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ABSTRACT 

The period 1919-1 939 was the pioneer age of air 

transport , the newest and most promising of man ' s  efforts 

to improve and accelerate his means of transport and 

communications . The agent of that purpose was the aeroplane , 

no longer the mere ' contraption ' of the decade before world 

war I nor simply the fighting machine which had proved 

itself so ably during the war . In Great Britain, the 

aeroplane brought a new dimension to the vision of empire , 

its task to link the Briti sh world with a chain of imperial 

air communications. After 1924 and the formation of Great 

Britain ' s ' chosen instrument',  Imperial Airways , British air 

efforts were directed to the establishment of air routes and 

services to India , the Far E ast , and to South Afri c a ,  the 

l atter goal to bring much of British Africa within the 

compass of imperial air transport development . The task in 

British Africa was especially difficul t .  Government 

parsimony , public apathy, and the challenBe of the African 

environment all troubled the progress of air transport for 

more than a decade . Nonetheless , by 1932 , the Cape Town 

route was established. Challenged throuGhout Africa by 

Belgium, France ,  Germany , Italy and South Africa in a 

' scramble ' not unlike the p attern in the late nineteenth 

century , Great Britain still triUl!lphed. By 1939,  British 

Africa was being served by a growing network of air service s  

provided by Imperial Airways , Rhode sian and Nyasaland 

Airways , Wilson Airways in East Africa , and South African 

v 



-

Airways in the Union. With the West African situation an 

exception ,  success rather than failure colored the British 

air transport thrust into Africa. British Africa now had 

the foundations upon which to build and the means to meet 

the challenges and demands of air transport development 

in the future . 

vi 



ABBREVIATIONS AND DEFINITIONS 

All offices and records are British unless otherwise noted.  

Aerodrome • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •  Designated runway-equipped 
landing and take-off area 
with ground facilities for 
aircraft storage and other 
services.  

Aeroplane • . • . . • . . • • . . . . • . • • •  Engine-powered fixed wing 
craft capable of sustained 
flight . 

AIR • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • . • • •  Series designator for Air 
I1inistry records in the 
Public aecord Office , London. 

Aircraft . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Airfield . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

All machines capable of 
sustained flight . 

De signated landing and take
off area with minimum ground 
facilities .  

Airport • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •  Aerodrome with Customs 
facilities.  

Air Route • • . • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •  Designated navigation track 
for air traffic between one 
station and another. 

Airship 

Airways 

Lighter-than-air machine 
capable of sustained flight . 

General term for designated 
air routes and occasional air 
space use . 

A . M. . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Air Ministry. 

A . o . c  • • • • • • • • . • • • . • • . . . • • • • •  Air Officer Commanding. 

AVIA • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • . • • • • • • •  Series designator for Air 
Ministry ( Department of Civil 
Aviation) records in the 
Public Record Office , London. 
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B.A.  

BOAC 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

British Airways Limited. 

British Overseas Airways 
Corporation . Used to refer 
to air line and archives .  

CAB • • • • • • . • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • .  Series designator for C abinet 
records in the Public iiecord 
Office , London . 

Cd. /Cmd • • • • • . • • • • • • • • . • • • • • •  Command Papers . 

C . I . D  • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • . • • • • •  Committee on Imperial Defence .  

CO • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •  Colonial Office and series 
designator for records in the 
Public Record Office ,  London. 

C .P . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Cabinet Paper. 

D . C . A  • • • • • • • • . • • • • • • • • • • • • • •  Director of Civil Aviation. 

DF • • • • • • • • • • • . • • • • • • • . • • • • • •  Navigational Direction-Finding 
equipment .  

D . G . C .A.  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Director-General of C ivil 
Aviation. 

D .L .H  • • • • • • . • . • • • . • . • • • • • • . •  Deutches Luft Hansa .  

DO • • • . • • • • . • • . • • • • • • • • • • • • • •  Dominions Office and series 
designator for records in the 
Public Record Office , London. 

E . A .M .S  • • • • • • . • • • • • • • • . • • • • •  Empire Air Mail Scheme . 

encl • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • . • • • • • . •  enclosure . 

FO . • • • • • • . . . • . • • • • • . . • • • • • • .  ForeiGn Office and series 
de signator for records in the 
Public Record Office , London . 

G .N .A  • • • . • • • • . • • • . • • • . . • • . . •  Ghana National Archives.  

GPO • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • . • • • . • . General Post Office.  

Hansard • • • • • • . • . . . • • . • • • • • • • Parliamentary Debates ,  House 
of Commons . 
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I . A  • • • . • • • • • • • • • • • • • . • • • • • • •  Imperial Airways Limited and 
de signator for company files 
in BOAC archives.  

I . A . C .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Designator for papers of the 
I . C . I . A . C .  

ICAN . . • • • . • • • . • • • . • • • . . • • • • •  International Commission on 
Air Navigation (Le ague o f  
Nations ) .  

I . C . I . A . C  • • • . . • • • • • • . . • • • • • •  Inter-Departmental Committee 
on International Air 
Communications. 

Imperials . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Popular term for Imperial 
Airways Limited. 

Junkers • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • . . . .  Junkers Luftverkehr. 

K.L. M • • • • . • • • . • • . . • • • . • . • • • •  Koninklijke Luchtvaart 
Maat sch.appij voor Nederland 
an Kolonie:i. 

-�r'. ........ , o- v �-- ; .• :.:·J a=ea ;:-e;.a=ed. to acco!IlI!lodate 
airc.:raft. 

MET • • • . • • • • • • . • • • • • • • • • • . • • •  Aviation j argon for weather 
conditi ons , reports and 
forecasts .  

PRO 

RAF 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Public Record Office , London .  

Royal Air Forc e .  

RANA • • • • • • • • • . • • • • • • • . • • • • • •  Rhodesian and Nyasaland Airways . 

R . N . A . S  • • • • • • . • • • • • • • • • • • • • •  Royal Naval Air Service.  

S . A . A  • • • • • • • • • • • • . • • • • • • • • • •  South African Airways. 

S . A . A . F  • • • • • • . • • • • • • • . • • • • • •  South African Air Forc e .  

SABENA • • • • . . • • • • • • • • • . • • • • • •  Societe Anonyme Belge 
d ' Exploitation de la Navigation 
Aerienne . 

Wilsons . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

W/T . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Popular term for Wil son Airways 
Limited. 

Wirele ss telecommunications.  
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PREFACE 

Out of the swelling noon , 

Bursting the eye with tears of heat , 

From the parched sea 

Looms Afric a .  

John Pudney , 1944. 1 

This the sis examines the birth and growth of commerc i al 

air transport in what was c alled not too many years ago , 

British Afri ca. As the title, "Avi ation and Empire : the 

British African Experience , 1919-1939 " ,  sugge sts , it is an 

attempt to weave into the historic fabric of empire the 

golden thread of a new t echnology, air transport . In p art , 

it is the story of the work of t�e aeropl ane , one of the 

twentieth century ' s  most dramatic expre ss ions of technical 

prowe ss and progres s .  Almost from the beginning , the 

aeroplane ' s  protagonists could claim with awe , "it i s  going 

to open up the world as no other means of transport has yet 

d " 2 one • • • , a vision of the future with which this thesis 

deal s ,  primarily in the setting of British Africa ,  whose 

1. John Pudney, "First Sighting of Afric a" , Flight above 
Cloud ( New York ,  1944 ) , p .  41 . 

2. George Holt-Thomas , "C ommercial Aeronautics " ,  The 
Aeronautical Journal ( forerunner to the Journal"'Of the 
Ro�al Aeronautical Society) , XXI (October-December , 
19 7) , 3?o. 
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vastness and still primitive means of transport and 

communications made it a ready target for the ambitious 

aims of civil aviation. 

The study begins in Great Britain , and returns there 

time and time again , because it i s  mainly from there that 

the ideas and policies , men and machines came to plan and 

build an ' empire of the air ' in British Africa. The period 

is 191 9-1 939 , as one historian has noted , "an epoch during 

which men toiled in the shadow of one war just finished and 

another soon to come11 • 3 An appreciation of this framework 

is no less crucial to an understanding of British aviation 

history than it is for imperial and African history. For 

commercial air transport , the first world war provided an 

important impetus to aircraft development . It accelerated 

the transformation of the aeroplane from a mere ' contraption '  

of but a few years before t o  a swift and high-powered 

machine . By 1 91 8 ,  aeroplanes were potentially capable of 

enj oying as much success in the peaceful pursuits of air 

transport and communications as they had enj oyed in their 

new-found fighting role over the battlefields of Western 

Europe .  Regrettably, as this thesis points out , the first 

world war cast forward a long shadow as well.  Civil aviation 

in the British experience had ever to jostle for attention 

with the claims and priorities of military aviation , both in 

3 .  Paul Knaplund , The British Empire, 1815-1939 (London , 
1 942) , p .  593 .  
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the aftermath of one war and as the future forecast another 

one to come . 

Still , these were the pioneer years for civil aviation , 

and , as such, this study looks at the men who challenged 

Africa and the future with determination and vision.  Many 

were pilots , and while the wider view held the aeroplane to 

be the new ' agent of empire ' ,  it was the men and women in 

the cockpit who provide the nece ssary human dimension to 

the drama of the se years . To be sure , this thesis i s  not 

simply about pilots flying in Africa , nor can it be said 

that fliers dominated the scene . As will be borne out in 

the following p age s ,  the growth and progress  of air 

transport in British Africa followed a difficult and 

tortuous path. The process  was ever complicated by varied 

political and ec onomic considerations , and always challenged 

by the special circumstances of the African climate , 

topography and great distances to be overcome . It was a 

' war ' from the start , and it was waged by many in Great 

Britain and Africa :  statesmen as well as politicians , the 

Governors and ' men on the spot ' ,  engineers and publicist s ,  

adventurers and military officers . And , not to be forgotten , 

were the tens of thousands of Africans , who ,  in their too 

often ignored roles as the cutters of grass  and bush , or 

removers of stones and ant-hills ,  toiled at the hundred and 

one other tasks that prepared and maintained the airfields 

without which the whole effort would have been impossible . 
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Yet i t  remains the pilots who c apture the imagination ,  and 

indeed, who have provided much of the historical record 

up on which this study i s  based.  To read the remini scences 

and adventures of Alan Cobham, G .  D. Fleming , Jack McAdam , 

Beryl Markham, and others , is to c apture the flavour and 

excitement of the times.  4 These were the men and women 

in the front- line of the struggle .  These were the pilots 

who flew in Afric a  with faith their guide , and who expressed 

their daring in abundance .  Their as signed task and personal 

ambition was to bring the aeroplane to Africa , to ' open ' 

the continent , still seen as ' dark ' by many , and only dimly 

perceived by others . Coincidently , they pressed forward 

the imperial aim of building a chain of air communications 

linking the scattered outposts of Great Britain ' s  African 

empire one with another and with the far-away ' homeland '  of 

the British Isle s .  In the proce s s ,  these pilots made 

history an adventure . 

One interpretation advanced by this thesis sould become 

clear immediately. British air transport in the inter-war 

years gave a new and important dimension to the shape and 

direction of imperial policy and colonial rule . The aeroplane 

became the new weapon in the arsenal of empire , and a 

promising tool with which British policy-makers hoped to 

fashion a British world �ore united in purpose and more 

4. See bibliography for selected publi shed account s .  
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intimate in association .  The goal o f  more certain and 

swifter communications was integrated with the wider aims 

of British imperial policy in Afri c a ,  as well as elsewhere . 

To a considerable extent , then , air policy became imperial 

policy, with obvious implications for the British African 

colonial world. That the story is not one of total succe s s ,  

and that the new means never quite matc�ed the old aims , 

is quite beside the point . Air transport was introduced 

into Africa in the period under study , and it has remained 

to stay long after the bugles and drums of empire have been 

muted and muffled, and the imperial legions have marched 

into history. Imperial aims have since been displ aced by 

African aims, and the needs of empire swept aside by the 

needs of Africa.  Nonetheless , the imperial aim and vision 

were clear ,  and because air transport developed into a key 

expression of Great B=itain ' s  hopes to hold and maintain 

an empire , this study makes an important contribution t o  

our historical understanding of the British African empire 

in the inter-war period. 

Studie s  of British colonial rule and imperial p olicies 

in Africa are legion. What i s  shocking i s  the singular lack 

of any serious and scholarly reference to the phenomenon o f  

air transport development in this African context . Air 

transport and the air lines have been exa.I!lined critically 

and otherwise from almost every perspective , and hypotheses 

abound. David Corbett has produced a splendid book about 
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the policies and politics governing air lines.  5 William 

Ogburn has attempted to assess the "social effect s" of 

aviation , developing a thesis around the American mode l .  6 

Neither the se examples nor the countless similar references 

focus on empire or Africa. Perhap s the nearest approach 

to this thesis appears in Robin Higham ' s  Britain ' s  Imperial 

Air Route s, 1918- 1 939 ,  wherein two chapters are devoted to 

British Africa. 7 Higham , however , is concerned with 

' busine ss ' history , and is clearly less intere sted in the 

aims of empire in the colonial world. Uot surpri singly , 

a model to follow has been available for almost a quarter 

of a century in Harold Inni s '  Empire and Communicat ions . 

