
The Goldfields Services of East Africa, 1935 ~ 1939 
 

By Peter Wingent 
 

From January 1932, Imperial Airways had operated a once-weekly service from Croydon to Cape Town.  In 
January 1935 a second weekly service was introduced between Croydon and Johannesburg, which the company 
termed the ‘duplicate’ service and that to Cape Town as the ‘main’ service. 
 
During 1935 both East African Airways and Wilson Airways commenced operating feeder services to and from 
the goldfields of western Kenya and Tanganyika, which made good connections with the main and duplicate 
services of Imperial Airways arriving from and departing to the north.  Existing literature on the subject of the 
Goldfields Services reflects confusion which arises from conflicting contemporary reports of the routes and 
timetables operated by the two airlines.  Whilst being unable to provide a complete picture, I hope to be able to 
shed at least some light on the way the services developed.   
 
East African Airways: 
 

All sources agree that the first services of East African Airways to and from the goldfields were flown on the 
23rd and 24th April 1935.  Colley [1] states the route was Nairobi – Lolgorien – Watende – Lathbury’s Mine – 
Kitere – Musoma – Mwanza – Kisumu whilst Tunstall [2] records it was Nairobi – Watende – Musoma – Kitere 
– Kisumu. 
 
Some years ago, Bill Colley very kindly sent me a copy of an East African Airways leaflet, shown in fig. 1. It 
gives details of both the Goldfields and the Highlands services but to save space I have cropped it to show only 
the Goldfields Service.  It can be seen that the route advertised is the same as that given by Tunstall but with the 
addition of a call at Lolgorien.  Given that this poster is the only piece of primary source evidence of which I am 
aware, it is my contention that the route stated on this leaflet was the route operated by E.A.A., at least when the 
service commenced.  It is this route which is shown in fig. 2.  The E.A.A. services connected at Nairobi with 
Imperial Airways’ ‘main’ services arriving southbound and departing northbound. Unfortunately, it is the only 
timetable of which I am aware, so any subsequent route changes are unknown, at least to me. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1 



In addition, the leaflet confirms the dates of the first services, i.e. Tuesday, 23 April and Wednesday 24th.  It is 
my belief that these days remained the flight days throughout the period E.A.A. operated the service, given that 
Colley [3] quotes the Mwanza correspondent of The Tanganyika Standard of 20 January 1936 writing that, “We 
hear with regret that we are to lose our midweek service.”   The quotation continues, “It is to be hoped that 
Wilson Airways will step into this breach.”  As will be shown later, Wilson Airways was operating a Goldfields 
service on Saturdays and Sundays but did not step into the breach by operating a second service in the midweek.  
The exact date when E.A.A. ceased operating the service is not known but most likely it was circa January 1936. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2.  East African Airways Goldfields Service route, April 1935. 
 
First flight covers carried on 23 April 1935 from Nairobi to Musoma and on 24 April from Musoma to Nairobi 
are sometimes ascribed in literature to Wilson Airways.  However, given that 23 April 1935 was a Tuesday and 
the 24th a Wednesday, these covers must have been flown by East African Airways, as per the days shown on the 
leaflet in fig. 1. 
 
I have long held the belief that quantities of mail flown on first flights given in aerophilatelic literature should be 
viewed with much caution, unless the source is official post office figures.  Such is the case with the E.A.A. 
services of 23 and 24 April because all references state that 25 items, all addressed to L. Gilbert were reported to 
have been flown from Nairobi to Musoma on the 23rd April and the same number carried on the return flight on 
the 24th, again all addressed to L. Gilbert, except one to a Miss Tate.  However, I have in my collection covers 
carried on these flights addressed to J.F. Gourlay (see figs. 3 and 4).  It is likely that he posted more than one 
letter for each flight and there may well have been other non-philatelic, private and commercial letters carried. 

