year1. In that article my attention 
�rganiz on the first flights undertaken by a new airline Railway Air Services (RAS) founded early in 1934, a 
consortium of the four major railway companies Great Western, Southern, London and North Eastern, London 
Midland and Scottish Railways and Imperial Airways, each company holding 100 shares in the new 
company2. It was the first airline to attempt the operation of a national airmail service in Great Britain and 
Northern Ireland. The initial flights on 20th August 1934 were severely disrupted and curtailed by a severe 
gale which swept the country resulting in many stages being cancelled. With my focus mainly concentrated on 
those flights, I paid but little attention to the remainder of the company’s later history, something I intend to 
remedy in this second offering. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 : London to Glasgow 
 : Plymouth to Liverpool 
 : Cowes to Birmingham 
 : Belfast to Manchester 

                                                 
1 Symons J C, “Imperial Airways and the Regional Airlines”, Imperial Airways Gazette, (December 2014), issue 50, pps.33 – 37, 
2 Stroud J (1987), Railway Air Services, Ian Allan Ltd, Surrey, England, pg 30. An initial issue of 502 shares was made. I suspect Imperial 
Airways held 102. 
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For anyone with an interest in the services of RAS it is perhaps appropriate to indicate the routes a matter 
omitted in the earlier article, the company intended to operate (Figure 1), and the stages accomplished on the 
first two days of the new service (Tables 1 and 2)3. A count of the stages listed totals 116, but the total 
possible number amounted to 144 (12 x 12), a shortfall of 28 stages. It must be remembered that a second 
condition was applied for the acceptance of mail for carriage by air, namely mail would only be accepted if 
there was a saving in time when compared to carriage by surface transport4. This resulted in the 28 missing 
stages, carriage being faster by rail, in tables 1 and 2; these are listed in Table 3. 

Table 1. Stages completed on 20th August. 
Glasgow to Belfast and Manchester; 
Belfast to Douglas and Manchester; 
Douglas to Manchester; 
Birmingham to Liverpool, Cardiff, Bristol and Plymouth; 
London to Birmingham and Liverpool (via Birmingham); 
Liverpool to Birmingham, Cardiff, Plymouth and Bristol; 
Cardiff to Liverpool, Birmingham, Bristol and Plymouth; 
Teignmouth to Liverpool, Birmingham, Cardiff and Plymouth; 
Plymouth to Liverpool, Birmingham, Cardiff and Teignmouth; 
Bristol to Birmingham. 

Table 2. Stages completed on 21st August. 
Glasgow to Douglas, Birmingham, London and Bristol; 
Belfast to Glasgow, Birmingham, London, Bristol, Southampton and Cowes; 
Douglas to Belfast, Glasgow, Birmingham, London, Bristol, Southampton and Cowes; 
Manchester to Glasgow, Belfast, Douglas, Birmingham, 
London, Bristol, Southampton and Cowes; 
Birmingham to Glasgow, Belfast, Manchester, Douglas, London, Southampton and Cowes; 
London to Glasgow, Belfast, Manchester and Douglas; 
Bristol to Glasgow, Belfast, Manchester, Douglas, Liverpool, Southampton and Cowes; 
Liverpool to Southampton and Cowes; 
Cardiff to Glasgow, Belfast, Manchester, Douglas, Southampton and Cowes; 
Southampton to Glasgow, Belfast, Manchester, Douglas, Liverpool, Birmingham, Bristol and 
Cowes; 
Cowes to Glasgow, Belfast, Manchester, Douglas, Liverpool, Birmingham, Bristol and 
Southampton. 

Table 3. Stages not flown, mail carried by surface transport. 
Liverpool to Glasgow, Belfast, Douglas, Manchester and return flights; 
Teignmouth to Southampton, Cowes and return flights; 
Plymouth to Southampton, Cowes and return flights; 
London to Cardiff, Teignmouth, Plymouth, Bristol, Southampton, Cowes and return flights. 

Many of those listed above and postmarked 20th August were forwarded overland the same day. On the 21st 
August RAS completed a full schedule of flights. Only mail from Cowes and Southampton were held over 
until 21st August and forwarded by that day, as was mail from Douglas, Isle of Man postmarked 20th August 
with the later timestamp of 4.30 pm. The stages listed in Table 2 provide an indication of just how sever the 
weather was the previous day. 
 

First Day Incidents 
Whilst the RAS network of routes was well �rganized and integrated it was devastated on the first day of its 
operation by the extreme weather conditions experienced that 20th August. Only one of the five routes 
completed all its stages, that was the service between Plymouth and Liverpool, even then was not without 
incident. 
 

                                                 
3 Redgrove H Stanley, (1940), The Air Mails of the British Isles, published by the author, Ratcliffe Hall, Leicestershire.  
4 For example: Bristol to London 
a. by rail: Bristol city centre to Temple Meads station:15 mins; rail to Paddington: 2 hrs 30mins; to central London: 20 mins. Total 

time: 3hrs 5mins. 
b. By air: Bristol city centre to Whitchurch airport: 30 mins; air to Birmingham: 60 mins; Waiting for connection from Glasgow: 7hrs 

30 mins; air to Croydon: 50 mins; to central London: 40 mins. Total time: 9 hrs 30mins.  
c. Bristol to London by rail is three times faster than by air due to waiting for connection at Birmingham 
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The greatest dislocation was on the northern routes. Glasgow to London terminated at Manchester, and mail 
for towns further south was forwarded by surface transport. The mail for the Isle of Man was also seriously 
disrupted. Mail destined for the island originating in Glasgow was carried forward to Manchester, staff at 
Belfast were unable to locate the aircraft’s mail locker key, and were therefore unable to off load the island’s 
mail, and transfer it to the Isle of Man Shuttle service (Figure 2). It was forwarded from Manchester carried by 
rail and sea. This is confirmed by the date and time on the return arrival postmark at Douglas, 21st August and 
4.30 pm; the Manchester Shuttle did not arrive at Ronaldsway until 5.37 pm. 
 

Mail carried on the Shuttle service fared 
little better. Mail posted in Belfast was 
safely flown to Manchester, but that 
posted on the Isle of Man was disrupted as 
a result of errors made by staff at the 
postal sorting office on the island. The 
vast majority of the mail addressed to 
Manchester and beyond was postmarked 
4.30pm, thereby failing to connect with 
the earlier departure of the Shuttle from 
Ronaldsway Airport at 10.57 pm. It was 
returned the following day, postmarked 
4.30pm 21st August.  However a small 
number of covers did arrive in time at 
Ronaldsway, and were flown as far as 
Manchester, these are postmarked 10.00 

a.m. 20th August (Figure 3). 

Whilst the schedule for the Plymouth to Liverpool service was completed satisfactorily on 20th August, no 
mail was offloaded at Haldon on the southbound service, although mail for Plymouth was loaded. This 
resulted in mail for Newton Abbot, Teignmouth and Torquay being forwarded by rail from Plymouth. In the 
event the only mail loaded at Haldon was that carried on the northbound morning flight.  
 

Mail destined for Belfast and Glasgow postmarked 20th August was not forwarded from the Isle of Man until 
the 21st August, as was the case of mail from Manchester. 
 

One cover which attracted the attention of collectors and dealers alike, and the longest service by airmail in 
Great Britain was that which linked a service of RAS with that of Highland Airways, figure 4 is one such 
example, in this case flown from Teignmouth to Kirkwall in Orkney (this was the second longest, the longest 
being the Plymouth departure some 30 miles to the west). Postmarked 10.30 am 23rd August 1934 the 
intention was for it to be flown to Glasgow via Birmingham, from where it would have been forwarded by rail 
to Inverness. In the event all flights that day for destinations to the north terminated at Birmingham, and mail 
for Glasgow was sent onwards by rail. Nevertheless the rail connection with Inverness arrived in sufficient 
time for the Orkney mail to be forwarded to Inverness Airport at Dalcross, from where the Highland Airways 
flight departed at 10.15 am for Kirkwall, arriving 1hr 20mins later, having made a brief stop at Wick, 
Caithness en route.  The cover received an arrival cancellation timed at 1.45 pm and dated 21st August, a clear 
indication of the completion of the service. This is one of a number of covers destined for Kirkwall carried 
over various RAS routes. 
 