" In the organiz ation of l arge areas communications occupies 

a vital place • • •  , "  Innis noted,  8 and while he does not 

touch upon Africa nor air transport , the application of thi s 

idea to British air communications aims in British Africa 

is readily app arent . These are but a few s amples of the 

historical literature . As the appended bibliography would 

sugge st , and in curious contradiction to the thrust of the 

5 .  

6 .  

7 .  

8 .  

David Corbe tt , Politics and the Airlines ( Toronto , 1965) . 

William F. Ogburn , The Social Effects of Aviation 
(Boston , 1946) . 

Robin S .  Higham, Britain ' s  Imperial Air Rout e s ,  
1918-1939 (London , 1961). 
Harold Innis ,  Empire and Communications ( Oxford , 1950 ) .  
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above remarks , there remains nonetheless a rich and fertile 

lode of published materials to mine for facts and ideas . 

Their collective failing i s  a matter of perspective and 

emphasis.  Many ignore or neglect the African aviation 

experience , while others with sharper focus remain chronicle 

or reminiscence all the same , their authors unwilling or 

unable to probe beneath the gloss of romance and adventure . 

Studies of African aviation have been published ,  for example , 

Harry Klein ' s  Winged Courier , focusing on South Africa , and 

David Jones ' The Time Sllrinkers , a readable acco'LUlt of the 

efforts to establish the C airo-Cape Town air route.  9 

Neither these nor others are critical and scholarly analyses ,  

but they have broken imporuant new ground and are departure 

points for subsequent study and re search. The fact i s ,  then , 

that what consequential work has been done in the history 

of air transport throughout the length and breadth of British 

Africa ,  has reflected the efforts of the ' amateur' not the 

professional historian. The neglect of the latter might be 

explained in a number of ways . Certainly there are many 

important theme s to pursue in the context of British Afric an 

colonial history --- economic development , education, 

indirect rule and political change , nationalism, and others , 

9 .  Harry Klein , Winged Courier (Cape Town , 1955). Klein was 
a South African journalist .  David Jones , The Time 
Shrinkers (London , 1971). Jones i s  wit� the British 
Broadcasting Corporation. There are numerous ' histories• 
in the periodical literature . 
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--- and these have attracted the bulk of attention. There 

is also the ne ar fe arful reluctance of historians to handle 

themes still in their historical infancy, and still too close 

in time to the present . Avi ation history , so new and fresh , 

calls upon skills and approaches not yet blessed with the 

signs of tradition and familiarity. Its subject matter i s  

technology, economi c s ,  politics and adventure , all blended 

in a pattern sometimes difficult to perceive . Its c ast of 

characters are c le arly men of invention and vision , perhaps 

no more nor less than their land-minded counterparts , but 

like the swift machines which they send aloft and fly, they 

are men of action , more often quick in thought than thoughtful , 

more tuned to planninB and programming than pondering the 

meaning of the world in which they live . Thus , the men and 

the aeroplanes of aviation history are elusive targets of 

historical inquiry. None of this sugge sts that the historian 

should surrender his values or give up the idea of air 

history. What i t  does mean is that he must get c aught up 

in a mood of adventure . Air transport history , whether in 

Africa or elsewhere , can be pede strian , but it should never 

be so. 

In the expanding compass of historical interest in 

Africa and the colonial experience ,  the need is there to 

include air transport as an integral f e ature of British 

policy in Africa between the wars. Since 1970, the records 

of the British Air Ministry and other interested offices to 

1 939 have been open to public access in the Public Record 
xvi ii 



Office (PRO) , London. 10 The historian can no longer 

plead ignorance on British air matters before the war . In 

summary , this dissertation , whatever may be its other 

merits , is intended to fill the obvious gap in our knowledge 

and underst anding of Great Britain ' s  Afric a  between the 

wars. I t  is a st ory of beginnings , the endings are yet to 

come . And , in the sense that this i s  a study of a pioneer 

industry , so too is this a pioneer study , a work which , in 

itself , is to be but a becinning to a continued and serious 

inquiry int o the advance of the air aGe in Afric a .  

It i s  �ermane , perhaps , t o  interject some personal 

comment at this point . I think that the origins of thi s 

dissertation are of interest to the reader if only to 

explain the speci al enthusiasm which I have tried to bring 

to the task of its preparation and writing . A Ph . D .  the sis 

must grow out of the interests , the experiences or the 

desparation of the budding scholar , but whatever its 

beginnings , it i s  the great challenge , perhaps the highlight 

and climax of the years of study which have preceded its 

presentation. I have been fortunate , for thi s the sis is the 

end-product of some memorable personal experienc e s ,  in 

avi ation , in Afric a ,  and in ac ademic life as o. student , 

teacher and histor:.an. I was a mi litary and commercial 

pilot for 15 years , and part of that time was spent in \·lest 

1 0 .  For a PRO series listing , see the appended bibliography . 
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Africa with Nigeria Airways (WAAC ) Ltd. , shortly after 

Nigerian independence. I know that my flying experiences 

in Africa have given me a sense of identity with the pioneer 

pilots who appear on the pages which follow. For the flier, 

Africa has its special appeal and challenge which defy 

explanation but are understood by every pilot of every age 

who has ever flown there. Perhaps tr.e answer lies in its 

sheer splendour as seen from on high, a panorama denied 

those who labour and travel below. For every pilot it is 

a quiet thrill to fly over Africa and enjoy the seeoingly 

endless and changing landscape of rugged beauty. From 

above, Africa is quiet and clean. It looks old, but it 

is a gorgeous old like a treasure to be cherishe�. This 

only hints at what a pilot feels and senses, but I am sure 

that t�ese impressions were shared by the fliers of a 

generation before. So, to my love of flying was wedded 

a special love for Africa, born of t�e opportunity to work 

and live there, now more than a decade ago. My more recent 

career as an academic finds Africa still the prominent 

interest. Thus, the decision to commence research and 

prepare this thesis, "Aviation and Empire: the British 

African Experience, 1919-1939" , was made almost without 

question. The subject matter was new, the sources 

plentiful and by and large untouched, and the thesis 

reflects to a remarkable degree my experiences and 

interests in Africa, aviation and history. 
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This is the first det ailed exploration of the 

formative years of aviation in British Africa, and the 

task of attempting to collect and synthesize a massive 

a.mount of material collected on three continents has been 

a difficult but rewarding experience. Clearly, the whole 

effort would have been impossible without the help , counsel 

and patience of many individuals , institutions and 

organi zations in Canada , Great Britain and Africa. I 

accep t ,  of course , full responsibility for the views that 

I have expre ssed and the interpretations I have p laced 

upon the events and personalities which have highlighted 

the story. The errors and omi ssions are mine, but I am 

indebted to all those who gave of their time and nade 

available to me the source materials upon w�1ich thi s 

thesis has relied. To them I would like to make grateful 

acknowledgement . 

For much needed financial support , I thank the 

Woodrow Wilson National Fellowship Foundation for its 

sponsorship in 1968-69 , the C anada Council , whose support 

enabled me to spend 14 months in England and make a field 

trip arouna Africa in the fall of 1970 , Dalhousie University 

for graduate support , and the University of \-linnipeg for 

research help in the latter stages of thi s dissertation. 

Especial thanks must go to the directors and staff 

of the many libraries and archive s  which were opened to 

me : the Brit i sh I1useum, Dalhousie University Library , 

ICAO Library , Institute of Commonwe alth Studie s ,  National 
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CHAPl'ER I 

GREAT BRITAIN AND AFRICA : 

THE LEGACY OF WAR, 1918-1921 

We cannot be both imperial and mean. 

H. G .  Wells , 1 91? . 1 

On November 1 1 , 1918 , the Great War came to a merciful 

end . Peace , with its illusions of stability and progre ss , 

had come to the relief of all , the joy of many , and the 

surpri se of some . 2 The battle had been fought as a war to 

end all wars , and for at least a moment in history , the 

1 .  Wells was high on the possibiliti es of Imperial air 
transport deve lopment . While Chairman of the Special 
Committee on Labour of the Civil Aerial Transport 
Committee ( see Committee Re�ort pub li shed as Cd. 9218 
(1 918])  appointed by Ll oyd eorge in 1 917 , Wells wrote : 

The British Islands are small is lands 
and our people numerically a little people ; 
their only claim to world importance depends 
on the ir courage and enterpri se , and a people 
who will not stand up to the necessity of an 
Air Service planned on a world scale and 
taking over thousands of aeroplanes and 
thousands of men from the very onset of 
peace has no busines s  to pretend to anything 
more than a second-rate position in the world. 
We cannot be both imperial and mean. 

Quoted in The Times , March 7 ,  191 9 ,  p .  12.  See also 
Eric Birkhe ad , "The Beginnings of Bri tish Civil Air 
Transport , 1919-1924" , unpublished M . A .  thesis , 
University of Leice ster , 1959 .  

2. The ' surpri sed ' included the War Office and the Air 
Ministry , although not the Prime Mini ster acc ording 
to his War Memoirs of David Lloyd George , vol .  VI 
(London , 1936). General Sir Henry Wilson and Fie ld 
Marshall Haig viewed 1919 as the deci sive year; ibid . , 
pp . 3107-20 and 3300-04 . Winston Churchill , Minister 



triumph of Great Britain , her Empire and her Allies seemed 

to signal the dawn of a new age of everlasting peace . The 

armi stice spelled out on paper what had been written in 

battle ; Germany had been beaten, her armies and ambitions 

torn apart in the maelstrom of war . After four years of 

indescribable carnage on the scarred landscape of Europe , 

victors and vanquished laid down their arms ; the war-

weary battalions emptied the trenche s and started home 

2 

to pick up the threads with which to weave anew a f abric 

some were call ing ' normalcy• . A world had suddenly become 

a quieter place . The great guns were now silent and only 

nature's thunder remained to deafen men and frighten 

children. Even the ski es above quietened as the aeroplanes , 

new and deadly additions to man ' s  arsenal of terror , 

fluttered down to settle on a thousand airfields . Most 

would never fly again in peace or war . 3 

2 .  ( continued) of  Munitions , was also  planning for 1919; 
see his memorandum to cabinet dated September 5 ,  1919 
in The World Crisis, 1916-1£1 8 ,  part I I  (London , 1 927� , 
pp . 519-20. Air Hinistry p ans for 1919 are suggested 
in Andrew Boyle , Trenchard ( London , 1962) , pp . 271-31 6 .  
See also Lord Hankey, The Su reme Command 1 14-1 1 8 ,  
vol . II  ( London,  1961 ) ,  pp . - O, inston hurchi 1, 
The World Crisis .  The Aftermath (London , 1 929 ) , 
�P· 28-9, and W. J. Reader , Architect of Air Power 
\London , 1968 ) , pp.  80-1 . 

3 .  While no attempt has been made here to tally the numbers 
of aeroplanes used by all air forces in action during 
the war , the British figures alone are impre s sive , if 
confusing. M. J . B .  Davy , Interpretive History of 
Flight (London, 1937) , p .  1 52, notes 22, 647 aircraft 
of all types on charge to the R . A . F .  as of November 30 , 
1918; C .  Martin Sharp D .  H.  An Outline of de Havilland 
History (London, 1960� , p .  61, states that the ILA.F. 
had 20 , 890 aircraft on strength on October 31 , 1 918 ;  



Once more men could look upward and not fear the rain of 

death and destruction so impressively identified with 

aircraft in their first years of extensive use. 4 

;. 

4 .  

( continuen) Hilary St. Geor�e S::i.•1nt1 eo:rs, Per Ardua 
(London, 194�) , p. 279 , argues that in a11 the British 
air forces used 50 , 000 aircraft durinr, the war of which 
36 , 000 were d�str.oyed. Whatever the exact fi3ure, 
thousands of British ai rcra ft were on �and at the end 
of the war, parked on some 700 British a i rfields pf 
wh ich 337 were i.n the United Kingdom. SeP AVIA 2/1743 , 
Air Ministry Mi.nutP., April 14 , 1919. Of this Jarge 
fleet, only 3 , 300 were considerP.d 'first-line' aircraft. 
See Hansard , CXVI , March 14 , 1923 , col. 1610 . The Royal 
Air Force kept some aircraft , 100 were �iven to South 
Africa , and some were mRde avail able for civtl aviat i on ,  
but the great majority were scrapped. 