 
 
 
 
 
         Figure 4 (no backstamps) 

Figure 3 (backstamped 
Musoma 23 April 1935) 
 
 



Colley [4] states that main aircraft used by E.A.A. were 
Waco “UIC” four-seater cabin biplanes of which it is 
believed the company had four, including VP-KBD, 
VP-KBJ (seen in fig. 1) and VP-KBN (seen in fig. 5).  
Colley goes on to state that the company also had two 
Puss Moths VP-KBI and VP-KBW. 
 
Colley also notes that the Kenya Posts and Telegraphs 
Annual Report for 1935 states that the E.A.A. service 
operated from April until the end of the year.  Given 
the statement quoted previously from The Tanganyika 
Standard that “we are to lose our midweek service,” I 
feel certain that E.A.A. continued to operate their 
goldfields services on Tuesdays and Wednesdays. 
          Figure 5 
 
Wilson Airways: 
 

Whilst all literary sources agree that Wilson Airways commenced a Goldfields Service on 13 April 1935, as with 
East African Airways, a wide variety of differing routes are given! 
 
Colley, quoting The East African Standard of 5 April 1935 [5]: Nairobi – Lolgorien – Watende Mine – Lathbury 
Mine – Kisumu – Musoma – Mwanza. 
 

Colley, quoting The Tanganyika Standard of 20 April 1935 [6]: Nairobi – Musoma – Mwanza. 
 

Colley, quoting The P. & T. Annual Report for 1935 [7]: Nairobi – Lolgorien – Watende Mine – Kisumu – 
Musoma – Mwanza. 
 

Stroud [8]: Nairobi – Lolgorien – Watende – Kitere – Kisumu – Musoma – Mwanza – Nungwe [sic]. 
 

Tunstall [9]: Nairobi – Watende Mine – Lathbury’s Mine – Mwanza. 
 

Anonymous in “The Aero Field” [10]: Nairobi - Lolgorien – Watende Mines – Lathbury’s Mine – Musoma – 
Mwanza. 
 
Without doubt the Wilson Airways 
service operated between Nairobi and 
Mwanza, but there appears to be a very 
large variety of possible intermediate 
calls! I have come to the conclusion 
that the most likely route is given in 
“Bradshaw’s International Air Guide,” 
July 1935 edition, shown in fig. 6, from 
which the map in fig. 7 was produced.      Figure 6 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Figure 7 



Assuming that the July 1935 edition of Bradshaw’s was published either in late June or early July, it seems 
reasonable to assume that the information given was correct in mid-June: just two months after the service 
commenced.  It is possible that one or two changes to intermediate calls were made during this period but I 
cannot find any record of them. 
 
Whilst the Wilson service commenced on 13 April 1935, Colley [11] records that the P. & T. Annual Report for 
1935 states that it commenced in May.  This apparent discrepancy is explained by the fact that mail was not 
accepted on the service until May.  It seems that very few covers were carried on the first Wilson services; in fact 

I have only seen examples illustrated in an 
article by Bill Clark [12].  They are covers 
addressed to the same J.F. Gourlay as those 
illustrated earlier which were carried on the 
first E.A.A. services.  I have two covers (shown 
in figs. 8 and 9) similar to those of Bill Clark, 
which prove that Gourlay sent at least more 
than one cover on the Wilson services. 
           

Figure 9 below 
                                    (no backstamps) 

Figure 8 above (backstamped 
Mwanza 4 May 1935) 
 
Both the 13th April (day of the first Wilson 
Nairobi – Mwanza service) and 4th May 1935 
(day cover in fig. 8 was flown) were Saturdays, 
with return flights the next day.  The Bradshaw 
timetable of July 1935 shows these remained 
the days Wilson services operated and thus it is 
clear that E.A.A. operated midweek goldfields 
services and Wilson those at weekends.   
 

The cover shown in fig. 10 is by 
courtesy of Nick Guy. It was posted 
at Mwanza on 4 May 1935 and has a 
Blantrye backstamp of 9 May and  
one of Zomba on the 10th. 
 