 
 

Figure 3. (left to right): 1st Douglas departure. 1st Manchester arrival. 2nd Douglas departure. 

Figure 2 (Insert: arrival cancellation on reverse) 



Figure 4. 

Arrival 
cancellation on 

the reverse. 
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First Flight Covers 

In addition to the well known art deco design of the official first flight cover (figure 2), two other designs 
were produced. 

The first was produced by L Pitman, philatelist of Combe Dingle, Bristol. He produced his labels prior to the 
announcement by Imperial Airways of their intention to print a large quantity of illustrated covers for use on 
the first flights on the new network on 20th August. Rather than dispose of his labels he applied them to the 
Imperial Airways covers, each one for a different stage (figure 5). He produced 100 of each before the special 
covers were to became available. What numbers were used or how many of the various stages were 
distributed is not exactly known, but 
Redgrove5 states between 20 and 30 
were flown on the various stages. The 
Pitman labels are not readily found in 
dealer’s lists or auctions. 

The second was produced by the well 
known dealer and aerophilatelist Francis 
Field of Solihull, Warwickshire (figure 
6). How many were produced, and for 
how many stages is not known, but they 
are much more frequently found than 
Pitman covers, but significantly less 
than the official covers. The cachets 
were printed in a variety of colours; 
initially it was thought each colour 
applied to a certain departure, but this 
has proven not to be true. 

A third cover that is of interest is the business reply envelope, a number of these were carried on various 
stages. All such covers seen so far were those addressed to the dealer John S Davis of Liverpool. What 

quantities were flown, and over what 
stages is not known. However it is 
unlikely covers will be found for every 
stage. The cover in figure 7 was flown 
from Teignmouth on 20th August to 
Liverpool arriving later the same day. The 
postmark timed at 6.00 am at Teignmouth 
and departed from Haldon at 5.00 pm. It 
arrived in Liverpool at 7.45 pm where the 
arrival postmark was timed at 1.00 pm on 
21st August, leaving little doubt this cover 
was carried by air, and so business reply 
envelopes were treated as first class mail 
by the postal authorities. 

 
 
 
 

 

Airway Letters 
An important feature of the operation of airmail services was also the privilege of the railway companies to 
carry mail by rail whilst not infringing the Post Office’s monopoly; a privilege that extended to the carriage of 
mail by air. On 20th August mail was accepted as “airway letters” and subject to an additional air surcharge of 
3d. The earliest known covers are dated 23rd August. None of the standard works provide any explanation as 
to the advantage gained by this service. I can only suggest the following. An airway letter was treated in 
exactly the same way as a railway letter, in that it could be handed to a railway company official at either a 
town office or railway station, from where it would be forwarded to either the railway station or airport 
nearest to its destination. On arrival it would be placed in the postal system for delivery as normal. Figure 8 is  

                                                 
5 Redgrove, page 56. 

Figure 5. Pitman label and cachet on rear of 
cover. First flight cover, Cowes to Bristol post-
marked 20 Aug. 1934, but flown on 21 Aug. 



Figure 6. Francis Field cover, Birmingham to Glasgow flown on 
21st August, 1934with Glasgow arrival cancellation for 22 
August. 

Figure 7. 

Figure 8. 
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an example. Airway letters are 
identified by the postage stamps being 
cancelled on arrival, rather than on 
departure. The only acceleration was in 
the initial carriage to the departure 
airport, and collection on arrival (if 
desired) at the destination airport6. 
 

Combined Carriage 

Figure 9 is an interesting variation on 
the airway letter. It is a combination of a 
railway and airway letter. Originating in 
Preston Lancashire it was handed to an 
official of the London Midland and 
Scottish Railway most probably at 
Preston railway  

 
 

station on 28th September 1934, where 
the 3d railway letter service surcharge 
was paid, as shown on the railway label, 
and forwarded to Glasgow on the next 
available train. On arrival it was posted 
as normal, postmarked: GLASGOW — 
14 —/6 –AM/29/SP/34. The cover was 
next flown from Renfrew, Glasgow’s 
airport departing at 9.15 am for Belfast 
where the flight would have arrived at 
10.05 am. There awaiting its arrival was 
the Isle of Man Shuttle service, to which 
this cover was transferred. The Shuttle 
departed at 
10.07 am and arrived at Ronaldsway 
airport on the Isle of Man at 10.57 am, from where it was forwarded by road to Douglas 
where it received the arrival postmark: DOUGLAS ISLE OF MAN /3 –PM/29 SEP/1934. Note in this 
example only the stage from Preston to Glasgow takes advantage of the railway’s privilege. From Glasgow 
onwards it is in the care of the post office not RAS. There is no doubt this cover was carried as indicated by 

label and etiquette, and flown from 
Glasgow to Douglas. 
 
A Drastically Revised Network 
On 29th September after some six weeks 
of operations the RAS network was 
drastically revised, from that date only 
the service between Croydon and 
Renfrew via Birmingham, Manchester 
and Belfast remained in operation. The 
timetable was essentially the same with 
minor modifications to the time spent on 
the ground at intermediate stops. The 
revised network was short lived for, on 
1st November a new route was 
introduced. 

 
 

                                                 
6 Can anyone improve on this understanding of the airway letter? 



Figure 9. 

Figure 10. 

Figure 11. RAS Mail List, 26th September 1934, London to Liverpool. 
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The last flight took place on 29th 
September 1934. Last flight covers were 
flown, including a number of official 
Imperial Airways covers, although not 
specially prepared for the event; these 
are not readily come by (figure 10). The 
cover was sent under cover to 
Birmingham, where on arrival it was 
cancelled with the time stamp 12.05pm, 
but the flight departed Birmingham at 
11.50 am. The cover arrived in Douglas, 
Isle of Man on 1st October. Clearly the 
cover failed to connect and was 
forwarded by surface transport. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

What the reasons were for this radical 
revision are not known, but one 
possibility was a lack of use of the 
airmail facility. Some months ago I 
obtained amongst a collection of RAS 
ephemera, Mail Lists which contain the 
information regarding the amount of 
mail carried over the various stages 
(figure 11). An examination of 42 lists 
clearly show the heaviest loads were 
between London and Manchester, 
being Manchester departures of 
296ozs, 307ozs, 384ozs, 439ozs and 
453ozs during the month of October. 
Only one other stage did the load 

exceed 400ozs, and that was between Liverpool and 
London in early November. The lists clearly shown the increasing use of airmail as 
time passed. Nevertheless, mail carried on the provincial routes was always 
considerably less than those listed above. It must therefore appeared uneconomic to 
the GPO to 
continue with 

the services on the routes other than that 
between London and Glasgow, 
notwithstanding the growing quantity of 
mail carried7. 

From 1st October minor changes to the 
time on the ground at Birmingham and 
Manchester were made, but more 
importantly a second aircraft was 
deployed on the route enabling the 
Croydon departure like that from 
Renfrew to be in the morning. Once 
again there is no obvious reason for this 
change other than the possible 
availability of a surplus aircraft. 
 
 
 

                                                 
7 This is my reasoning for the radical reduction in RAS services. If anyone has a alternative reason I would welcome information. 
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Further Revision to Route 
This revised service was short-lived, because on 1st November 1934 the route was again subject to significant 
amendment.  

Once again for no obvious reason the service between Glasgow and London underwent further revision. The 
calls at Manchester and Birmingham ceased to be replaced by a call at Liverpool. The main route from 
London now called at Liverpool and terminated at Belfast, from where a separate feeder service served 
Glasgow. Figure 12 is an example of a pilot signed first flight on this new revised service. Posted in Glasgow 
and forwarded to Renfrew Airport from where it departed for Belfast on the feeder service at 7.50am, arriving 
at 8.45am. There it was transferred to the 
London service, departing at 8.55am, and 
arriving in Liverpool at 10.15am, where 
receipt was acknowledged by the 
application of the RAS Lime Street cachet, 
and to await John Stephen, the Liverpool 
dealer’s collection. 

The efforts by RAS to provide a more 
effective service as they saw it, or on 
behalf of the GPO, was short-lived. At the 
end of the month, again for reasons 
unknown, the mail contract was awarded 
to Hillman’s Airways who operated the 
same service over the same route, except 
departures were from their base in 
Romford, Essex rather than from Croydon. 
 