Although in the first few years of pioneer aviation 
(1903-191?) there was considerable optimism for non
military uses of the aeroplane, by 1913 1 Jane's All 
the Worlds Air craft (London, 1913, I'· 7 ) �ould note 
that ''exc�pt aq A war machine the aeropl�ne is of 
little intet"est or U$e t o  ::tnyone". The Great War 
merely confirmed a general opinion th�t the aeroplane's 
future was as a w�apon. Its important contribution to 
Allied vi ctory reinforced this vi ew and Churchi l l ,  in  
1917 , was sufficiently irnpresseci to commPnt, " there a.re 
only two WRYS now of winning the w�r, and they both 
begin with A .  One is aeroplanes and the other is 
America". (Quoten in Reader, At"chitect of Ai r Power , 
p. 59). A good accotmt of Rir power cap�bilities as 
seen during the war is given i n  Churchill's '!'he World 
Crisis, 1916-1918 , pp . 568-77 . �re most authoritative 
source on the roles played by the RoyAl Naval Air 
Service, the Royal Flying Corps and the Royal Air 
Force in r, i vin� aircra�t their near exclusive military 
identification is W. Raleigh (vol. I) and H. A. Jones 
(vols. I I-VI) , The War :i.n the Air (Oxforc1 , 1922-1937).  
See also R. H. Fredette � The First Battle of Britain ,  
1917-1918 (London, 1966 ; . Several chronicle accounts 
deal wjtfi the early years of British aviation. See 
R. Dallas Brett, Eist or o f  British Aviation 1908-1 14 
(London, 1933 ) , an wo worKs y ara enrose, ri is 
Aviation : the Pi oneer Years, 1903-1914 (London, 1967) 
and British Aviatjon: the Creat War and the Armistice, 
1915-19�9 (London, 1969). 



Peace had come but the world still awaited the full 

reckoning of the costs in human and material terms . The 

crosses which hallowed the heroes '  final rest in the 

cemeteries of Europe and Empire had yet to be given a 

last counting , and stood in their too neat rows like a 

4 

ghostly army on parade , mute testimony to the folly of 

war and the mortality of man. The live s lost , the bodies 

maimed and the minds bewildered in the hell of war were 

facts of the moment to become memories for a generati on. 

There is not now nor was there then a simple formula with 

which to measure how both living and dead reminders 

affected the later workings of a nation or an empire , 

although aviation , military a�d foreign policy debates 

throughout the period between the two world wars certainly 

sought strength in arguments from Great W ar premi ses .  So 

painful and so large was the memory of war in the Empire 

that it was prepared to pay almost any price to preserve 

the peac e .  5 

5. In terms of military readiness , the price included 
near defeat in the early years of World War Two . Not 
until 1934 did the British Government truly awaken to 
the reality that another war was possible , indeed, 
probable . For the most part , Great Britain sought 
refuge in hopes for collective security in the League 
of Nations and international di sarmament , at the same 
time allowing her armed forces to deteriorate in size 
if not quality. Air power, in particular its civilian 
bombing c apabilities , was a clear memory from the Great 
War during which German airship end aeroplane raids on 
England had killed 1 , 1 1 7  civilians and wounded 2 , 886 
more . It moved some to advocate the total aboli shment 
of all aviation. "The world was a very good place 
before aeroplanes came and we got on well enough 



5 

The material costs of the war were staggering as well 

both in terms of money spent and property destruction .  

Almost impossible to calculate was the price paid for a 

four year interruption in the believed march of civilization 

and progress.  Throughout this  period the energi e s  of  most 

of the industrial world had been expended in arming and 

supplying the great war-machines of Europe with scant 

regard for the production and di stribution of goods and 

services designed to improve the kind and quality of life 

for man . Few would argue that tanks , guns and ships of 

war contribute in any lasting way to the mainstream of 

human progress.  There are only scattered credits to match 

the debits in the ledgers of war . Perhaps the aeroplane 

stood alone to balance an otherwise desperate accounting . 

Whi le man ' s  most exciting invention was everywhere regarded 

as a weapon of war , some at least saw it as an agent of 

peace . There is little doubt that the Great War accelerated 

the development of the aeroplane to a degree that years of 

5. (continued ) without them, "  wrote A. C .  Temperley 
(The Whi s erin Galler of Euro e ,  London , 1938 ,  
p .  1 • he place of civil aviation in this question 
is di scussed in David Carlton , "The Problem of Civil 
Aviation in British Air Disarmament Policy ,  1919-1934 , "  
Journal of the Ro al United Services Institution , III 
November ,  19 , pp . 30 - • or various views on the 

legacy of war see Francis  W.  Hirst , The Consequences of 
the War to Great Britain (Oxford , 1934), C. L. Mowat , 
Britain between tlie Wars 1918-1 40 (London , 1955) , 

er r ua , pp . 1- , and Arthur Marwick ,  
"The Impact of the First World War on British Society , "  
Journal of Contemporary History ,  I I I  (January , 1968) , 
pp . 51-63. 



peace would not have done . 6 Thus aviation in wAr kept 

the wheels of progress turning if  only slowly. 

6 

However,  not even the aeroplane could significantly 

alter the fact that the price of peace was astronomi cally 

hieh . Social progress , economic deve lopment and political 
change , all these had been subordinated to the cause of war 

and the quest for victory.  If  peace brought relief , then , 
it also brought the world face to fece with the reality 
th�t the war had been beyond its means and its  account 
could not be pnid in full .  For Great Britain and her 
Empire , as  for much of the world , the war left a legacy 
which no peace could erase as events of the next two 
decades would bear out . In economic terms elone the 
Great War cast long shadows across an Empire upon which 
the sun never set.  The British Exchequer , master of the 
destinies of Great Britain and Colonies alike , knew better 
than most the shattered state of the imperi al economy, the 

6. In almost every way -- design, performance ,  reliability 
and potential  -- the aircraft and enBines of 1918 were 
superior to their pre-war counterparts , most of which 
could be described as ' contraptions ' rather than 
aeroplanes. Thus , the war accelerated aviation 
progress and gave a powerful impetus to aircraft 
development . A very few air hist or ians argue that 
the war interrupted ' true ' progre ss.  Brett (History 
of Briti sh Avi ation , p .  x) sugge sts that 11the War 
deflected the progress of aviation from the broad 
road to success , along which it was sweeping with 
gathering velocity in 1914,  into a l ane which led 
nowhere " .  This interpretation hardly squares with 
the facts , nor does it take into account the fact 
that it was during the war the potential uses of 
aircraft for civil purposes were recognized and 
the first steps taken to study the question by 
the Civil Aerial Transport Coilmittee . 
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debts to be paid , the repairs to be made , and the need for 

restraint after the almost exuberant expenditure in war . 

For almost all of the inter-war period , the real and 

imagined needs for financial stringency in British 

Government spending dictated the economic life of the 

Empire , with special conse quences for Civil Aviation and 

the African Dependencies . The one a child of war , the 

other a victim, would seem at first glance to be unlikely 

bedfellows in imperial considerations , but they shared the 

economic legacy of war in a strikingly similar way. Both 

ranked rather well down in the scale of British priorities 

and neither were given the attention and assistance needed 

to a degree compatible with their ambitions . 7 British 

Africa and Civil Aviation were not alone , of course ,  in 

sharing a peace which had brought more p arsimony than 

prosperity, but this gave small comfort to those who 

argued for the importance of civil aviation and Afric an 

development . The price of bringing about and maintaining 

a peace did appear to be a never-ending burden l aid 

heavily on the shoulders of Empire . Peace was welcomed 

in 1918 and was still welcome in 19 39 , but there is  little 

7. Debates in the House of Commons on colonial questions 
and civil aviation questions were notorious for their 
poor attendance and intere st . Even in the se 
circumstances a great deal more was said than done . 
Development in the Colonies was circumscribed by the 
notion that 'the Colonie s  must pay for themselves ' ;  
civil avi ation progress strn�gled against the belief 
that it 'must fly by itself ' .  



doubt that in the intervening years , the legacy o f  the 

Great War was a consi stent influence upon the direction 

and pace pursued by Briti sh and Imperial Pol icy. 

8 

Sti l l , in the first few years after the war , victory 

made peace more palatable i f  not swe�ter. Great Britain 

had special reason to rejoice as the Empire celebrated the 

end o f  war and the coming o f  peace.  The Central Powers 

had challenged progress , civili zation and mankind and had 

threatened the Empire as they had Europe .  Thi s challenge 

had been met with purpose and strength , and Allied victory 
8 owed much to the part pl ayed by the Bri t i sh Empire . What 

gladdened the hearts of Imperial stAte smen was that war and 

triumph had brought the Empire together as never before . 

8 .  The number of works dealing with and documenting the 
important role pl Ryed by the Bri t i s� Empire in the war 
are le�ion . See , for example , C .  R .  Cruttwel l ,  A History 
of the Great War, 1914-1918 � Oxfo:rd , 1934) , in which he 
notes that the Empire enlisted 9 , 496 , 170 men in the 
cause o f  whic� 3 , 284 , 743 came fr0m the Dominions and the 
Coloni es.  In Allied forces , only France provided more . 
Offi c i al Government figures may be found in Great Britain , 
War Offi ce , Statistics of  the Mi. litar E ffort o f  the 
British Em i re ur1n .e reat ar /1 -1 0 on on , 
1 • he rican con ribution i s  e R1 e in Sir 
Charles J,ucas � ed. , The Empire at War , vol .  IV , Africa 
(London , 1925 ; . See also John �uchan ,  The Histort of 
the South African Forces in France (London , 1920 ?)), 
and w. D. Downes ,  with the Ni�eri ans in Germ�n East 
Africa (London , 1919). Some 43,�34 white British 
Africans served in the Imperial forces of whom 7 , 786 
were killed.  32,000 black Bri t i sh Africans served in 
th� King ' s  African Rifles , 24 ,867 in the West Africa 
Frontier Forc e ,  and another 6, 100 were recruited in 
Rhodc si.a.  In ?dd:i.tion , there were about 600 ,000 in 
non-combatant rol e s ,  with total � l ack casualties  about 
48 , 000 dead . For summary see L.  H .  Gmn and Peter 
Duignan , eds . , Coloni a l i sm in Afri ca 1 8  0-1 960 , vol .  
2 ,  The Histor an o itics o olon1 al J sm 1 1 -1  60 
( C am ridge> , 1 , pp . -1 • 



9 
The Dominions and Colonies had rallied to the c ause and 

their sons had swelled the ranks of the Imperial l egions 

fighting for King , country and Empire . Whatever doubts 

had ruffled the calm of imperial unity in the years before 

1914, the se had been di spel led ; war had confirmed not 

shattered the imperial identity. It was a sansuine view 

which later years would not support , but it gave heart and 

hope to the Empire-minded . 9 For them, war had not only 

underlined the importance of  the Empire , it  had as sured 

its permanence .  The closing of  ranks i n  time s o f  cri sis 

suggested that the imperial family enj oyed more intimate 

and lasting ties than any mere political form could assume . 

In the aftermath of war , peace promi sed a fresh beginning 

to an old empire in a new age , and Great Britain could 

claim with some justification that the Empire had never 

been stronger nor more united in purpose . 10 

9 . The formation and success of the Imperial War Cabinet 
and the first stirrings of the ' Commonwealth ' idea 
certainly helped to encourage these views . The still 
unsettled Irish question , the legacy of the Boer War , 
and the need for change in Indi a were not forgotten , 
but few saw the extent to  which they would trouble the 
Empire in the years ahead . The triumph of the Empire 
in war also added to the belief that Great Britain was 
the pillar of western civilization with a mission to 
fulfi l l .  Lord Birkenhead wrote of " our expanding 
destiny as leaders of mankind" ( quoted in A .  F .  
Havighurst � Twentieth Century Britain , 2nd. ed. , New 
York , 1 962 ; , while Lord Lugard gave the Imperial 
mission its African interpretation in The Dual Mandate 
in Tropical Africa (London , 1922 ) . 

10.  One dimension of this claim l ay in the fact that in 1919 
the extent of the British Empire had reached its zenith . 
With the additions of  ' mandates ' in the Middle East , the 
Pacific , and Africa ( the ex-German colonies of  Togo , the 



This was not to ignore the problems to be faced in 

giving shape to dreams of what peace would bring . Peace 

should and could mean prosperity, progres s ,  and the bestowal 

of countless blessings upon the Empire . The task now at 

hand was to ensure that the Empire could make as effective 

10  

a contribution to peace as it  had to  war. Imperial strength 

and unity , so much in evidence in the war , must be carried 

on and maintained in peace in such a way that Imperial trade , 

commerce and prestige would be restored to its rightful place 

in the hierarchy of world power . Strength and uni ty were 

indeed two sides of the same coin ; the one could not exist 

without the other,  and the implications of the relationship 

were plain to see . A strong Empire called for a military 

readiness  to meet any challenge in any part of the King ' s 

domain, whi le unity pre supposed the continued development 

of more continuous , rapid , and effective communication 

between the Imperial metropolis ,  the Dominions and the 

Colonies.  For a few men of bold vision the means to these 

ends were there in the thousands of men and machines which 

had made Great Britain the greatest air power in the world .  1 1  

10.  ( continued)  Cameroons , South-West Africa and Tanganyika , 
the Empire covered fully one-quarter of the world ' s  land 
surface . About one-quarter of the world ' s  population 
inhabited this vast empire . 