It was certainly carried by Imperial 
Airways’ service AS236, which 
departed both Nairobi and Dodoma 
on 7th May and arrived Salisbury on 
the 8th. From there it was flown to 
Blantyre the next day by the RANA 
feeder service. It is possible that the 
cover was sent by train to Dodoma, 
via Tabora, to connect with I.A. but 
both Nick Guy and I feel that it is 
more likely to have been flown by 
the first Wilson Airways service to 
Nairobi, because it was posted the 
day before the flight of the 5th and 
also both the Tabora and Dodoma 
P.Os. backstamped almost all transit 
mail and the cover has neither. Thus 

Figure 10 



Nick’s cover is almost certainly a very scarce example of commercial mail carried on the first service  to Nairobi.  
It is franked at the 60 cents per ½ oz. air mail rate to Nyasaland as notified in General Notice No. 98, published in 
the Tanganyika Gazette of 1 February 1935.  From the evidence of a large number of covers seen, the additional 
20 cents per ½ oz. fee for carriage by Wilson Airways appears to have been charged only to mail conveyed by the 
Coast Service.  After notifying the 20 cents fee in General Notice No. 952, published in the Gazette of 26 August 
1932, it is never mentioned in any subsequent notices, which I find both surprising and puzzling.  The covers to 
destinations within K.U.T. are franked at a 35 cents per ½ oz. rate which continued to be notified in Gazettes. 
 
The pattern of connections of the E.A.A. and Wilson Airways goldfields services with Imperial Airways 
northbound and southbound flights at Nairobi throughout 1935 is shown diagrammatically in figs. 11 and 12.  
From these it can be seen that connections for mail to and from places north of Nairobi were very good, with the 
exception of outward mail carried by the Wednesday service of E.A.A. which was delayed one day at Nairobi. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 11. Connections of inward and outward goldfields mail with places north of Nairobi. 
 
Inward and outward mail to and from places south of Nairobi was not served so speedily, as can be seen in fig. 12 
with outward Wilson mail delayed one day at Nairobi and outward E.A.A. mail delayed two days. Both services 
departed Nairobi with inward mail two days after the arrival of northbound Imperial Airways services. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 12. Connections of inward and outward goldfields mail with places south of Nairobi. 



Colley [13] records that both The East African Standard, in the 31 August 1935 edition, and The Tanganyika 
Times, in the 7 September edition, reported that the Wilson Airways Goldfields Service had been extended from 
Mwanza to Nungwe and a call at Kisumu had been added.  It appears that neither paper gave an exact date of 
when the changes took place but it is likely they were during the last week of August.  The new route is 
confirmed in the timetable given in the October 1935 edition of Bradshaw’s International Air guide (fig. 13) and 
is shown in the map in fig. 14.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 13 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 14 
 
The timetable above remained operative until March 1936 when the schedule of Imperial Airways southbound 
service was altered, resulting in arrival at Nairobi on Sundays and Wednesdays, instead of Mondays and Fridays.  
The schedule of I.A. northbound services was unchanged, i.e. they departed Nairobi on Fridays and Mondays.  
The Wilson Airways timetable changed to Nairobi – Nungwe services on Fridays with return services arriving on 
Saturdays.  This resulted in a one day delay at Nairobi of both inward and outward goldfields mail.  Bradshaw’s 
timetable from the June 1936 edition is shown in fig. 15.  Note there was no longer a call at Watende. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    Figure 15 



The June 1936 Bradshaw’s Guide was no doubt finalised around mid-May and gives the southern terminus of the 
route as Nungwe.  In fact this terminus was moved from Nungwe to Geita just at this time but I have not found an 
exact date in any literature.  Thus, the cover shown in fig. 16 is the only evidence I hold that the first service from 
Geita was on 16 May 1936.  It is datestamped Geita 15 May 1936 and has a Mwanza arrival backstamp of the 
16th: a Saturday. I suspect that the timetable shown in the June 1936 edition of Bradshaw’s applied from the end 
of March to mid-May 1936 only.  When Geita replaced Nungwe as the terminus, the route became that shown in 
the map in fig. 17 and the timetable as shown in fig.18, which is from a Wilson Airways timetable dated 
September 1936.  I suspect that it had in fact applied from mid-May 1936, with arrivals at Mwanza on Saturdays 
instead of Fridays, as per the cover. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 16 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 17 

 



The September 1936 timetable applied with only 
minor changes of times of arrival and departure 
until June 1937, except that in April 1937 the call 
at Kitere was discontinued.  Otherwise Goldfields 
Services continued to operate from Nairobi on 
Fridays, returning from Geita on Saturdays. 
 