 
 
 

A miscellany of photos and leaflets 
 

By Bill Legg 

 
[Editor’s note]: Having disposed of his collection, 
Bill responded to my plea for material by sending a 
variety of unusual photos and leaflets which he said 
he had “managed to dig out from somewhere.”  
Your efforts are much appreciated Bill.  The 
following are the notes Bill sent to accompany the 
material: 
 
Firstly, a fine aerial view of the Rose Bay flying 
boat base of Qantas (fig. 1), showing three 
unidentified boats on the water.  The building 
shown in the June 2017 Gazette can be identified 
and the slipway for hauling the boats onto land for 
servicing. 
 
 
 
 
 
Four photos of the I.A. Mediterranean route.  Genoa 
harbour with a Short Calcutta flying boat (fig. 2).  
Because Italy would not permit I.A. to use the route 
through France into Italy, I.A. had to fly to Basle, 
Switzerland, and then by rail to Genoa as in 1929 
flying over the Alps was unsafe. 
 

Figure 12. RAS First flight revised route. 2nd December 1934, Glasgow to Liverpool. 

Figure 1 
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To begin with, Tobruk in 
North Africa (fig. 4) was used 
until after a year a dispute 
with Italy resulted in I.A. 
having to rapidly change 
routes and fly through central 
Europe (see map, fig. 3) via 
Brussels, Vienna and Belgrade 
to Salonika, using landplanes, 
then by flying boat to Athens 
(fig. 5). 
 

Figure 3 

Figure 2 

Figure 4 
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In 1931, when the Indian and African routes were separated, the Indian route went from Athens to 
Castelrosso, Cyprus and the Sea of Galilee.  The Castelrosso photo (fig. 6) shows Short Scipio G-ABFC 
Satyrus. 
 

Figure 7 shows a rather elaborate brochure advertising the Handley Page route to Paris in the 1920s, boasting 
about their use of twin-engined aircraft compared with other airlines and figure 8 advertises their services.  
The company operated Handley Page W8 and W9 twin-engined ‘planes on the services to Paris and Brussels.  
W8b Prince Henry (G-EBBI) is shown in figure 9. 
 

Figure 5 

Figure 6 
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Figure 7 
 

 

Figure 9 
 
 
 
 
Finally, figure 10 is a marvelous photo of Short S23 Empire 
flying boat VH-ABF Cooee of Qantas basking in the sun at 
her moorings on Raj Samand Reservoir, Udaipur, India in 
May 1939, with one of the I.A. motor launches charging out 
to the boat. 
 

    Figure 8 
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Figure 10 
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Imperial Airways advertisement & Kisumu ~ Lusaka service 
 

Material provided by John Berridge 
 
The attractive advertisement (right) for 
I.A. services to Switzerland, dated 1929, 
was sent in by John. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
John also sent the article below, which 
was published in the February 2018 
edition of the Rhodesian Philatelist.  It 
describes the contracts made for the 
operation by Wilson Airways of the 
overland section between Kisumu and 
Lusaka of the previous I.A. landplane 
route after the introduction of flying boat 
services in June 1937. 
 
Wilson Airways named the service the 
‘Central African Service’ and service 
numbers were prefixed CAN (Central 
African Northbound) and CAS (Central 
African Southbound). 
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1919 Baghdad to Australia mail by “The Old Carthusian” & Vickers Vimy 
 

By Ed Wolf 
 

This paper started out to investigate the mystery of a parcel of letters to Australia emanating from Baghdad in 
January 1919.  In the process of the research I stumbled across additional information that I wish to share with 
you. 
 
The issue relates to a quantity of letters (“the Mail”) sent from Baghdad on January 9 & 10, 1919, by 
Australian soldiers serving with the 1st Australian Wireless Squadron. These letters were recorded on page 12 
of  Tom Frommer’s book1 as a summary of “Mail Ex Mesopotamia (Iraq) “. In the body of the same book he 
records another item addressed to Mrs H.M. Bjorn omitted from the summary page.  Frommer has identified 
thus 31 letters.  
 
25 out of the 31 have been identified as signed on the reverse by Jim Bennett, Ross Smith’s mechanic on 
Smith’s November 1919 Vickers Vimy flight to Australia.  These 25 ‘mysteriously’ appeared, signed by 
Bennett in December 1919 in Darwin. By the later date we are dealing with the flight by Ross and Keith Smith 
from England to Australia. Our concern is with covers which were carried part of the way earlier by the 
aircraft known as The Old Carthusian. There are several unsolved issues about this mail. How many letters 
were sent from Baghdad, who picked it up, where was it picked up and why was it not sent on earlier.  
 
Various authors2 have stated that “the Mail” from the Baghdad Wireless Squadron was handed across to Ross 
Smith at a meeting with General MacEwen in Simla on or about June 20, after Ross Smith and Amyas Borton 
finished their survey of the air route to Australia through the Indonesian archipelago. These authors then go on 
to state that Ross Smith carried “the Mail” back with him to England. He then carried it to Australia when he 
flew the Vickers Vimy to victory in the 1919 air race. 
 
I find it difficult to accept such statements at face value. I have tried to trace the story from its origin at the 
point when “the Mail” was handed to someone at Baghdad in January of 1919 .The dates of the letters 
comprising “the Mail” confirm that they were written at the time when Major MacLaren in The Old 
Carthusian , a HP V/1500 aircraft, passed through Baghdad. The only positive we have thereafter is that “ the 
Mail” was handled by James Bennett in Darwin on December 12 1919. 
 
Tom Frommer in his book on the Ross Smith Stamp, records all of the addresses of the 364 covers carried by 
Ross Smith to Melbourne. Although the 210  covers reproduced in this book  is an impressive testimony of the 
research done by Frommer, it  leaves us 154 short of the total. Amongst the 210 illustrated covers he has 
identified 31  originating in Baghdad based on physical evidence of either the contents of the covers or some 
other means. The likelihood clearly exists for more discoveries amongst the other 154 non illustrated ones.  
 
Although the elusive 154 covers have not been sighted, we do have the benefit of knowing who they were 
addressed to. With the advantage of the internet we can now access other data to match up those addresses. 
 
The Australian War Memorial website provides us with both the Embarkation and Nominal Rolls of the 
Australians involved in the WW1 conflict. These  rolls provide the names and other details including the next 
of kin and their address . They are available in unit order . It is these files that have unlocked part of the 
mystery. 
 
 
 
 
1
 Tom Frommer, The Ross Smith Stamp & its postal history, A Page in Time 2011. Hawthorne, East Australia.  

 

2
 Col. Leonard Smith’s 1970 supplement to his 1968 book The Ross Smith England – Australia Flight  - A Postal History  was probably 

the first to set out such a view. On page 17  he stated “It is Halley’s belief that these letters were carried by Brigadier General N.D. 
MacEwan(sic) (the pilot) until the summer of 1919, when they were turned over by him to Ross Smith at a meeting of the two at Simla, 
at which time General MacEwan knew a flight to Australia was being planned.”  
Frommer ibid at page 11 accepts Smith’s version but adds on that “The mail was carried safehand to London and was added to the 
mail carried by Ross Smith and his crew....” 
Kimpton in his 2011 “Airmails across the Middle East” p.56 accepts Frommer but changes it slightly by stating “30 covers from 
Mesopotamia were those which had been handed to Brigadier General MacEwen, mostly by members of the Australian Wireless 
Squadron, flown on the Old Carthusian  to India and then taken by ship to England, either by Ross Smith or Jim Bennett”.      
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The Mesopotamian campaign was principally an Indian Army matter. It was at the Indian Government’s 
request  that Australia supplied troops of wireless signallers to provide the means of communication to remote 
outlying stations and when engaging the enemy. Australia responded by sending the following troops: 
    

Date Unit Description No. of men 

     

February 1916 No.1 Pack Wireless Signal Troop 56 

March 1916 No.1 Pack Wireless Signal Troop reinforcements 5 

May 1916 1 Australian Wireless Squadron 90 

June '16-Oct '18 1 Australian Wireless Squadron  238 

May '17-Feb '18 1 Cavalry Divisional Signals  79 

December 1917 Light Motor set Wireless Troop 78 

Total   546 
 
The names of each of these 546 men are available for matching their next of kin’s addresses with all of the 
364 addresses of the Ross Smith flight covers. It should be emphasized that not all the 546 men were at 
Baghdad on January 9 or 10, 1919. Some had been repatriated to Australia, others were on leave or in the field 
and some would have been killed in action or wounded in hospital. In addition at least two of the men Lt. 
White and Sapper Sylvester Ryan had two tours of duty and are thus recoded twice. There appear to have been 
no other Australians in Baghdad in January 1919. 
 