1 1 .  Whil e  Great Britain held second rank behind France in 
terms of numbers of front-line aircraft ( 3 , 600 v. 3 , 300) , 
the Royal Air Force had developed into the best organized 
and most efficient air force in operation during the war. 
See Davy, Inter�retive History of Flight , p .  1 59.  Led 
by Trenchard an supported by Weir at the Air :Mini stry , 
the R .A .F .  were widening the horizons of air power 



Skills  born in war could now be used for peace.  The 

aircraft manufacturing industry and the Royal Air Force 

11 

had proved their worth and potential.  It remained to  

organize and develop civil air transport , as  yet an untried 

dimension in Imperial transport and communications . 1 2  This 

triumverate , representing the whole of British aviat ion 

enterprise , rromised a continuing air supremacy , a defended 

Empire , and most exciting of all , stronger links in the 

chains which bound Great Britain , Canada,  South Afric a ,  

India ,  Australia and New Zealand ,  and the dependent Empire 

to an Imperial whol e .  These were the dreams born in war. 

With the coming of the peac e ,  it  was time for aviation, 

noted Great Britain ' s  first Controller-General of Civil 

Aviation , "to  profit by the well-nigh incredible impetus 

which the stress of war has given to its  development " .  1 3  

1 1 .  ( continued) capabi lities in 1918 with a growing 
interest in strategic bombing and the establishment of  
units which were to become Bomber Command . This concept 
was in advance of the air thinking of the French, for 
example , and given more emphasis  than had been given 
by the Germans . See Boyl e ,  Trenchard , pp . ?71 -316. 

12.  This does not ignore early air mail experiments in 
India and Great Britain in 191 1 , but these were 
premature demonstration·s of limited success and even 
less influence on civi l  air transport development . 
See M. R .  Dhekney , Air Transport in India (Bombay, 
1953) , p .  54 , and Robin Hi gham, Britain's Imgerial 
Air Routes (Hamden , Connecticut , 1960), p.  2 • 

1 3 .  AIR 1/725 . Enclosure . Synops i s  of speech , "Commercial 
Aviation in the Light of War Experi ence " , by Sir 
Frederick Sykes to the London Chamber of Commerce , 
January 7 ,  1919 , p .  1 .  



1 2  

The official opening of civil aviation in Great 

Britain came on May 1 ,  1 9 1 9 ,  and while no great excitement 

marked the day the British press gave the occasion full 
14 

play. The British public still had to be persuaded 

that the aeroplane could function in a role other than 

that of a weapon of war. Many remembered the stunts and 

joy-rides of pre-war pioneer pilots and gave little thought 

to the idea that avi ation could become a serious means of 

t d . t •  1 5  transpor an communica ion. Civilian enthusiasm was 

confined to a handful o f  men , aircraft designers and 

manufacturers , pilots and politicians , all of whom had 

looked forward to the moment when civil aviation would be 

recognized as the important development it was. 1 6  

14.  AVIA 2/1 743 , Official Opening o f  Civil Aviation , May 1 ,  
1919.  Press Reports and Notices.  See also The Time s ,  
May 1 ,  1 9 1 9 ,  pp . 6-7 ,  1 2 ,  featuring a full account of 
the new air regulations and specifications , and a 
detailed map of the United Kingdom indicating approved 
airfields and air routes.  

1 5 .  And , as one hi storian has noted , " the aeropl ane , from 
which most was expected after the war , probably 
affected the ordinary man least of all the wonders 
of the new age " .  Mowat , Britain Between the Wars , 
p. 238 . 

16.  George Holt-Thomas ( 1 869-1929) was one of these few 
who had been looking forward to the end of war and 
the opportunity to promote and organize civil  air 
transport . In October , 1916,  he founded and registered 
his company, Aircraft Transport and Travel , Ltd . , 
( A . T . &T. ) ,  with a view to establishing an air line to 
"enter into contract for the carriage of mails , 
passengers , goods and cattle " .  See John Pudney, 
The Seven Skies ( London , 1959 ) , p .  1 6 ;  also Higham , 
Britain's Imperial Air Routes ,  p .  20 . He also founded 
the Society of British Aircraft Constructors ( S . B . A . C . ) .  



1 3 
Moreove r ,  even this enthu s i a sm was tempered with th e 

knowledge that May 1 was o n l y ,  t o  use K i p l i nG ' s  word s ,  

" th e  opening verse of the opening pa�e o f  a chapter o f  

end l e s s  poflsib i. l i ti e s " .  17 Ci vi l avi a t i on c ould n o w  f l y  

unde r the a�ei. s o f  the n �wly- formed Dep ar tmen t  o f  C i vi l  

Avi ati on ,  and the Government was as sumi nE respon R t b i l ity 

for provi d i ne; A framework o f  regu lati on s ,  s t and ard s and 

fa c i l i t i e s . 18 Wh i l e thi � was a s t ep i n  the right 

d i rection , and a necess ary first step at th a t , the 

a s sumption that t h i c  w� s suff i c i ent to e s t ab l i sh c i vi l/ 

co mme r c i a l  avi a t i on wns wide o f  the mark . � r e  Gove rnment 

was provi ding finan i: i a l  i-;uprort for a eronaut :. c a l  r e s e arch , 

aircraft a � ve l opm�n t ,  And the provi s i on o f  A 1 1 r e quired 

ground support fac i l i t i P. s  but the pre s s i n3 need o f  the air 

transport p romote r s for d i rect fj n�n � i a l  a R s i stance in 

the form of subs i d i e s , c ap i t a l  a s s i s t anc P. , or grants was 

ignored by thP. Tre asury And the Air Mi.ni �t-ry. 19 For 

17 . Quo t e n  in Peter G .  MD s e fi e l d , "Some E c onomic F a c t or s  
i n  Air Tr�n sp ort Op e r A. t i on " ,  �Tourn a 1 o f  the I n s t i tute 
of Transport , XXIV ( March ,  1 951) ,  p .  81. 

18 . S c> e  AIR 1/?101 and CAB ?4 1105 f'or 11"9r i e ""  Summa ry o f  the 
more Impo �t A. nt Steps t Rken by thP A i r  Mi ni n t ry for the 
A s s i s t an c P  o f  Civil Avi a t i on " ,  publi shc<l as fln appendix 
to Cmd . 770 ( 1 920 ) . One M . P . , J . T . C .  Moore-Brabe zon , 
durin� th� �ebete on the s e c ond r� a � i ng o f  the Aerial 
N�vigat i on R i l l ,  PVPn ar�uea ttRt t� P �overnm ent should 
stay ont o ""  rep;ul atin� c i vi l  Avj q t i on .  " Commer c i al 
Rvi atton i A  a cornmerc i R l  propo s j ti on , an� i f  p eopl e are 
go i ng to c arry p P. s se ngers in thni .,... mRr�in�� t , e y  arP 
going to �ave t.o nay i f  t�ey �i l l  p P np l e  in those 
machin P s And the .,...i.e;ht body to rPr11 1 ;i t e  �nd i n i; r e c t 
mach i n e s  ] s  Ll oyd ' s , And not thn Gov0rnmPnt " .  H�nsard , 
CXI I ,  FebruBry 1 7 ,  1 9 1 9 , � o l . 677 .  

1 9 .  S i r  F .  B�nbury , C h a i rman o f  the So l P r t  Commi t t e A  on 
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Georee Holt-Thomas and the other air line developers , c ivi l 

aviation required a c areful blend i ng o f  dir0ct and indirect 

government support , private ini.tiat i ve and pub l i c  response . 20 

Given the success  o f  thi s  synthesis  a new Imperi a l  design 

would see Cape Town and DPlhi , Canberra and Ott awa brought 

into close community wit� London ; Imp�ri a l  air routes would 

girdle the elobe witI'- Imperial aircraft flyi ng the King ' s  

mRi ls and suhj ects in  t�e conquest o �  tj me And di stanc e .  

It was a m�5nj fic �nt dream. Few anticipated the problems 

which lay ahead tn frustr�te the translation of these ideas 

. t l '  t 21 in o rea i y .  

1 9 .  ( c ontinl.l ed ) National Expendj ture , r.hallene;E>d even the 
Arnall amount of the Air  Vote d i.rectPd to civil  avi ation.  
In the House he noted , "Then I happened to c ome across • • •  
a little i tem of about £500 ,000 a year to be spent on 
civi l  avi ation. I dare say it  i s  a very exc e llent thing , 
but why should we subsidise i t  by spending £500 ,000 a 
year on it  I do not know" . Hansard , CXVI , June 4 ,  1919 , 
col . 2140 . For a t abled summary of annual Bri t i sh air 
e stimates  and expenditureR ,  1919-1939 , see Higham, 
Britain ' s  Imperial Air Routes ,  appendix V I I , pp . 344-47. 

20 . For a genera] outline of  their  views , see Holt-Thomas , 
Aeri al T ranstort ( London , 1920 ) , and A .  Instone , The 
Early Birds London , 1938) . See also Holt-Thomas ,  
"Commercial Aeronaut i cs " , Aeronautical Journ a l , XX I  
( October-December , 191 7) , pp . 369-89, 4?.0-?S. 

21 . Some , like Maj or-General J .E . B .  Seeley, the Under
Secretary o f  State for A i r ,  could comfortably forecast 
that " I  see no reason why , witbin the l ifetime of nearly 
all  of us , you should not have great air routes  to every 
part of the 3riti.sh Empire " ( quoted in '!'he Time s ,  January 
22,  1919 , p .  1 0 ) , and noted in the Hou s e  th;.it "We are far 
more advanced than any other country i n  the preparati ons  
made for c i vi l  flying" . Hansard , CX T I I , March 1 3 ,  191 9 ,  
col . 151�.  A book by one CAptRin Swinton , Bri t i sh 
Aircraft IndustrJ ( London , 1919) , arcued th�t in  t�e 
not too distant uture , South Af'ricn would be only � 
d ays awAy from the United Kingd om by aRropl ane , an idea 
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British official interest in civil aviation was a 

recent development in 1919 , although interest in air 

matters went back a decade . In 1909 , Asquith , as Prime 

Mini ster,  appointed a standing committee  to " advise in 

matters connected with the problem of flight , whether by 

means of aeroplanes or dirigibles" , and this committee 

reported annual ly to the Prime Mini ster until the 

formation of the Air Ministry in 1917.  22 In 1910 , Great 

Britain was a participant in the first International 

Conference on Aerial Navigation ( ICAN) held in Pari s .  

There an important decision was taken; the Briti sh 

delegation rejected a German proposal to est ablish 

"freedom of the air" , arguing wit:i maritime precedent in 

mind that national sovereignty extended upward as wel l  as 

outward . This  stand was confirmed in legislation in the 

Aerial Navigation Act of 1 910 . 23 It was an adherence to 

21 . 

22. 

23.  

( continued) scorned by the editor of  The Aero9lane , 
C .  G. Grey. See the Aeroplane , February 19, 1 19, 
p .  808 .  The best general survey of the problems 
faced by c ivil aviation in the Empire between the 
wars is still Higham, Britain ' s  Imperial Air Routes.  
For the early period , see  Eric Birkhead , "The 
Beginnings of British Civil Air Transport , 1919-1 924'' , 
and his "The Financial  Failure of British Air Transport 
Companie s ,  1919-1924" , Journal of Transport History, IV 
( May, 1 960 ) , pp . 1 3 3-45 . 
AIR 1 /725 , Enclosure 102/1 . Typed three page account 
of the Formation of the Advi sory Committee for 
Aeronaut ics.  As'l,uith announced its  formation to the 
House of Commons ,  May 5 ,  1909 . See Report of the 
Advisor� Committee for Aeronautics, 1917-1918, Cd. 
9145 (1 18) . 
Higham , Britain ' s  Imperial Air Routes , p. 19 .  
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principle which Great Bri tain would l ive to  regret as  the 

1920 ' s  and 19?0 ' s  demonstrated too c learly the difficulties  

associ ated with establi�h i ng Imperi al aj r routes  across a 

national-minded Europe and Central Asi a .  24 Nonetheless , 

in the few ye�rs o f  air activity before World War I ,  the 

Uni ted Kingdom had be�n coming to grips with the problems 

of the aeropl ane and �viation with i ntere8t i �  not 

enthusiasm. 

In war the focus of i nterest in avi ation turned on the 

mili tary appl i c ation of the aeroplane . Rushed on to the 

world ' s  stage to play a key role i n  the bntt l �  for Europe , 

the aeroplane made an exc i ting and impress i ve debut . Air 

power devel oped as did the interest o� generals and politicians 

alike . The British aircraft industry which had manufactured 

21 1 aircraft in all o f  1914 was turning them out �t the rate 

of 4 , 000 a month at the end of the war . 25 Close to 200 ,000 

24. Imperi al Airways were the major sufferine inheritors 
o� the British position ,  having to traverse Europe to 
reach Africa and Central Asia t o  reach Indi a ,  and it  
moved H.  Burchall (General Manager [Commerci al]  of 
Imperial Airways ) to complain of international political 
diffi culties  "based upon tte uncertain and s:!'li fting 
foundations of national prejudices and aspirn.ti ons " .  
In "The Poli ties of Internation�l Air Ro1Jtes 11 , 
International Af�airs , XIV ( January-February , 1935) , 
pp. 89-IO?. See discussion in High �m , Britain ' s  
Imperial Air Routes , pp . 19-20 ,  and below , chapter IV . 