With the introduction by Imperial Airways of S.23 
flying boat services in June 1937, which did not 
call at Nairobi, the Wilson Airways Goldfields 
Services made connection with I.A. at Kisumu and 
the route and days of flights changed accordingly 
with departures from Nairobi to Geita on Weds., 
returning on Thursdays. (July 1937 timetable and 
route map shown in figs. 19 and 20 respectively). 

    Figure 18 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 19 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 20 
 
The Goldfields service continued to operate outwards from Nairobi on Wednesdays, returning on Thursdays right 
up to the outbreak of WW II, although there were changes of times of departure and arrival during this period.  
The only other change was a call at Mara replaced that at Lolgorien, which can be seen in the Bradshaw’s 
International Air Guide timetable of January 1939, shown in fig. 21 and the map in fig. 22.  I have been unable to 
find the exact date of this change but suspect it was in the autumn of 1938. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 21 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 22 
 
Lolgorien and Watende air strips: 
 

Thanks to Terry Hare-Walker, I am able to show 
photographs, together with their captions (figs. 23 & 
24) of the landing strips at Lolgorien and Watende.  
They come from two articles by G.D. Fleming, writing 
of his experiences as a pilot working for East African 
Airways [14] & [15]. 
 

             Figure 24 
 
 
 
 

            Figure 23 



Post Offices on the goldfields route: 
 

In the past I have searched in vain for covers emanating from some of the places on the Goldfields Service route. 
Thanks to Bill Colley’s expert knowledge of postal facilities in the region I now know the reason for my lack of 
success, which is because a number of them did not have a post office!  Bill informed me [16] that there never 
were post offices at Lathbury’s Mine, Watende and Nungwe.  Presumably mail from these places was cancelled 
at either Mwanza, Kisumu or Nairobi and thus unless one is lucky enough to find a cover with the sender’s 
address on the reverse, mail from these places remains unidentified. The PO at Lolgorien opened on 12th January 
1935, whilst that at Geita opened on 11th May 1936: just five days before Wilson Airways began calling there. 
 
Examples of commercial mail flown on the Goldfields Service: 
 

Whilst commercial mail which can be identified as having been flown on the Goldfields Service is not plentiful, 
it can be found through careful searching.  Figs. 25 and 26 are examples. 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 25.  Cover datestamped Mwanza, 8 March 1936, backstamped Musoma the 
same day. The Mwanza datestamp timed 9AM; cover flown by Wilson Airways’ 
Sunday service due to depart Mwanza at 10.30 and to arrive Musoma at 11.30. 

Figure 26. Cover datestamped Mwanza, 11 July 1936, backstamped Dar es 
Salaam 13th.  Flown to Nairobi on Saturday, 13 July by Wilson Airways’ 
Goldfields Service and then to Dar es Salaam on 15th by the Coast Service. 



The end of the Wilson Airways Goldfield Service: 
 

With the outbreak of WWII, the East African feeder services were reduced and schedules re-arranged. Early 
changes are recorded in a letter dated 18 September 1939, written by E.V. Dolby of Imperial Airways to T.Daish, 
Postal Services Dept., G.P.O., London [17], which informed him that, “.…. the following feeder services from 
Kisumu are being operated by the Royal Air Force with ‘Rapide’ aircraft until further notice.”  The letter 
continues by giving timetables for the following: 
 

Kisumu – Nairobi shuttle service. 
Central African Service (Nairobi – Lusaka). 
Coast Service (Nairobi – Dar es Salaam). 
 
The penultimate paragraph includes the sentence, “The goldfields and highlands services have been cancelled.” 
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