What such a matching process reveals is that rather than dealing with 31 covers emanating from Baghdad, we 
can now positively identify (without sighting the individual items) a further 9 covers that started at Baghdad. 
In addition it is possible from the name matching process that there may be at least a further 4 covers that also 
commenced in Baghdad in January 1919. This is so because the surnames are unusual for Armstrong, Holst, 
Graefe and Goold although their next of kin’s addresses do not match. 
 
The additional covers that have been positively identified through this process are: 
 

FR Name Relation Sender Rank Serial # 

27 W.E. Bernie Brother George Tennyson Bernie Lieutenant   

61 T.W.J. Cox Esq. Father Lewis Adrian Cox Driver 14381 

72 Mr. C. Curtin Father Cornelius Francis Curtin Sapper 21233 

75 Mrs. W. Davidson Mother William John F. Davidson Driver 14490 

226 Mrs. F.E. Moore Wife Frederick Ernest Moore Lieutenant   

242 Miss E. Parker Sister Gilbert Alexander Parker Sapper 16027 

246 Mrs. A.A. Pead Mother Alfred Hains Pead  Sapper  21235 

262 Mrs. M Regan Mother Walter Benjamin Regan Driver 7723 

305 Mrs. E. Smith Sister Kendall E.H.A.M. Bates Sapper 16449 
 

That the 40 covers emanated from Baghdad in January 1919 and not at a later time can be determined by two factors. 
Firstly most of the men in Bagdad in January 1919 would have been home in Australia by the time that Ross Smith made 
his record setting flight in November-December 1919 and secondly but just as important Smith did not stop at Baghdad 
on his Vimy flight in late 1919. 
 
According to the January 1919 War Diary3, the 1st Australian Wireless Squadron, based at Baghdad  had a strength of 11 
B.Os (British officers) and 305 B.O.Rs (British other ranks).The “B” distinction applied to the British troops and the 
Australians as well. The major forces in Mesopotamia were native Indian Army personnel, who were recorded as “I”.  
The officers are individually named in the Diary4 and  we also have a lists of the names of the other ranks. 
 
 
 
3 Australian War Memorial AWM4/22/16 1st Australian Wireless Signal Squadron War Diaries, December 1918-January 1919 
4 Major S.J. White, Captain R. Clark. T/Capt. M.J. Hillary, Lts. E.D.A. Bagot, L.L. Gill, R. Houston*, C.L. Sandars, F.E. Moore*,C.W. 
Goodman, R. Laxton* and G.T. Bernie* -*part of “The Mail”. 
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Now that we have determined the size of “The Mail” we need to discover its trail to Australia.  
 
To set the scene we need to realise that there were three separate flights and aircraft  involved in this story as 
well as several personalities.  
 
The first of these flights began on  November 29 1918 when a Handley Page O/400 took off from Cairo 
carrying Major General Geoffrey Salmond as “passenger” and  Brigadier General Amyas Borton as “co-pilot”. 
The majority of the flying was performed by Captain Ross Smith. The mechanics on this flight were sergeants 
James Mallet Bennett and Walter Henry Shiers. They had an uneventful flight to Baghdad, after an overnight 
stop at Damascus, arriving at their destination just after 4 pm on November 30.Whilst the aircraft stayed at 
Baghdad, Salmond was taken on an inspection tour of the outlying RAF bases. On December 4 the party flew 
to Basra arriving there by 1400 hours for an overnight stay. The following day they reached Bushire on the 
PersianGulf coast. On December 6 the Handley Page landed heavily at Bandar Abbas while Borton was at the 
controls. The starboard wheel was damaged necessitating a repair by the mechanics. This delayed their 
departure from Bandar Abbas until December 9 when Chahbar  was reached. The following day, December 
10, they arrived at Karachi. The next day the group made the long trip to Nasirabad  and proceeded to Delhi 
on December 12. To all intents this was the end of the journey although, following on the invitation of the 
Viceroy, they went on to Calcutta with the plane  taking off on December 16 for Allahabad  via Agra. They 
completed their journey on December 17. The Handley Page O/400 was put into storage at the Lahore Aircraft 
Park. 
 
 Over the next 5 months Borton and Ross Smith surveyed, by ship, potential landing sites for their proposed 
continued journey in the Handley Page O/400 to Australia. We will return to them in a little while . 
 
The second flight, by a Handley Page V/1500 named The Old Carthusian, was actually the catalyst for the 
first flight. Major General Salmond, then at Salonika, was informed by cable from the Air Ministry on 
November 4  1918 that Brigadier General  Norman MacEwen was flying out in the latest  Handley Page 
V/1500 from England to take up his post in as commanding officer of RAF India.  Salmond made up his mind 
to be there first. Due to the inclement weather in England, MacEwen’s machine,  The Old Carthusian , did not 
leave the ground until December 13 by which time Salmond was nicely settled in Delhi. 
 
 The Old Carthusian was piloted by Major Archibald MacLaren with, Captain Robert Halley as co-pilot and 
Brigadier General Norman MacEwen as “passenger”. Sergeants Smith, Brown and Crockett served as aircrew. 
For the purpose of this story, the flight can be summarised by stating that, with various mishaps, they 
ultimately got to Cairo’s’ airport Heliopolis at 5pm on January 1 1919. Major repairs were then carried out on 
the engines. They took off  for  Baghdad  on the morning of January 8 but had to make a landing short of their 
target due to failing light. Baghdad was reached  the following morning, January 9, where it was discovered 
that the fabric covering the propellers had torn. This incident prevented the crew from proceeding until 
January 11, so they spent the nights of January 9 and 10 at Baghdad. The delay  is an important factor in 
reconstructing  what happened to “the Mail”. It gave the local Australians  the opportunity to talk to the 
crew and to ask for a favour. During their stay at Baghdad, a mail was prepared by FPO55 with a special 
cachet applied for delivery on arrival in India proper through the normal channels.  This mail is dated January 
9. Additional mail which did not go through FPO 55, and hence did not receive a date cancellation or the 
special cachet, found its way on board also. This is the mysterious parcel of 31 letters, now extended to 40! 
 
From Baghdad, MacLaren steered the V/1500 to Ahwaz where additional mail was picked up which had a 
similar cachet applied to the Baghdad mail and was cancelled Base Post Office MEF 10 Jan 19 (A Basra 
Postal cancellation). Then onto Bushire where they  landed on January 11. No mail is known from Bushire.  
On the following day they flew to Bandar Abbas instead of the proposed Chahbar as the wind was too strong. 
Here additional mail was added to the flight which was unstamped.  After successfully taking off from Bandar 
Abbas’s small airfield on January 13, everything was rosy until just after Chahbar when the rear port engine’s 
no.3 piston seized. An emergency landing site was  fortuitously available at the little fishing village of 
Ormara. There, the mechanics worked on the engines for two days with the aim of getting the most out of the 
remaining 3 engines. MacEwen  at this stage suffered from heatstroke and, together with the additional spares 
and the FPO 55 cancelled Baghdad mail, the Basra mail and the unstamped Bandar Abbas mail was sent to 
Karachi on board RIMS Britomart, an Indian navy ship sent to rescue and assist the stranded crew. 
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MacLaren and Halley, with Smith as their only mechanic (to keep the weight down), managed to take off on 
three engines. This soon turned into only two when the rear starboard engine seized through an oil line coming 
adrift. They limped into Karachi, losing height all the way, but beat the Britomart which arrived the next day 
January 16.  
 
At Karachi, mail was processed by the local postal authorities. The Baghdad and Basra cacheted mail received 
no additional markings but the Bandar Abbas unstamped mail received a three line cachet with the date altered 
to reflect its arrival on January 17.  Presumably the FPO 55 Baghdad mail was bagged separately from the 
rest, as it received an additional circular cancellation on arrival by surface at Delhi on January 20.The rest of 
the journey of The Old Carthusian is not relevant to this story but the fate of ”the Mail” is. We will just say 
the FPO 55 mail was delivered by surface from Karachi to Delhi on January 20 as indicated by the back stamp 
on the mail.  The Old Carthusian finally reached Delhi on January 23.   
 