25.  Reader, Architect of Air Power , p.  63.  It is  interesting 
to note that in 1917, no 1914 aeropl �nes were still 
flying , losses and obsolescence h avj ng taken their toll . 
Ibid . , p .  59. From the beginning of 1 919  to 1923 , the 
lJritish aircrAft industry had produced only ?00 civi l  and 
military aerop lane s .  Durin� the s �me period , France had 
produced 3 , 300 , a sorry commentary on tre re spective states 



men and women were employed in the industry and al l i ed 

trades . 26 While  there WAS no  civi l  aviation act i vity ,  

1 7 

at the Armisti ce the Royal Air Force numbered some 290 ,000 

officers and men , most of  w�om were learnine and d eveloping 

the new ski l l �  of  aviRtion .  27 In a few �hort years , 

aviation growt� and potential  had he�nme too l arge to be 

ignored . AlthnuBh pre-war flyin� had done li t t l e  to 

impress anyone wi th its civil or commercial  possj b i l ities , 

improved ai rcra�t d e s i en and performance ,  and the great 

nwr.'oers of �ecple -i nvc2 ved : ::1  t�e w!io � P  a v i a t. :.. on i nc.ustry 

war civil avi �i.io!'l wou ld bear l i tt l f'  res'?nbl Mce to  i ts 

pioneer becinnings . There was the dawni n � o f  the idea  that 

perhaps much of thi s e;reat wa.r machi.ne conld be u t i l i zed as 

a new form of tran �port i n  the ye�rs o� pc�ce ahe �d . It was 

with an eye t("'I th e future then , th at the :3ri tj sh Government 

25. ( continued ) of health of the two rivRl aircraft 
in�ustriee  an� a den i R l  of Bri t i Rh �opes for keeping 
t'le j ndustry ' Rl i ve ' . See  Hansart1 , CTJXI , March 1 4 ,  
1923 , col s .  1610-1 1 .  

26 . Reader , Architect of Air Power , p .  6 2 ,  notes 1 77 , 000 
employed in Mnrch, 1918. By 1922 ,  these numb ers had 
been reduced to ahout 2 , 500 . 

27 . At the Armi stice , there were 30 , 1 22 officers and 
263 , 1 '+0 mf'n in the ranks o f  the Royal Air Fo:-ce .  
B y  March , 1920 ,  demobil ization had t�inned the 
numbers o �  e. 1 1  r a nk s  to 29 , 730 . Hansi:i:-d , CLXT , March 
14 , 19 23 , col . 1610 , �nd Sau.�ders , fe � Ardua , p .  281 . 
It i s  not c l ear just �ow many pj lots were trained in 
the war-t i�e air services , but a n  important by-product 
o f  demobi lization was the persi stence wi th which many 
pilots sought continuing flying careers in civil 
aviation . For the story of one , A1 an Cobham , see 
chapter I I I .  



18 

formed the Civil Aerial Transport Committee in �ay , 1 91 7 , 
28 und er the ch�irm2nsh i p  of Lord Nort� c l i f f e .  This was 

the �i rst of Many �urh. co�mi t t e e q  e r t ?.hl i sh n d  by the British 

Government o r�r the two dCCAdes � etw� en t�e war3 ch ar�ed to 

examin e and repo:-t upon the wholi? rpJ,..:tj  on 0 !'  Bri t i sh and 
?Q Imperj al nir tr�n�port. . The C 0m�i tteP. ' s  �Pp��t , 

completed in �Pbruary , 19 18 ,  wnc a mo :::;t c. ompre�rnnsi ve 

document , rancinc over almost every n �r e c t  o �  c i v i l 

avi ation.  3Q Of 3pe c i al intere st w1s j � n 5��c s s  upon 

the potential  im�ortence o f  air trnr �port to the Empire , 

part i cul arly the Dominion s .  " It is  obvi ou�" , the RPT'Ort 

staten , "l-1ow j mportant a be i:trinG the i my>rnv�ment in inter-

28 . '!'he Coill1'1i tt e c  WAS asked to report on " the �t eps which 
$hould he taken with a view to th.� d ev8lop�ent and 
regul ati on afr.er the War of avi �ti on for c i vi l and 
com.mPrci a l  purposes from a nom� �ti c ,  �r. im� �ri a l , and 
an i nte,..ri at i  on a l  st Antipoint " . 'J'he Report o f  the 
C om.mi ttP.e in  set out n s  Renort o :'  t-"'c f: i vi 1  Ae:-ial 
�ran ��o,..t CnmmittPe , Crl . 9�1A (1918) . SPc nl� o not e s  
in ATR 19/10A, Air Routes , 191R- 1 9 1 9 ,  and AIR 1 /2423 , 
Repo�ts by R�d t o  the C i vi l Aeri al �ren8port Committ e e ,  
191 7- 1 91 8 .  Lord Northcl i ffeP c�Rir0n 0nly the first 
meeting , then departed on R mi s � io n tn the TJni ted States . 
His rep} aceroent was Ma j o r  J .  L .  Bai rn , the TJndPr
Secret a�y o� S+.nte for Air , and th e Cnmmi ttPP R�rort 
i s  o ftPn re �er.r0d to as the nAi�a c �mm� tteP R Pnort. 

29 . In a l l , !iome ei c;r.t m i:t j or � 0mrni.tt e e s  Rnri a n11mbE"r of  
short-lived �abi net �nmmj tt0es  rPp 0�ter. on ci v i l 
avi a t i on que R t i o n s  from 191 A-1 9�8 . Th is reflects t o  
some ext�nt a n  abid i n �  concern with th e spe c i i:t l  problems 
o f  c i vil  avi ation , a8 i t  d oP.s tre B,..iti �h f� i th i n  the 
�om.mi. ttee or c o�mi s s i on solution to d i fficul t i e s  in 
polj �y 0 l abn�a tj on . As often AS not , h oweve r ,  this 
techn ique po�tpon�d decision-making at the E=>xpense of 
imm.eciate ac t ion an<l progre ss.  

30 . For C\ di scu� � i on o f  the Bairn Commi tteP R er0 rt , see 
Higham , Bri t � i n ' s  Imper i al Air Rout P s ,  pp . 20- , . 



1 9  

imperial communication is  l ikely to have on that greatest 

of problems , th e probl em of the future relation to one 

another of the self-governing States of the Briti sh 

Empire . "  31 It was the first government document to 

sugge st the feasibility of linking Engl and with South 

Africa by air . 32 

The Committee urged the Government to take early 

action and set out an air policy. Noting that future 

traffic would include the mail s ,  pas sengers and goods , 

the Committee was confident 

that demands for aerial services  to provide 
such carria�e wil l  rise immediately at the 
conclusion of the war , and that it is  
imperative that every endeavour should be 
made to prepare for these demand s .  3 3  

The recommendations and observations of the Committee 

were born out of a reasonable asse ssment of the possible 

post-war situation, and the Reuort could have been a good 

starting point for the development of an imperial air 

policy. One can only speculate on wh at might have been 

the case for civil aviation in Great Bri tain ( and by 

31 . Baird Committee Report , p .  1 3 . 

32. The Committee did not e l aborate any serious proposal 
for a London-Cape Town air service , although it did 
suggest that both East and West Afric an routes could 
be operated.  The Committee focused attention on the 
England-India route via Egypt and so established the 
primary goal of subsequent Imperi al air route policy .  
AIR 1 9/108, propo sals in typescript . See al so Higham, 
Brit ain ' s  Imperial Air Routes , p.  23.  

3 3 . Baird Committee Re�ort , p .  9 .  The Committee thus 
expre ssed an optimism and a sense of urgency which 
the Government did not share . 
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impl ication in its dependent empire in Africa) ,  had a 

policy been ready and waiting at the peace . But the Report 

was ignored by the Lloyd George Government and neither in 

1918 nor the years which followed did Great Britain have a 

civil aviation policy, an omission only partly excused by 

the overriding concern with war and the establishment of 

peace . The development of a policy designed to promote 

civil aviation at home and in the Empire had to await the 

arrival of Sir Samuel Hoare as Secretary of State for Air 

in 1922. 34 Thus , for almost four years , the Empire lacked 

determination and far-sighted leadership in its civil 

aviation development. British Africa , with the exception 

of South Africa , probably suffered more than Great Britain 

whose lead and leadership it had to 
.
follow. 35 

34. See below , chapter I I ,  for a discussion of Sir Samuel 
Hoare as Air Minister,  1922-1 924 and 1 924-1929. 

35.  See above , p .  7 ,  and below , chapter I I .  While obvious 
that the depressed state of the British economy did 
inhibit civil aviation progress at home and in the 
Empire , neither Churchill nor Guest , the Air Ministers 
before Hoare , brought the sort of enthusiasm to civil 
air transport questions which might have kept British 
and British African air development apace with progress 
elsewhere . South Africa was not dependent upon British 
initiative , but it too failed to provide Civil Aviation 
with adequate support in the e arly years.  As late as 
1925 , C .  G .  Grey lamented that "South African aviation 
appears to be in a rather bad way" , blaming it on the 
fact that "neither the Government nor the people in 
South Africa yet appreciate the possibilities • • • •  " 
Aeroplane , June 28 , 1925 , p.  78 ; May 6 ,  1925 , p .  438 . 
See chapter VII for a study of the development of air 
transport in South Africa during the period leading 
up to the establishment of South African Airways as  
the Union' s  ' chosen instrument ' in 19 34 . 



The situation was allowed to continue despite the 

urgency and importance of the matter argued within and 

without the fort . Maj or-General Frederick Syke s ,  Chief 

of the Air Staff in 191 8 ,  set out the many questions 

concerning post-war air policy in a memorandum to the 

Secretary of Stat e for Air , and warned , 

All of them , I think , admit of , and may 
urgently demand , immedi ate consideration , 
in order that a clear Government policy 
may be defined in regard to c ommercial 
aviation. We have complete monopoly of 
all the art and application of aviation 
in its various forms , and disintegration 
may soon result i f ,  when peace comes , we 
are not in a position to put into execution 
a definite and well considered plan .  36 

21 

Added weight was given to thi s warning by the Ministry 

of Reconstruction in 1919 . A publication on civil aviation 

argued that its development was "not merely a scientific or 

commercial question" , but a que stion " o f  the first importance 

from the point of view of national security" . The pamphlet 

added , "it is vital to the security and prosperity of the 

36 . AVIA 2/1 780 , Commerc ial Post-War Aviation Policy , 1918. 
Sykes to Weir , November 9, 191 8 .  Of course Great Britain 
did not have a ' c omplete monopoly ' in aviation 
development in any sense , but as one of the le ading 
powers in air progress , Sykes did not want to see 
such progress dissipated in an unplanned and 
disorganized peace . Sykes also argued "the 
establishment of Government control of commercial 
aviation on ec onomic lines and on a revenue basis" , 
although he set out no guidelines as to how thi s  
might b e  achieved. 
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Empire that at any cost thi s country should lead the world 

in civil aerial transport" .  37 Here , as elsewhere , the 

argument drew strength from the idea that civil aviation 

could be to t�e Royal Air Force what the merchant marine 

was to the Royal Navy; a reservoir of trained men and 
� a  experience . ./ 

The House of Commons , as often as not apathetic in 

matters of civil aviation in later years , took up the 

question of a civil aviation policy in the debate on the 

1919-1 920 Air Estimate s .  Willi am Joynson-Hicks used 

history and maritime analogy to extol the virtues of 

aviation and empire , pointing out that , 

37 . 

38 . 

Ministry of Reconstruction , 1.rhe Future of Aerial 
Transport . Pamphlet . Reconstruction Problems No . 34 
(London , 1919) , pp . 2- 3 .  The study leaned heavily on 
the Report of the Civi l  Aerial Transport Committee . 

The Future of Aerial Transport , p .  20 . "The maintenance 
of an Air Force backed by a strong commercial  air fleet 
is as vital to the safety and prosperity of the British 
Empire as the maintenance of  a strong Navy and a strong 
Mercanti l e  Marine . "  It added that " the aircraft 
industry must be kept vigorous in order to respond to 
any possible war emergency of the future . "  The study 
thus shared with the Report of the Civi l  Aerial 
Transhort Committee ( p .  11) and Sir Frederick Sykes 
(see is Aviation in Peace and War , London , 1922 , 
p .  104) the view that the best ar,urnent for civil 
aviati on was its us efulness as a back-up ' to the 
military and a ' prop ' to the aircraft manufacturing 
industry . Only with the e stabli shment of Imperial 
Airways in 1924 was civil aviation divorced from these 
ideas , at least to the extent that they were no longer 
the primary arguments for support . See below, chapter 
II , and Birkhead , "The Beginnings of British Civil Air 
Transport" , p .  96 . 



Years aGO we h ad command o f  the sea 
because we had the coal inc s tati on s 
of the world. To-day we c an h ave 
command of the a i r  because we have 
the landin� s tri p s of the world . 39 

23 

Another S on s e rv r t ive M . P . , Co l on el P .  3 .  Ma J one , was 

not sure "that eve ryt"li ns i s  b e i n P.;  d one tn furth�r the 

l t .. . 1 t . " d dd ..J deve opmen o .  c ommerc 1 a  aeronau 1 c s  , nn A C q , 

39 . 

40 .  

I t  i s  h a rd ly n e c e s s ary t o  t e l l  the Hou�e 
of t� e enormour p o s s ib i l i t j e s  nnd commerc i al 
developments wh ich l i e  be :'ore comT:1P-rci i=.i l 
aeronaut i c s .  Take , for ex nmp l e , t�e c a s e  
o f  South Afri c a .  If  it were p n s s i b l e  t o  
tr[lnsp ort b y  air some o f  tho se val'iable 
commoo i t i e s  sue� as d i omon c s  or gold , 
instead of send in3 them by s e a , enormou s  
sums c ou ld be save d .  40 

Hansa�d , CXI T I ,  March 1 3 ,  191 9 ,  c o l s .  1 532- 3 3 .  
Joyn son-�icks wa s an o c c a s i onal spoke sman on a ir matters 
in the House wh i l e  Conservative member for Twi ckenham 
( 1 918-1929) . H i s  i nt ere st in avi at i on dated b ack t o 
191 2 ,  and i n  1916 he wrote and pub l i Ehed The Command 
of t h e  A i r ,  an amat e�r treati se on military avi at i on . 

Hansard , CX I I I , Ma�ch 1 � ?  191 9 ,  col � .  1 539-40 . The idea 
that "enormous i:;ums c.ouln bP. s Rved " in tran sp orting 
preciou F met � l s  and dj amonds by a i �  was a pers i stent 
theme d1Jr:i.nc; the 1920 ' s  and 1930 ' � . In 1926 , Hoare 
hoped that a permanent air s e rvi c e  woul d  grow out o f  
the Kh EP''tour.i-Ki �umu experime nt a 1 se"!"'vi C P.  ( s e e  chapt ers 
I I - I I I )  �nd that i t would c arry and obtAin revenue 
from the carri age of gold from t�e K i l o  Rn� Moto mi ne s 
in t�e C one o . Air Mini stry , The AnproRch t oward s a 
Syst0m of Imteri a l  A i r  C ommunic at1. ons (T;on(Vm , 1926) , 
p .  10. Sir onald CRmeron , Governor o� T Rnganyi ka , 
noted that the comp any b:i.ddine; on the 3Ftst Afri c an 
air service , 

wo�1ld alwRys be in a favour abl i; p'1si t i  on for 
c a!'ryine; t;o lc1 :'rom th e K i l o  rninP,!=; even when 
the railw ay was throue;h to Stanl �yvi l l e  R.S 
for one th i ng th 1::> i ns11rR.nce wcis che a �r b 
ai r than by rai my ! t a . 1. c s an mu ch t �me 
of c ou� s e would be sRve d .  

AVJA 2/1 A57 , Kh art oum to K i sumu Air Servic e  - Que stion 
of the In st ituti on o f  a Perm an Pn t Servi c e  t o  South 
Africa ,  1929 . Note o f  a Meet j ne at the Colonial  Offi c e , 
June 10 , 1928 ,  p .  2.  Higham not � s  t�at �bout £1 2 , 6ao ,ooo 
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The national press , led by The Times and the foremost 

aeronautical journal ,  the Aeroplane , likewise gave strong 

support to civil air transport development . 41 Thus from 

many voices in the nation in the early post-war years came 

the demands that Great Britain set out and pursue an air 

policy. The arguments were consistent and straightforward 

in point ing out the benefits to be derived from British 

40. (continued) in diamonds and " somewhat more than that 
in gold" were exported annually to London from South 
Africa .  The freight charges on gold alone amounted 
to �04 ,000 , and time in transit cost £100 ,000 in 
lost interest.  Higham , Britain ' s  Imperial Air Routes , 
p .  1 52 .  Imperial Airways and the local carriers 
transported bullion on African services after 1932. 
Before "enormous sums could be saved" , a regular 
service had to be provided and mine operators 
convinced of the safety of aeroplane transit. 

41 . The Times ,  September 10, 1919 , p. 10, lashed out at 
the lack of Government policy, especially its failure 
to move ahead with an airship development p l an.  The 
editorial noted , "the only decided policy apparent is  
the intention to  shirk as  much responsibility as 
possible on the plea of economy" . 'J'he Aero*lane , 
C .  G .  Grey ' s  weekly mouthpiece , reflected t e often 
harsh views of its editor , an interested and critical 
spokesman on all air matters for three decades.  (See  
Thurstan James , "Charle s  Grey and hi s Pungent Pen" , 
Journal of  the Royal Aeronautical Society, LXXIII 
[October ,  1969) , pp . 839-50). �e was particularly 
keen on airship possibilities in international and 
Imperial air communications , and doubtful of the 
aeroplane for long-range operations , even sugge sting 
that " i t  would not be surprising if the aeroplane 
proved to have already settled down to approximate ly 
its final form, and if developments for many years 
were restricted to engine and other detai ls " .  
Aeroplane , April 2,  1 9 1 9 ,  p .  1 388. See also his 
"The Aeroplane and the Empire" ,  Oversees , I I I  ( June , 
191 8 ) ,  pp. 27-32 ,  and "Aircraft on Imperial Route s" , 
United Empire , XIII (January, 1922 ) , pp . 1 1 - 3 .  
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action : national prestige , defence capability, commercial 

gain, and an empire united as never before . 42 The Imperial 

Government could not help but hear the appeals for action 

and support , but it could ignore them and for the most part 

it left its manservant , the Air Mini stry , to answer the 

critics.  43 

The establishment of a civil air transport policy, and 

in broader terms an imperial air policy, demanded aggressive 

and open-minded leadership , confidenc e ,  imagination , and 

above all  else ,  capital and the will to use it.  With a 

Government as preoccupied with the problems of peace as it 

had been with war , none of these were in suffici ent supply 

to sponsor an infant Air Ministry and its Department of 

Civi l  Aviation . Too little money , too little interest , and 

a shortage of staff and facilities precluded the Air Ministry 

from doing the job its critics demanded. C. G. Grey was not 

42. All of whi ch meant that the Government must elaborate 
a long-range policy and provide financial assi stanc e .  
The question of ' national prestige ' alone as a bene fit 
of civil air transport development did not go unnoticed,  
but unfortunately, until the formation of Imperial 
Airways in 1924, the idea of a ' national prestige ' 
airline , a ' chosen instrument ' ,  made little impact 
upon Government considerations . See Higham, Britain ' s  
Imperial Air Routes ,  p .  39 . 

43.  For the official statements of the Government in summary 
form , see the semi-annual  Report s on the Progress of 
Civil Aviati�n , drafted by the Department of the 
Controller-General of Civi l  Aviation and issued as 
Command Pa� ers 1 418 ( 1919 ) , 800 ( 1920 ) ,  1073 ( 1920 ) , 
1 342 ( 1921 ) , 1 ) 59 ( 1921 ) ,  and 1710 ( 1 922) . 



wide of the mark in suggesting that i n  the Air Mini stry 

after the Armi stice , " there followed something l ike 

chaos " .  44 

26 

Lord Weir of Eastwood re signed as Secretary of State 

for Air in December , 191 8 ,  and in the cabinet re-shuffle 

following the ' coupon election ' , Lloyd George appointed 

Winston Churchi ll  to pre side over the War Office and the 

Air Mini stry. 45 The dual appointment did not go 

unnoticed. The Time s ,  while  not que stioning Churchil l ' s  

massive intell i�ence or ability,  had doubts about the 

wisdom of burdenin� any one man with such responsibility. 

"If Mr .  Churchill" ,  noted an editorial in early January , 

191 9 ,  " i s  able to deal with all  the questions arising at 

both the War Offi ce and the Air Mini stry at the present 

time and to make adequate provision for the future of both 

Services and commerc ial f lying he is indeed B superman. "  46 

44. C.  G.  Grey, A History of the Air Minis try (London , 
1940 ) ' p . 88. 

45. Churchill  took up the offices January 1 5 ,  1919 .  Andrew 
Boyle suggests that Lloyd George ' s  appointment of 
Churchill  as both Secretary of State for War and Air 
has never been satisfactorily explained (Trenchard , 
pp . 325-27 ) , but the Prime Mini ster ' s  attitude towards 
the Air Ministry ( and possibly the Royal Air Force ) i s  
clear in his remarks to Churchi l l ;  " Make up your mind 
whether you would like to go to the War Office or the 
Admiralty , and let me know by to-morrow. You can take 
the air with you in either case ; I am not going to keep 
it as a separate dep artment . "  Quoted in Churchi ll , The 
World Cr1. si s .  The Aftermath,  p.  53.  Churchi l l  chose the 
Adiiiiralty but Lloyd George shifted him to the War Office 
to handle the demobilization problems there . 

46. The Time s , January 1 3 ,  1919 ,  p . 4. 
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A superman he w a s  not and i f  h i s  performnnc0 a s  A i r  Minister 

was c onsi s t ent i t  was unexcep t i onal . In t�e Churchi l l  s tory 

th i s  was an i n a i ��erent interlude in an otherwi sQ br i l l i an t  
47 rec ord o f  BOV� rnment servi c e . 

The War 0 ffi. c e , wj tr the imr:ied i. r-t t� :problems o f  

demob i l i z ati o� aPd the p J �nning o f  a p e R c c - t i me mi l i t ary 

p o l i c y ,  demanden fir�t c on $ i d erR t i on .  T�e A i r  Mi n i s try and 

th e Royal A i r  Yor�e w�re s t i l l  que �ti on mArk � i n  t h e  minds 

of Bri t i sh G o vern �ant and mi l i t a ry l � a a e r s , and there were 

serious doubt� as to the i r future ac; c;ep-3..,..,Rte ent i t i e s .  48 

Churc � i l l  o i d not icnorc the prob l c � �  o f  � i s  sec ond o f fi c e , 

but he worked w i thout Rny �pe c i a l  ent�1 1 s i Asm or exc i t ement , 

vi Pwi ne the a�poi ntment A �  An P.xperi encP rat� er t�an a 

c � a l l e nge . M��� o f  t h e  i n i t i a t i vP ana work � e  l e � t  i n  t� e 

hand s o f  s11bo"'d i n P t. e � .  E e  WAS nn exnPrt � n A i r  m a t t e r s  but 

he was prPpRrPd to SPPk 011t: and rrnke '\.1 s0 0!' t:hose who were . 49 

47 .  S e e l y ,  t � �  Un� er-Serret ary o �  S t a t e  ro� Aj r ,  r e s i �ned 
in fru s t � a t i. o n  and n�o t P 8 t  over t�� l i t. t l e  t i me 
Churc h i l l  s e emed reany to sp end on A i r rnatt �rs . In 
the Hous� h e  � t t a cke� both Ghurrn i l l  8nrt the G o vernment 
for combi ning o f f i c e s  i n  a way tncit �ave A i r  su�h R 
1 OW priori. ty. H:insa ...... d '  cxxvr ' l''la'!:"c h 1 1 ,  1920 '  c o l s .  
1 602-04 . 

48 . Boyle , T�ench arn , pp . 31 7 f f ;  Reec er , Arch i t e c t  o f  A i r 
Power , p .  82; Saund ers , P"r Ardua , pp . ?81-86. 

49 . Churc � i J l knew a 3re at d e a l  A�out an a i r  forc e operat ing 
i n  t i �e nf war , but he h�d m11ch to l e Rrn about how t o  
run a n  a ; r force ) n  p e a c e . A s  t o  c i vi l  a i r  transp o rt , 
i t  i s  pr0bably f A i r  t o  s ay t�at h e  knew no th inB , and 
there he c oul� d"'RW � omfort from tre fact that he was 
"ar froM he inG al on� . "Nobody i n  Brj t :::iin" , 111rote one 
a i r  h i s t o '!"i an , 11 • • •  hna any c l e P. r  i. c! e a  o f  how to s e t  
about tr. c bus ine s s .  [Even] t�e fJ yin� me� wc�e n o t  
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In so doinE Church i l l  l e ft a l arBer mark upon the history 

of Imperial civil air transport deve l opment t.han h i s  

contemporaries imagined or later historian s record . 50 

Wh i l e  no great p o l i cy emerged from Churchi l l ' s  two years 

in thA A ir Mi� i stry , nnd � l e arly civi l  avi �ti on P uffered 

throue;� i t s  m0F.t <'i i ffj r u l  t ye arn , a �irm hase of knowledge 

and experi enc �  wn;, $ e t down and the probl 0ms were at least 

identi fied . I <'ieas o f  what w a s  l atP.r to be I�perial  avi ation 

policy werP. wi del y canvns se<l durinG the Chur� � i l l  ye ars in 

office , and mi.1 ch o f  th e credit for these dev0 l opments mus t  

go to h i s  penchant �o� �atheri ng informat i on and advi ce i n  

order to est abl i sh the facts  o f  a matter.  The consequences 

for Bri t i sh an<'i Imperial air deve lopment c annot be ignored . 