My reason for the following detail is to determine where and when an interchange may have taken place 
between the holders of “the Mail” and the Vickers Vimy crew. 
 
By mid March the V/1500 was dismantled and put into storage at Delhi. This was to have dire results as will 
soon be revealed. The crew of the Old Carthusian split up with MacLaren returning to Europe by ship.  
MacEwen set up his headquarters at a conveniently cool Simla in the mountains. Halley and the three 
sergeants were assigned to R.A.F. India at Lahore.  
 
Halley and his three sergeants resurrected the V/1500 from storage in early May working for three weeks solid 
to make it serviceable once again. It was then used to bomb Kabul on May 24 after which  the crew  returned 
to Risalpur. On inspection it was discovered that during its Delhi storage period termites had  attacked the 
main spar making the aircraft unserviceable and thus it  was written off. They clearly had a lucky escape with 
their bombing run. Once the write off decision had been taken there was no sense in the crew staying on at 
Risalpur, so they would have returned to their unit at Lahore.  
 
In determining what happened to the Australian sergeants Bennett and Shiers after they arrived in India, I 
discovered from their service records that both accompanied Smith and Borton on the survey although they 
are not mentioned in any of the reports. Presumably they took the role of “batman”. The survey was actually 
in two parts. On the first survey, their ship, RIMS Sphinx caught fire and the party  returned to Delhi by train 
from Calcutta. When they started for the second time aboard RIMS Minto they were untroubled. At the 
completion of the survey on June 13 at Calcutta , they all returned to Delhi to discover that their Handley Page 
O/400 had been wrecked in a storm. Any notion of flying to Australia from India was thereby negated.  
 
Smith, Bennett and Shiers remained in India for a further two months.  Ross Smith’s service record shows him 
temporarily attached to No.31 Squadron R.A.F. Risalpur India on July 25 1919 and  “marching out” to 
Headquarters at Simla 4 days later. The sergeant’s service records indicate that they were attached to the same 
squadron for a longer period, July and August 1919.They were assigned  to supervise the rigging of the 
squadron’s new Bristol Fighters for use in reconnaissance and offensive missions during the short but fierce 
Afghan campaign. This was in the theatre of operations of the 3rd Afghan Campaign (War) which was waged 
from 6 May to 8 August 1919.  
 
It should be noted here that the British crew, Halley, Crockett, Smith and Brown were at Risalpur on May 24. 
But we have no way of knowing how long they stayed before returning to their base at Lahore. It largely 
depends on when the termite discovery was made.  Bennett and Shiers arrived at Risalpur no earlier than say 
early July so they most likely missed any opportunity to mix with their British counterparts then. 
 
Borton, Smith, Bennett and Shiers  left India on August 23 for  England. In England through the influence of 
both Borton and Salmond the Australians  successfully negotiated the use of a Vickers Vimy for an attempt on 
a flight to Australia. 
 
The third flight was that of the famous Vickers Vimy flown by Ross Smith with his brother Keith as navigator 
and with sergeants James Bennett and Walter Shiers as mechanics. They had left Hounslow England on 
November 12 1919, and passed through Cairo on November 18. On November 19  they set course for  
Damascus where they encountered rain the next morning which delayed their departure. 
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Instead of being able to get to Baghdad before nightfall, they settled for  Ramadi instead.  They  were lucky to 
find sufficient petrol there to allow them the next day to bypass Baghdad and make straight for Basra.  
 
This bypassing of Baghdad is an important point to note. There is the  possibility that the mail that had 
been prepared at Baghdad did not leave with the Old Carthusian in which case the “next aircraft” through may 
have picked it up. That next aircraft was the Vimy. But the Vimy did not stop at Baghdad so could not have 
added “the Mail” there.   From Basra  the Vimy journey proceeded  along the Persian Gulf coast  to Bandar 
Abbas and then Karachi . The next stop was Delhi, reached on November  25. The party left on November 27. 
They finally arrived at Darwin on December 10 successfully completing the journey from England to 
Australia in less than 30 days as required by the rules of the competition. 
 
It was at Darwin that James Bennett signed the majority of “the Mail”. Why he did it then is not known but 
perhaps the elation and the recognition that they had made it to safely to terra firma  may have been the cause. 
 
 
To help explain my theory I want to introduce what I have coined “The Sergeants” hypothesis. 
 
The Australian Wireless squadron was the only signal unit in Mesopotamia after the Armistice was signed 
with Turkey on 30 October 1918. It was to remain there as the only available communications network 
through wireless until late in 1919. Our interest in the unit is during the 3 day period January 9 to 11 when The 
Old Carthusian was being repaired at Baghdad. The clerical work in relation to any signals, is likely to have 
been performed by  sergeants  and other ranks who would thus  have been aware of the content of the various 
signals sent and received. As such, it is likely they would have been very much aware that Ross Smith, at the 
time of MacLaren’s arrival at Baghdad, had reached India in his HP O/400 with Brigadier General  Amyas 
Borton. Furthermore  they were contemplating carrying on to Australia. Signals sent from India by Borton to 
the Air Ministry in England are likely to have been copied to Baghdad where Borton’s chief, Major General 
Salmond , needed to provide approval for the project.  
 
Thus, when MacLaren arrived the following month with the intention of going on to India, the Australian 
wireless crew saw an opportunity to send a message home via the British crew who would be likely to meet up 
with Ross Smith in India. When reading the contents of some of the letters, the writers are both in a hurry to 
ensure their message is taken by the crew of The Old Carthusian and there is a believe that this aircraft will go 
through to Australia.  Why they thought that MacLaren was going on to Australia is not clear. As far as 
MacLaren was concerned his job was to deliver Brigadier General MacEwen to his post in India.  A couple of 
examples will illustrate the point.  “Glen”  of FR #105 writes  on January 10 1919, “ A plane is leaving here 
for Aussie tomorrow” , another FR#43 on the same day wrote “ Just have five minutes to write a note which is 
being taken by Handley Page Aeroplane which arrived here yesty on its way to Aussie”. Further FR # 77 
written by Earle Gilsenan actually states “ one of the crew has kindly consented to take this with him and post 
it in Australia” and also “ can’t write more now chap is waiting for this so goodbye”. As Earle was a sapper, 
not an officer, the use of “chap” would indicate a similar standing to himself. 
 
The Australian members of the Wireless Squadron at the Baghdad base, would have met the British mechanic 
sergeants of the just arrived HP V/1500 (Crockett, Smith and Brown) in the mess during the latter’s two 
night’s stay at Baghdad. The Aussies would not have to approach the General, Major or the Captain,  they 
would asks their brother NCO’s to perform the favour for them.    
 
MacLaren took off from Baghdad on January 11, carrying official stamped mail from Baghdad which received 
a special cachet at the time of sending, presumably without the knowledge of the additional mail he now had 
on board. Three days later, at a forced landing at Ormara, his Handley Page aircraft was lightened by the 
removal of two sergeants Crockett and Brown and a sunstruck General MacEwen who boarded a ship sent out 
from Karachi. January 15 on takeoff- on three engines -with only MacLaren, Halley and Sergeant Smith on 
board, the aircraft reached Karachi.   
 
We don’t know who carried “the Mail” from Baghdad to Karachi but it could not  have been  MacEwen. 
Neither was  “the Mail”  on board when the aircraft limped into Karachi. If it had been either with MacEwen 
or MacLaren and his crew,  it would have been treated in some way by the Karachi postal authorities on 
arrival. That leaves us the two stranded sergeants Crockett and Brown as our most likely candidates. 
 
5 FR 10 is the number allocated to the cover listed in alphabetical order of receivers name by Tom Frommer. 
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Neither of the reports by MacLaren or MacEwen, produced immediately after their flight, refer to any mail and 
we only have Halley’s word for it that MacEwen carried the official mail bag with him when he left on RIMS 
Britomart. It is more than likely that it was one of the two sergeant mechanics left behind who held “the Mail” 
because the rest of the mail (i.e. carried by MacEwen) went through the Karachi postal system whilst the  
items comprising “the Mail” did not. 
 