The African E�pire in p ar t i cular p�ofi ted bri e fly from this 

atmosphere , and became a focal point o f  �ir i nterest under 

Churchi l l .  51 

49 .  

50 . 

51 .  

( c ontinued ) expe�ts in transport " .  J . A . deV . Robertson , 
Rriti�h Aviation (London , 1 940 ) , p .  1 1 .  See be low,  
pp . 29-31. 
No serious hi storian o f  Bri t i ah and Tmncri al c ivil 
avi at i on �Rs Given C�urchi l l  more thRn· rcant re�erence . 
and then only in terr:is of h i s  memorab le ni ctnm , ' ci vi l  
aviation must f l y  by i.tse1  f ' .  "t.fi:Jns 8 rd , CXXV I ,  March 
1 1 ,  1 920 , c o l . 1 62?. . Sykes vi ewed his c ominc into office 
as a "nat i onAl c a l amity" ( F'rorn M�ny Ancl e s  [London , 
1 942] , p .  266) , and wh i le in offic e saw littl e  t o  make 
�im chanBe h i s  mind ( i bi d . , pp . 269ff . ) .  
See below , pp . 31- 3 .  Thi s d oes not nUGGe st that 
Churchi l l  himself  took an espec i al i n te re st in A Vi Rtion 
devel opment in AfricA � � c , but h e  was amenab l e  to 
ideas fo�thcomine fo= Arrie8'n a i r  ;, �rvj c e s ,  for they 
fj tted WPl l  into his own broad and h o p P �ul view of the 
Empire . 
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In the first few months of office , Churchill moved 

with a swift and sure hand that denied any suggestion of 

indifference .  He persuaded Trenchard to return as R . A . F .  

Chief of Staff and moved Sykes into the newly-created 

Department of Civi l Aviation as Controller-Genera l .  52 

Trenchard ' s  appointment was probably the most important 

single factor in assuring R . A . F .  survival as an independent 

military forc e .  53 Churchill admired the brusque but able 

Air Marshall who , with Churchill , kept the R . A . F .  intact 

in the face of Admiralty hostility, Treasury penny-pinching , 

and an apathetic Prime Minister. Under Churchil l ,  Trenchard 

and the R . A . F .  had almost a free hand and were thus able to 

blaze trails in Africa and the Middle East for civil aviation 

to follow in later years . 54 

52. Major-General Sir Frederick Sykes had been appointed 
Chief of the Air Staff in 1918 by Lord Weir , then Air 
Minister . Churchill wanted Trenchard back , an idea 
urged by Weir who now felt that Sykes "lacked the 
resilience and force of character to salvage what was 
necessary from the wartime wreckage " (Boyle , Trenchard , 
p .  328) . Trenchard hesitated at the thought of being 
a party to Sykes '  dismissal , but Churchill insisted. 
"You leave Sykes to me . Civil flying is  going to be 
under the Air Ministry. We ' ll call Sykes ' C ontroller 
of Civil Aviation ' and console him with a G .B . E . " .  
Quoted in Boyle , ibid. , p .  329 . This approach said a 
great deal about m:lurchill ' s  views on civil aviation . 
C learly, he did not think that it  merited a first-rate 
man in charge , although as it turned out , Sykes did a 
creditable job unti l  his  departure in 1922. 

53.  ' Boom ' Trenchard ( 1 873-1956) is remembered as the 
' Father of the Royal Air Force ' for his effort s .  �e 
was Chief of the Air Staff 1917- 1918 and 1919-1929 . 

54. R . A . F .  ' trail-blazing ' was most marked i n  Afric a ,  but 
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Syke � ' ::ipp o i n tmen t and the este�l i spmen t o f  a 

Department o f  Ci vi l Aviati on at l e R s t  i nn i c A t ed the 

convi c t i o n  th Rt ci vj l air transport requi red sepA rate 
5 5  and spec i a l  c nn s i nerati on . I t  a ; a  not answer t�e 

qne st i ons ::i s  t0 how anO. i.n what wc:iy <" i vi 1 avi e t j  on shouln 

be deve l oped . T�ere w�re no pr�cedentR t o  fol low ana 

little exp eri.Pnce to u!=le RS fl gu i d e .  Syk � s  was yi l  aced j n 

the most d i ffi cult positi on of hav:i nc t o  d evP l op a civil 

a i r  p o l i�y at h ome anti i n  t h e  Empire wi thout the resourc es 

to in:i. tiat� o r  i mpl ement any such M � t �  on . Bnth u s j_ a s m  was 

not enough . T:r.� fac.t thRt A recoenj 7. Ab1 e c i u"'.1 R i r  

transp ort p o J  i cy c oul1 not be :i dl?nti +'i ea u.nti. l. S i r S amuel 

Hoare and Imp"'.'ri a l  A irways appe a:-�n on th'? scene , wa s no 

reflec tion o n  th� Control l er-General ' �  n�i l � ty o� �rasp o f  

es senti al s .  Tndeed , Syk e s  had � m11ch c J  0 arP.r pj <' ture o f  

54 . 

55 . 

( <'- o n t i. nua-n ) th ey pi one ere<'l ano f l �w t;'!; i:- C a i ro-BaGhdad 
bec;innin'.! i n  19?1 , FO f"' Ye ral �r r i:t r '1  b e f'0r� they f] ew any 
m a j o r  A !':-i c ri n  roi.i t e s .  They � i.C. �urvi?y t;he 0 ;-dro-C ape 
rout� w:-i i l � Ci'huri:h i 1 1 was i n  o f :'i c e .  

T�e n o i n t  has bP�n r � j o e d  thAt i t  wou l e  h a v� been more 
logi� R l  to p lace c i vil avi etion und P r  th e B o ard o f  Trade 
and not T,he A i r  Mini st=y , j n  0t�cr word s ,  a divorc i nG 
"!'rom th e Royal Air Force in r.t'JCh t h e  s�Me way as th e 
Merc�ant Marine w3 s separated .fr�rn the lioyR l Navy. 
See Grey , His to=y o �  the Air Mini strl , p .  89 . One 
expl anation lie i=> in the fRct: tF.at wh1 l0 most 
c ont emp orary obs �rvers c o uld see tha t n�vy and r.1erchant 
marine ship requirement s were qu:i. t c  d i f +'erent , and were 
not e as i ly interchange ab l e , few r e R l :!. z e d  that aircraft 
desie;n would pursue two separate paths for civil and 
mil itary purp o c c n .  S e c  Rober t � on , Er iti sb Avi ation , 
p .  1 1 . One M.P. , Joseph Batey , notea the p arting of 
th e wP.y� in aircr�ft devel opment j n  19?3 and areucd 
that airc r aft for civil purp o s P. r.  mu s t  be c on st ructed 
s o  a� to be c onver t j b l e  to mi l i t � ry Aircraft at Bn 
hour ' s  notice ! Hc.nsard , CLXI , M:t:-ch 1 11 , 19 ? 3 ,  C o l .  1643.  
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what could be done and how it should be done than his 

Secretary of State.  For three years Sykes was civil 

avi ation ' s  most passionate advocat e , and from platform 

and printed page he urged the Government and industry to 

take action. If he fai led in his appointed task , he was 

a victim of circumstances  beyond his  contro l .  He stumbled 

as did all concerned with civil aviation in these  years 

along a road which seemed to l e ad in every direction but 

the right one . 56 

Nonetheless , these few years after the war raised 

questions and hopes of considerable importance to the 

developmental history of civil air transport in Great 

Britain and her African Empire . Churchill , i f  not 

particularly air-minded , was Empi re-mind ed , and it was 

likely this latter concern that warmed h i s  reception to 

the first proposal for an " Imperial Air Transport Company" . 57 

56 . Syke s '  major hurdle was Churchi l l ,  whom he saw as 
guilty of short-sightedness in civi l aviation matters.  
Sykes stumped for subsidie s ,  and urged development 
within the Empire which would link up ultimately as an 
Imperial air network . See CAB 24/1 16 , �emorandum by 
the Controller-General of Civil Aviation, October 29 , 
1920 ; also Aviation in Peace and War , p .  129 .  Sykes 
contributed numerous articles to journals including 
"The Air Routes of the Empire " ,  Modern Transport , I I  
( February 7 & 14 , 1920 ) , pp . 19-20 and 19-20, "Imperial 
Air Routes" , Geot;Jralhical Journal , LV ( April , 1920 ) , 
pp . 2in-70 , "Civil viation 11, Aeron;:n1t:i eel  .Journal , 
XX IV (November ,  1920 ) , pp . 579-94, and "Aviation and 
Air Transport " ,  Journal of the Institute of Transport , 
II (March , ig21 ) ,  pp . ?o?-16. 

57 . A V IA 2 11 706 . " Imperi::tl Air '!.'ranPport Company" - Draft 
Charter,  February 6 ,  lq1g . 
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It was as well  the first serious proposal to l ink Cairo to 

Cape Town via British East and Central Africa.  Maj or

General W .  G .  Salmond , Air Officer Commanding the R . A . F .  

in the Middle East , visited England in March , 1919 , and i n  

company with Sykes pre sented Churchill wi th a draft charter 

of a company to be formed to organize c i vi l  air transport 

on the Cairo-Karachi-Australia and Cairo-Cape Town routes. 58 

The charter noted that : 

the existence of a powerful Bri tish Company , 
controlled by those of  Our Subjects in whom 
We have confidence , and having its principal 
field of operat ions in Egypt,  Mesopotamia ,  
Southern Persia ,  India ,  Straits Settlements 
to Australi a ,  and in Sudan , Deanda , East 
Africa , Central Africa,  Rhodesia  and South 
Africa,  would be advantageous to the commercial 
and other interests of  Our Subj ects in the 
United Kingdom and in Our Coloni es • • • •  That 
the future interests of Our Subjects in the 
United Kingdom and in Our Colonies largely 
depend upon the development , under a strong 
organization ,  of air transport . 59 

58 . Ibid.  Note that the first proposed Imperial routes 
were to begin in Cai ro , not London . In the first 
place , the British military presence in Egypt in 1920 
was suffi cient to assure that all avi ation was in 
British hands and that an Imperial air service could 
operate �rom there . Secondly, both proposed routes 
extended through British territory or spheres of 
infl�ence , with the assumption that there would be 
no difficult ies in obtainin� air rights of passage 
enroute.  To initi ate an Imperial route from London 
to Cairo meant not only obtainin3 rights of passage 
from France and Italy, but also landing and other 
r,round facilities to cater for l imited range 
aeroplane s .  Negotiations to obtain such rig�ts 
dragged on for almost ten years , in part because 
of European obstructionism, in part because Gre at 
Britain was reluctant to grant foreicn air lines 
like rights for British territori e s .  

59 . Ibid. 
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Churchill ' s  reaction was one of general approval.  He 

asked Salmond to provide further detai l s ,  whj.ch he outlined 

in a separate memorandum. 60 Salmond deplored the l ack of  

any policy aimed at air route development , and pointed out 

that "private companies are agitating in Egypt , Sudan , and 

India for concessions , but nothing can be done owing to the 

uncertainty o f  the Governments concerned as to the policy 

to be followed" .  He added ,  "The Air in the Middl e E ast and 

• Africa constitutes a realm to be exp l ored and developed . "  61 

Salmond had already initiated a survey of the C airo

Cape Town route with Air Ministry concurrence before 

Churchill  took office.  62 His special  concern was that 

Great Britain should act to be first in the field in Africa 

where British control from Egypt to South Afric a  would 

facili tate ra�id development . He re jected the idea that 

private comme�cial  intere sts should be left to organize 

the route , an<l likewi se set aside the possibility of  a 

state-owned air line . He saw the chartered company 

60 . Ibid.  Salmond submitted a memorandum on commercial 
"fIYI'ng in Egypt , the Middle East , and Afri c a  to Sykes ,  
March 1 2 ,  1919.  "He took me to see  Winston as a result 
and Winston expressed general approval , said the 
proposal was a big Imperial project and wanted further 
detai ls . �  Salmond to Trenchard , April  10 , 1919 • 

• 
61 . Ibid. Salmond memorandum , "Air Servi ce Reouirements 

in the l'liddl e East and Afri ca wi th their Special 
Relation to Air Routes " ,  March 1 2 ,  1919.  See also 
AIR 1 9/108 , "Air Routes , 1918- 1 9 " . 