I assume that “the Mail” remained with the unknown sergeant for 10 months until Ross Smith came through 
Delhi with the Vickers Vimy in November 1919. Why the letters were not placed into the postal system in 
India when the  aircraft expected  to fly to Australia had been wrecked in a storm, is a mystery.  In the 
meantime, the soldiers who had written  the letters, members of the 1st Wireless Signal squadron,  had actually 
returned to Australia. They may well have made enquiries as to why the letters they had sent had not been 
received. 
 
Whilst Ross Smith spent two days in Delhi talking to MacEwen in November 1919 when the engines of the 
Vimy were overhauled, Sergeant Bennett would have mixed with his equivalent ranks in the sergeants mess 
and received the parcel of letters from either Brown or Crockett there. I have not had the opportunity to 
research the service records of Crockett or Brown to determine where they were in November 1919.  
 
These assumptions are on the basis that I have seen no evidence that Ross Smith or his party carried any mail 
from India back to England after the survey had been completed other than two special letters which do not 
concern us here. Why would they? They were not at all certain of making any return flight, let alone a flight to 
Australia. Their original HP O/400 aircraft, had been destroyed, and there were no immediate prospects of a 
replacement in England.  
 
In addition, Ross Smith does not appear to have been aware of the existence of “the Mail” until well  AFTER 
he had landed at Darwin. When Ross Smith on January 15 1920 responded to the Prime  Minister Hughes’ 
telegram as to the quantity of mail he carried, the figure quoted by him was about 200 letters. It was not until 
February 10 that Ross Smith sent a further telegram stating “I now find Sergeants Bennett Shiers were also 
given letters making the total number carried about 400”.  
 
It should be noted that Smith uses the plural “Sergeants”, so Shiers must have carried a quantity as well. As 
Bennett is known to have signed at least 26 of the covers, how many were carried by Shiers? As Shiers was 
also a sergeant, this adds to my “Sergeants hypothesis” relating to the ultimate transfer in Delhi.  There simply 
was no previous convenient point at which the British V/1500 sergeants and Australian O/400 sergeants could 
have met. 
 
It must also be stated that the number 31 comes from the known covers recorded by Tom Frommer. I believe 
that this research has now found an  additional  9 “Wireless Squadron” covers and there may well  be more 
that have not yet been identified as yet. 
 
Further, it must be borne in mind that after Darwin there was a considerable delay before reaching Melbourne 
and that, in the 50 days spent at Charleville, Ross Smith himself wrote to many friends and political figures in 
England thus increasing the quantity from the initial 200. But whatever the number after arrival in Australia , 
“the Mail“ would remain a constant figure. 
 
There is no way I could accept the concept that a Brigadier General such as MacEwen would have handed over 
a parcel of letters to a “mere” sergeant. MacEwen certainly did NOT hand them over to Ross Smith because 
clearly Smith was not aware of their existence until Feb 10 1920! 
 
Put simply, I do not believe that MacEwen was involved and that it was all done between “brother” NCOs.  
 
I mentioned in my book6 that the reason for the Australian signal corps men  in Baghdad writing letters to 
Australia and asking the British sergeants aboard The Old Carthusian to carry them to India, was that the 
signal men would have been aware that Smith had plans to go on to Australia. Once in India the British 
sergeants holding the letters then needed to meet up with their Australian counterparts to pass the letters on. 
 
 
6 Ed Wolf The flight of the Old Carthusian privately published 2011 
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That opportunity, I believe, did not arise until November 25-27 1919 at Delhi.  
 
Clearly the above is conjecture but in my mind it seems more plausible than the explanations given in the past. 
Any additional information or contrary views are welcome. 
 

    Baghdad Covers carried to Australia     

 FR Name Relation Address Sender Rank Serial # 

1 10 Miss A. Anderson  55 Stanley St, Hyde Park Sydney    

2 27 W.E. Bernie Brother "Halcyon", Stephen St., Randwick NSW George Tennyson Bernie Lieutenant  

3 28 Mrs.G.T. Bernie Wife "Clifton", Boundary st., Clovelly , Sydney George Tennyson Bernie Lieutenant  

4 30 Mrs.H.M. Bjorn Wife Long Bay, Sydney  Harald Martin Bjorn Sapper 21232 

5 43 Mrs.A. Cameron Mother Bayley St.,Coolgardie WA Alfred Robert Cameron Sapper 14508 

6 53 Mrs.P. Chapman Wife Bishopsgate St.,Singleton, NSW William Keith Chapman Sapper 23084 

7 54 Mrs.W.P. Chapman Mother Bishopsgate St.,Singleton, NSW William Keith Chapman Sapper 23084 

8 55 Miss Elsie Chidley  "St.Kilda" Birchgrove Rd., Balmain NSW Henry John Russell Driver 21025 

9 57 Mrs.J. Clements Mother Church st., Blayney, NSW Bruce Clements Sapper 14434 

10 61 T.W.J. Cox Esq. Father Narong Rd., Caulfield , Vic Lewis Adrian Cox Driver 14381 

11 69 Miss Ruby Cummin 51 Hunter St., Sydney    

12 72 Mr.C. Curtin Father Jerilderie,NSW Cornelius Francis Curtin Sapper 21233 

13 75 Mrs.W. Davidson Mother Oatley,Sydney, NSW William John F. Davidson Driver 14490 

14 77 Miss N. Davies Fiance "Uralla" Stockton, NSW Earle Rupert Gilsenan Sapper 11436 

15 100 Miss Rita Fauckner 293 Hay St., Perth, WA Alfred Robert Cameron Sapper 14508 

16 117 Miss Myrt Garvin  "Hazelwood" Ariah Park , NSW Lewis Adrian Cox Sergeant 14381 

17 122 Mrs.E. Gilsenan  "Glen Earle"  Acacia Ave., Leura, NSW Earle Rupert Gilsenan Sapper 11436 

18 161 Mr.W. Houston Father "Ilabo"  Mount Pleasant NSW Robert Houston 2nd Lieut.  

19 172 Mr.G. Julius  Culwalla Chambers, Pitt St., Sydney  Harald Martin Bjorn Sapper 21232 

20 186 Mrs.S. Kydd  46 Hunffray St. Sth., Ballarat East, Vic Roy Martin Kydd Sapper 7709 

21 192 Mr.A.J. Law Friend? Tallangatta, Vic Walter Benjamin Regan Driver 7723 

22 193 Mrs. M.A. Laxton  "Farrington" Deniston Rd., Lewisham, NSW Robert Leslie Laxton Lieutenant  

23 203 Nurse MacMiles  RPA Hospital, Camperdown    

24 209 Miss A. McDonald  14 Vickery St., East Caulfield, Vic George Duncan McDonald Sapper 7711 

25 210 T. McDonell  100 Kerferd Rd., Albert Park, Vic Lewis Adrian Cox Sergeant 14381 

26 211 Thomas McDonell  
Colonial Mutual Fire Incce Co.60 Market St.,  
Melbourne Vic Norman Thomas McDonell Driver 16026 

27 212 Mrs. H. McDowell  "Campsie", White Horse Rd., Canterbury Vic Gordon Maxwell McDowell Sapper 7712 

28 223 A.B. Messenger  The Parade Cheltenham , Vic Percival Albert Messenger L/Corporal 14337 

29 226 Mrs.F.E. Moore Wife 259 Auburn Rd., Auburn, Vic Frederick Ernest Moore Lieutenant  

30 228 Mrs.J. Morris  "Glastonbury" , Maroona, Vic     

31 242 Miss E. Parker Sister White Horse Rd., Blackburn, Vic Gilbert Alexander Parker Sapper 16027 

32 246 Mrs. A.A. Pead Mother "Erambi" Kempsey, Macleay River NSW  Alfred Hains Pead  Sapper  21235 

33 259 Thomas Pratt Esq  "Leone" Charlotte St., Ashfield NSW Rupert Henry Sainsbury L/Corporal 767 

34 262 Mrs.M Regan Mother Snowy creek, Via Mitta Mitta , Vic  Walter Benjamin Regan Driver 7723 

35 270 Mrs.W.J. Roberts Mother Railway Parade Thornleigh, NSW Rupert Roberts Sapper 17132 

36 273 Mrs.J. Russell Mother "Craiglea" Hampton St., Ashfield Sydney NSW Henry John Russell Driver 21025 

37 279 J. Sainsbury Mother "Lavington," 3 Keith st., Dulwich Hill , Sydney  Rupert Henry Sainsbury L/Corporal 767 

38 280 Mr.F. Sammons  Sangar St., Corowa, NSW Harald Martin Bjorn Sapper 21232 

39 291 Mrs.H. Sivell  "Litchfield,"10 Holt St., Stanmore ,Sydney NSW George Tennyson Bernie Lieutenant  

40 305 Mrs.E.Smith Sister "Sunnyside" Trangie, NSW Kendall E.H.A.M. Bates Sapper 16449 
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Belgian Congo air mail via Imperial Airways in 1931 
 

By Peter Wingent 
 
The first direct air service between Europe and the Belgian Congo was not inaugurated until February 1935, 
when Sabena and Régie Air Afrique operated services on alternate weeks.  At first the Sabena service 
terminated at Leopoldville but it was extended to Elisabethville in November 1935.  It was not until October 
1936 that the service was re-routed via Stanleyville to Elisabethville.  Thus, until that time air mail from the 
eastern side of the Belgian Congo to and from Europe had to make the very long and slow journey across to 
the western side of this vast country to connect with the Sabena and Air Afrique services. 
 
A much faster alternative was to route air mail eastwards to connect with Imperial Airways’ African services 
which had opened as far as Mwanza in 1931 and had been extended to Cape Town in January 1932.  The map 
in figure 1 shows the four main routes from eastern Belgian Congo which were used after the extension of the 
I.A. route to Cape Town in 1932. 

Figure 1 (route numbers in red rectangles) 
 
 Route 1 ~ by road to Juba, via Aba. Route 3 ~ by lake steamer and train to Dodoma. 
 Route 2 ~ by road to Kampala. Route 4 ~ by air to Broken Hill (from Sept. 1932). 
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In articles written many years ago, both Norman Clowes [1] and A.J. Jeukens [2] described the connections to 
Imperial Airways which applied largely from 1932 onwards, but in this article I will describe arrangements 
which applied in 1931, based on information from documents I obtained in the British Postal Museum and 
Archive [3].  It will be seen that in 1931 the connections differed to those shown above. 
 
Air mail from the U.K. to North East Belgian Congo (via Juba) was advertised at the rate of 8d. first ½ oz. in a 
U.K. Post Office Circular dated 18 February 1931 (fig. 2) and was carried on the first East African service 
(AS1) which departed Croydon on 28 February 1931. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2 
 
Although the only route advertised was “via Juba, Sudan,” the cover shown in figure 3 was carried through to 
Kampala, which resulted in it following a very circuitous road route taking 13 days to reach its destination 
after arrival at Kampala on 9 March!  The route from Kampala to Niangara is shown in figure 4. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

     Figure 3 

Backstamps (shown left): 
 

Kampala - 9 March; Kabale - 13th; Gombari - 14th;  
Irumu - 22nd and Niangara - 24th. 
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Figure 4 ~ route taken by cover shown in fig. 3 shown in red. 
 
Two other first flight covers from the U.K., both to Stanleyville, noted by Clowes [4] serve to illustrate the 
haphazard circulation arrangements in effect at the time. One was routed via Juba and the other via Mwanza!  
Perhaps this is not so surprising given that it was not until 3 June 1931 that the Belgian Post Office provided 
the U.K. Post Office with circulation lists.  In a letter of that date, Le Directeur d’Administration a.i., Brussels, 
wrote to The Secretary, London Postal Service, as follows: 
 

“Following the circular from the International Bureau of 5 Feb. last, announcing the inauguration of the 
London – Egypt – East Africa air service, which offers advantage for the North East of the Belgian Congo 
(via Juba) I have the honour to inform you that the Office of the Belgian Congo has just informed me that the 
aforementioned air service also makes it possible to save appreciable time for the other eastern regions 
served, by ordinary means, via Mombasa and Dar es Salaam. 
 

Consequently, air mail for the Belgian colony, conveyed by aircraft on the London – Mwanza service, will 
henceforth be separated into bundles addressed to the following five Congolese sorting offices: Aba, Irumu, 
Albertville, Usumbura and Uvira. 
 

The labels of these bundles shall include the name of the office of destination, the relevant routing (“via 
Juba,” “via Port Bell” or “via Mwanza,” as the case may be) and shall also bear an air mail label. 
 

The correspondence in question will continue to be included, on Fridays, in the two ordinary despatches from 
Brussels 1 for London E.C. sent via Ostend – Dover and arriving in London Victoria at 16.42 and 21.26 
respectively; as currently, these despatches will be accompanied by an A.V. 2 form.” 
 
Enclosed with the letter were seven foolscap pages of 
circulation lists for 452 towns and villages in eastern 
Belgian Congo which, unfortunately, are too long and 
large to reproduce in this article.  However, based on 
these lists, I have drawn the map shown in figure 5, 
which shows the areas covered by each of the five 
Congolese sorting offices and the three ‘offices of 
exchange’ on Imperial Airways’ route. 
 

1) Juba to Aba was by road. 
2) Port Bell to Irumu was by road, then lake steamer 

from Butiaba to Kasenyi, then road again. 
3) Mwanza to Albertville, Usumbura and Uvira was 

by train, then by lake steamer. 
 
By comparing the routes on this map with those on 
the map in figure 1, it can be seen that the situation in 
1931 differed from that in later years and thus makes 
an interesting study in its own right. 

Figure 5 
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Although mail was despatched to the Belgian Congo via the first southbound Imperial Airways’ East African 
service, Norman Clowes noted that he had never seen any mail sent from the Belgian Congo via the first 
northbound service.  Indeed the earliest example of which he was aware was a cover posted in Stanleyville on 
9 April 1931.  It is now in the writer’s collection and like Norman, it is the earliest example I have seen.  The 
front and reverse are shown in figures 6 and 7. 
 
Norman hypothesised, and I think 
correctly, that the cover had been 
sent under cover from the U.K. to 
the Stanleyville Post Office with the 
request to return it by air to the 
sender/addressee who had typed the 
Warrington address and also the 
routing inscription “Via Sudan.” 
Note inscription at top of reverse: 
“Sender GPO Stanleyville.” 
 
It appears that the Stanleyville P.O. 
crossed out “Sudan” in red ink and 
routed it via Irumu and Fort Portal 
to Port Bell.  Although the distance 
to Juba, via Aba, is much shorter 
than the inscribed route to Port Bell, 
the latter may have been prescribed 
because at this time the motor 
service to Juba was only fortnightly 

and quite possibly the next service 
was not due for over a week.  The 
only reference I have to the motor 
service being fortnightly is in an 
internal U.K. Post Office memo 
dated 21 July 1931, stating this was 
the case.  I wonder if it remained 
fortnightly during the 1930s, or if 
its frequency was increased to 
weekly when larger quantities of 
mail were being sent to connect at 
Juba with the weekly I.A. services.  
Can any reader confirm this please? 
 
The postage applied is 8.00fr. of air 
mail stamps to pay the 2 x 4.00fr. 
per 10 gr. air mail fee for an 11 gr. 
letter, plus 2.50fr. to pay the 2.00fr. 
first 20 gr. ordinary foreign postage 
and 2.00fr. registration fee.  Thus it 
is 1.50fr. underpaid and so a charge 

of “0.45 or,”  was raised, equal to 45 gold centimes which, as 1d. = 10 g.c., the Warrington P.O. converted to 
a charge of 4½d. and applied postage dues for that amount.  I cannot understand how the Stanleyville P.O. 
having applied the stamps, then raised a deficiency charge on a letter it was sending! 
 
The cover was flown from Kampala by I.A. service AN8, which departed one day late on 30 April and arrived 
Croydon on 8 May.  It was delivered in Warrington the following day. 
 
My next example is a cover from Buta, front and reverse shown in figures 8 and 9.  It was posted on 6 June 
1931 and from the scant evidence I have, it appears that from around this time air mail destined to be flown by 
Imperial Airways was routed according to the circulation lists and thus this cover was sent via Aba (11th) to 
Juba (17th) from where it was flown by I.A. service AN15 which arrived Paris 23 June.  The Paris-Gare du 
Nord Avion backstamp indicates it was almost certainly sent from there to Brussels by train. 

Figure 6 

Figure 7 
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         Figure 9 
 

The 11.25fr. postage = 1.25fr. first 20 gr. ordinary postage to Belgium + 2 x 4.00fr. per 10 gr. air fee via 
Imperial Airways + 2.00fr. registration fee. 
 
The cover shown in figures 10 and 11 was posted at Nizi on 22 July 1931 and sent 50 miles by road to Irumu 
to be sent to Kampala by road and the Kasenyi – Butiaba Lake Albert steamer service, as proved by the 
Kasenyi, 22 July backstamp.  It should have arrived at Kampala in plenty of time to connect with I.A. service 
AN21, which departed Port Bell 29 July and arrived Croydon 4 August.  The 7.60fr. postage is a puzzle! The 
ordinary postage to the Channel Islands was 2.00fr. first 20 gr. to which should have been added either 4.00fr. 
or 2 x 4.00fr. per 10 gr. air mail fee.   A “T” handstamp was applied and a manuscript charge added but both 
were then crossed through.  I cannot offer an explanation for this, nor for the 7.60fr. postage. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Figure 11 
 
 

The 65 miles voyage on Lake Albert from Kasenyi to Butiaba took five to six hours.  The Kilo-Moto Mines 
operated a steamer of 400 tons and British vessels were based at Butiaba [5].  Which were used to carry mail 
and the frequency of the services is unknown to the writer. 
 

Figure 8 

Figure 10 
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As stated earlier, mail from Belgium intended for carriage by Imperial Airways was at first sent to London in 
two despatches on Fridays.  However, in a letter dated 15 July 1931, the Belgian P.O. informed The Secretary, 
G.P.O., London, that: 
 

“At the moment the air mail correspondence from Belgium for carriage by the London – East Africa service is 
forwarded to the London E.C. Office. 
I have the honour to inform you that from the 1st August next, the Brussels 1 office will despatch via Le 
Bourget, air mail correspondence for Juba, Port Bell and Mwanza.” 
 
The French Post Office, Paris, wrote to G.P.O., London on 21 July 1931 saying that it had been informed by 
the Belgian P.O. of the new arrangement and that there were no objections to it. 
 
In an internal memo, the G.P.O., London noted that, “The amount of correspondence for Belgian Congo 
(including the eastern portion) is inconsiderable” and on 28 July 1931 they wrote to the Belgian P.O. 
acknowledging the new arrangement and requesting that “correspondence for the Belgian Congo sent via 
Juba should be made up in a separate mail.” 
 
The Belgian P.O. replied on 31 July 1931 stating that: 
 

“The Brussels 1 office makes up despatches for Juba, Port Bell and Mwanza and send à decouvert to the 
French office the mail for the other calls. 
Mail for destinations in the Belgian Congo are divided into special bundles addressed to the following five 
Congolese offices: Aba, Irumu, Albertville, Usumbura and Uvira. 
The bundle for Aba is inserted in the despatch for Juba, that for Irumu in the despatch for Port Bell and those 
for Albertville, Usumbura and Uvira in that for Mwanza. 
These bundles are made up even for a single piece of correspondence. 
Thus the offices of Juba, Port Bell and Mwanza do not have to intervene in the sorting of mail to the Belgian 
Congo.” 
 
[In a letter dated 7 March 1932, the G.P.O., London, wrote to the Belgian P.O. asking for correspondence for 
the Belgian Congo sent to London to be forwarded via Juba to be enclosed in a separate mail labelled Aba (via 
Juba).  This seems to indicate that Brussels was forwarding mail for the Belgian Congo via London again, 
instead of via Paris.  Unfortunately, I have no evidence to say when the reversion to London took place.] 
 
The cover shown in figures 12 and 13 was posted in Costermansville on 14 August 1931. 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Figure 13 

Figure 12 
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The cover was sent by road from Costermansville to Uvira from where it was carried by a steamer on Lake 
Tanganyika to Kigoma (arrived 17 Aug.).  It was sent the same day by train to Tabora (received TPO 
backstamp) and arrived 18th. It was then sent on the 19th by train to Mwanza to connect with I.A. service 
AN25, which departed 25 August and arrived Athens 1 September (in addition to the four backstamps shown, 
there is a very faint but legible Athens backstamp of 1 Sept.).  Sent by train, Athens to Leiden, arriving 3 Sept. 
 

The 12.50fr. postage = 2.00fr. first 20 gr. ordinary foreign postage + 2 x 4.00fr. per 10 gr. air mail fee via I.A. 
+ 2.00fr. registration fee.  Total = 12.00fr. and thus overpaid by 0.50fr. 
 
The final example is a cover posted in Brussels on 8 October 1931, addressed to Uvira.  It is shown in figures 
14 and 15.  Although unfortunately roughly torn on the left-hand side and generally messy, it is the only item 
of commercial mail I have seen addressed to the Belgian Congo which was carried southbound by Imperial 
Airways in 1931.  Of course, there are no doubt other examples, but never-the-less, it is unusual. 

 
 

The cover was sent from Brussels to Paris where it connected with I.A. service AS33 which departed on 10 
October and arrived Mwanza 19th.  The backstamps show it was then sent by train to Kigoma, via Tabora, 
and then by a Lake Tanganyika steamer to Uvira.  The 5.25fr. postage = 1.25fr. first 20 gr. ordinary colonial 
postage + 4.00fr. per 10 gr. air mail fee via Imperial Airways. 
 
The Belgian Post Office had announced acceptance of mail via Imperial Airways’ East African service in a 
notice dated 21 February 1931.  It stated that that by using the air service a gain of 15 days over surface mail 
for mail to north-east Congo could be achieved and that in addition to ordinary postage, an air mail fee of 
4.00fr. per 10 gr. would be charged.  The latest posting time at Brussels 1 P.O. was 11.00 on Fridays.  
 
To summarise, the differences in the circulation of air mail from the eastern Congo in 1931 and 1932 onwards 
were as follows: 
 

Stanleyville: 1931 circulated via Kampala (cover fig. 7) and even via Mwanza, as well as Juba. 
 1932 onwards circulated only via Juba.  

[I was amazed to find that of the 452 Post Offices listed in the circulation lists sent to the 
U.K. P.O. in June 1931, Stanleyville was not included]. 

 

Buta: 1931 and 1932 onwards circulated via Juba (cover fig. 8) 
 

Nizi: 1931circulated via Irumu, Kisenyi and Kampala (cover fig. 10). 
 1932 onwards circulated by road direct to Kampala. 
 

Costermansville: 1931 circulated via Uvira and Mwanza (cover fig. 12). 
 1932 onwards circulated by road direct to Kampala. 
 

Uvira: 1931 circulated via Kigoma and Mwanza (cover fig. 14) 
 1932 circulated via Kigoma and Dodoma. 

Figure 14 

Figure 15 
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It is worth mentioning that on 
7 April 1931 the Sabena 
Leopoldville ~ Coquilhatville 
service was extended to 
Stanleyville.  It was operated 
approximately fortnightly in 
connection with the arrivals 
and departures of the CBMC 
steamers at Matadi.  Thus it 
provided the residents of 
Stanleyville and surrounding 
area with an alternative route 
for their mail to Europe.  
Letters sent via this route can 
be identified by the postage 
rate, for which the Sabena 
service air fee was 1.50fr. per 
20 gr., compared with the 
4.00fr. per 10 gr. fee for 
carriage by Imperial Airways.  
Two examples are shown in 
figures 16 and 17.         Figure 16 
 

The cover in fig. 16 was flown 
from Stanleyville on 30 April 
1931 and arrived Leopoldville 
next day.  It was then sent by 
train to Matadi to connect with  
CBMC steamer Elisabethville, 
which sailed 5 May and arrived 
Antwerp 22nd. 
 
The cover in fig. 17 was flown 
by Sabena on 20 and 21 August 
1931 to Leopoldville, then sent 
by train to Matadi. It was also 
carried by the Elisabethville, 
which sailed 25 August and 
arrived Antwerp 12 September. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Both examples are franked 2.00fr. first 20 gr. ordinary foreign postage + 1.50fr. per 20 gr. air fee via Sabena 
internal air service. 
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