62. AIR 2/120. See below , p .  58. 



organization as the best possible compromise between 

private and public intere sts ,  an organization which would 

thus recognize the rights and interests of private 

companies and at the same time assure the Government ' s  

supreme authority. 63 No doubt , Salmond had in mind 

the Vickers Company as recipients of a Royal Charter. 64 

In January , 1919 , Messrs Vickers Limited , like Handley 

Page and ot�Le1· Briti sh aircraft manufacturers , were casting 

about the world for new market s .  As yet there were few 

commercial air lines  to purchase aircraft , and military 

demands had al�ost stopped as peace brou�ht demobil ization 

and retrenchment . 65 One answer to the situation appeared 

63 . AVIA ?./1706. Salmond Memorandum. "As in �hodesia and 
formerly in India a Chartered Company developed national 
interests with great eain to the Stat e ,  so let the same 
principle be applied to the development of air supremacy , 
commerc i a l  and po litical • • • •  " 

64 . Ibid. While Salmond makes no specific reference to 
ViCKers in his  corre spondence with the Air Ministry,  
hi s note that "private companie s  are agitating" 
suggests he was well aware of V ickers ideas for an 
African service . No other British company had advanced 
a serious proposal . The idea that Vickers should 
operate under a Royal Charter rather th3n , say ,  as a 
company incorporated under the Company Acts , appe ars 
to stem from Salmond ' s  own interpretation of the 
meaning of a Royal Charter. The very title suggested 
the "full authori ty of the Imperi al Government " which 
would "cl ear the air from all doubt on the part of the 
Governments concerned as to what air transport 
organizati.on they could rely on • • • •  " Private enterprise 
alone would lack this prestige , while  neither state 
financial support nor state-ownership would assure hi s 
hopes for a strong company "whose business enterprise 
and efficiency is  untrammeled by Treasury control • • • •  " 

65. At the beginning of 1919 , there was only one re�i stered 
Bri tish air line , Air Transport And Trave l ,  and no air 



35 

to be the establi shment of air transport organizations by 

the manufacturers themselves ,  thus creating their own 

demands for aircraft and servicing , and at the same time 

widening their interests to include air line operation. 

Vickers looked to both Egypt and West Africa  as possible 

areas of commercial promise . 66 In a letter to the Foreign 

Offi ce they set out a detai led proposal for a flying boat 

service to operate out of Cairo as far south as K i sumu , 

stating that : 

in t�e fi rst instance , a Syndicate be formed 
to survey the whole route between those places ,  
and that , on conces sions beine granted in Egypt , 
the Soudan , Uganda and British Sast Africa for 
flying and for the obtaining of sites for repair 
shops , etc . , a C ompany should be formed • • • •  67 

The route offered special advantages  to air line 

establishment , Vickers argued;  a favourable climate year 

round , great gains in time over exi sting rail and steamboat 

65.  ( continued) lines commenced regularly scheduled 
operations until August , 1919.  With the exception of 
the Brit i sh Aerial Transport (BAT ) FK 26 , the first 
British aircraft designed and built expressly for air 
transport services in 1 9 1 9 ,  the first aircraft used 
were converted war-time model s  ( e . g. , the Handley Page 
0/400 and the Vickers F . B .  27B Vimy Commerci al ) of 
which there was an embarassing surplus . The aircraft 
industry viewed the si tuation with concern , but some 
members re sponded with imagination . Vickers , for 
example , developed a strong interest in airships.  

66 . AVIA 2/1694, Civil Aviation in Egypt , 8/2/19-18/4/20 . 
Also CO 96/605 , Use of Aircraft in the Gold Coast , 
22/10/18- 30/1 1/1 9 .  Handl ey Page Limited looked t o  
South Afri c a ,  South Ame ri c a ,  and hoped a s  well t o  
establi sh a Brindisi ( Italy) - Egypt service . 

67 . AVIA 2/1694. Vickers Limited to Foreign Office (Curzon) , 
January 27 , 1919 . 
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service s ,  and the pos sibility of developing branch lines 

"in a country that is almost wholly undeveloped as regards 

transport " .  Repair depots would be e stabli shed at Cairo , 

Khartoum and Ki sumu to service the twenty-four Valentia 

Flying Boats required for the service.  No problem was 

seen in staffin� these depo t s ,  according to Vickers , for 

"native labour in Egypt has been fully exploited by the 

R . A . F . " ,  and "hundred s  of trained mechanics already exist " .  

The proposal envisaged a servi ce wh j ch would take 4� days 

to cover the ? , 440  miles with ovcrnic.;ht stop!=i at Wadi Halfa , 

Khartoum, Hil let �nd Meha�li .  It conc luded : 

Any considerati on of the probably commercial 
success of an aviation pro j ect must be 
prefaced by the remark that commercial 
aviation is an entirely new thing. One 
can only deal with potentialiti es .  These 
are extremely good . 68 

68 . Ibid . The proposed scheme set out on intere sting 
"CQiiiParison of times and fares ( in pounds sterl ing) 
between exi sting rail and steamboat services  and 
an air service : 

Rail/Steamer Air Surf ace 
Sector Fare Fare Time 

Air 
Time 

Cairo- 1 1 8 . 10 . 0  1 25 . 0 . 0  40 days 
Kisumu (wi th food ) 

Khartoum- 65. 1 0 . 0  67 . 10 . 0  23- 30 d ays 
K isumu (no food) 

Shellal- 7 . 10 . 0  8 . 1 5 . 0  30 hours 
Wadi (with food)  

Re�af
N1mule 

Human porterage 
only - £35 

Khartoum
Re j A.f 

�0. 10 . 0  
(no food ) 

4 . 0 . 0  7-10 days 

37. 1 0 . 0  6-8 d11ys 

4)2 days 

� days 

� hours 

1 hour 

2 days 

It was not plannen to serve food aboarct any o f  the air 
servi c e � .  



The scheme received a good deal o f  attention and 

support for a few months in early 1919.  69 Salmond was 
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not alone in SP.eing the need for the establishment of 

British air supremacy i n  the area.  Curzon at the Foreign 

Office concurred with the eeneral outline� of the proposal 

an<'l instructed Allenby , the United Kingdom Hi�h Commissi oner 

in Egypt,  to assist th e ' syndicate ' in obtRining the 

necessary c oncP.ssion s .  70 Allenby too argued that the 

whole question of British air policy nust be civen early 

consideratj on by the Air Min istry ,  anrl in the spec i al case 

of Egypt by the Foreign Offi ce as we l l .  In a long letter 

to Curzon he tied the undeci ded air situation to the sti l l  

unsettled state of Angl o-Egypt ian relat ions . Whi l e  the 

R .A .F .  maintained their own air bases in S�t , c ivi l 

avi ation was in the hands o f  the Egyptian authoritie s .  71 

69. Curiously , the Vickers proposal was not �ubmi tted for 
study to the Advisory Committee on Civil Aviation until 
November , nearly six months after Vi ckers were advi sed 
that the conce ssion could not be granten ! Weir noted 
that "we have no definite re ference as to what the 
Secretary of State desire s " , and asked , "what exact 
help d o  r1P.ssrs. Vickers require ? Until  this informati on 
i s  obt ained , I do not think that my colleae;ues or myself  
can proceed f�th er unless  Mr .  Churchill asks us  to 
report on ::;ome de finite question" . AVIA 2/1 694. Weir 
to F . G . L .  Bertram , Secretary to the Advisory C ommittee 
on Civil Aviati on , November 28 , 1919 . 

70 . AVIA 2/1694 . Curzon to Allenby , February 7 ,  1919.  The 
Coloni al Office was likewise ass11ring cooperat ion in 
Uganda and British E ast Africa.  

71 . AVIA 2/1694 . "Wi th regard to  aerodrome s ,  • • •  1=1 1 1  [ except 
R . A . F . ]  • • •  were declared a �onopoly of t�e Egypti an 
Government by a Sultani an Decree of March 24th last . " 
Allenby to Curzon , April 1 8 ,  1920 .  
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There was a ' ban ' on civi l  flying in the country , 72 but , 

Allenby warned , if  the Egyptian Government decided to allow 

a British or Anglo-Egyptian company to commence operations ,  

it might not find it "practicable to exclude purely Egyptian 

or foreign companies from fair competition" . What was needed 

was Briti sh action --- a policy and an agreement with Egypt 

which would secure Britjsh air rights in E�ypt --- and British 

capital . "Recent events" , he wrote , "have r.;iven me eround for 

thinking that any further uncertainty in the matter may prove 

increasingly embarassing. " 73 

Egypt , of course , occupied a central p l ace in any 

planning of an Imperial air transport sch Pme . It  was to 

become , in th� phrase of the day, ' the Clapham Junction ' 

of the Empire . 74 It w�s also the most vulnerable  link in 

any planned c�ain of Imperial air communications . While 

British influence was stronc , and the pre ssures which Great 

72. Actually , there was not a ' ban ' on civil flying as such , 
but as no aerodromes had been licensed for civi l flying 
as yet , civi l aircraft were e ffectively prevented from 
operating . 

73. Allenby noted that the French had rP.cently requested 
informati on for �rench civil aviation interP.sts with 
designs on Egypt . AVIA 2/1 694. All en1'y to Curzon , 
April  18,  1920 . The j oint Hand ley Pa30/Italian 
i nterest was al so of concern . 

74 . The oriE;i n o f  the expre ssion is  obsc:.lre , althoush 
Sykes used it on occasion and appears to have given 
it popul arity. See his " Imperial Ai r Routes" , p .  244 . 
See too The TimeA , February 7 ,  1920 ,  p .  1 3 .  
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Britain could bring to bear considerable ,  Egypt was not a 

colony or even British territory and could not be treated 

as such. Any British plans to push air routes to the east 

or south were contingent upon Egyptian cooperation. To 

Briti sh authorities , ' cooperation ' in this case meant that 

any British proposal for aeroplane or a irship operation 

required Egypt to grant the favoured organization exclusive 

rights of establishment and operation . Briti sh fears were 

not that Egypt would proscribe civil aviation indefinitely , 

nor that British companies would be exc luded from flying in 

and from Egypt. The concern was that the French, or the 

Italians , or even the Germans would be given competing 

conce ssions. For strategic and political reasons , neither 

the Air Ministry nor the Foreign Office found such a 

possibility desirable . 75 

Fortunately for Great Britain , these worst fears were 

not realized for the Egyptian Government rejected the Vickers 

proposal , considering it ' premature ' to initiate civil flying 

in the country. 76 It was a welcome respite for Great Britain, 

as yet undetermined on a civil aviation policy for the Empire . 

The situation i s  reviewed in AIR 2/201 , "Memorandum on 
Civil Aviation in Egypt (Legi slati on and Organization) , 
1920-21 , August 4 ,  1 920 . See also AVIA 2/1671 , "Civil 
Aviation in Egyp t " , a report by Squadron Leader Long , 
Air Consultant to the Egyptian Ministry of Communications , 
June 22 , 1 922 . For expanded discussion see chapter II . 

AVIA 2/1 694 . Allenby to Curzon ( telegraph) , April 25,  
191 9 ,  and Sykes to  Vickers , May 1 4 ,  1919.  
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But if the Egyptian action temporarily set aside the 

possibi lity of fore ign aviation interests moving in,  it 

also dashed whatever hop e s  were held to initiate imperial 

air transport in Afric a .  ·Whi l e  there was no guarantee 

tbat such a venture would have been successful , there i s  

no doubt that better chance s  of success were offered in 

1919 than in the several years following. The po st-war 

reces sion and the c onsequent government response in a 

policy of economic retrenchment had not yet made i t s  full 

impact. Private enthusiasm still ran high as the first 

British air lines running to the c ontinent had sti l l  to 

taste the dregs of failure and in so doing di scourage 

investor and government al ike . 77 Not unti l  Tony Gladstone 

and Sir Alan Cobham put forward the ir ideas for air transport 

development in Brit ish Africa from 1925 onwards was the Cairo

Kisumu route idea revi ved , and the extension of the service 

as far south as C ape Town had to await the e f forts of 

Imperi al Airways in 1932. In short , indeci sion and 

procrastination in 1919 delivered a sharp setback to 

civil avi ation progre ss in the Afr i c an empire . 78 

77. The experience of the pioneer Briti sh air lines in 
the United Kingdom i s  adequately di scussed in Higham , 
Britain ' s  Im�erial Air Routes ,  pp . 1 9-75.  See too 
Eric Birkhea ,  "The Financial Failure o f  Bri t ish Air 
Transport C ompanie s ,  1919-1924 " .  

78 .  In contrast , the French were forging ahead with civil 
aviation devel opment in their Afri c an empire in North 
and West Afr i c a .  A �overnment policy of generous 
subsidie s ,  the geographic fact that France d i d  not 
have to negotiate with foreign powers to fly the 
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Stil l ,  Churchill does seem to have taken his cue from 

the Salmond memorandum . In May he called upon Lord Weir 

to cha ir an Advisory Committee on Civil Aviation whose 

first task was to consider the question , "How be st to 

organize Imperial Air Routes " . 79 The Committee ' s  Report 

EP Imperial Air Routes , and a later Report on Government 

?8-

79 .  

(continued) route France-North Africa , and imaginative 
private enterpri se combined to effect the establishment 
of a regular service along a line Toulouse-Casablanca
Dakar by 1925. This was a mails only servic e ,  but plans 
were being pursued to carry passengers and to link 
Senegal with South Americ a .  A readable introduction to 
these developments is  Jean-Gerard Fleury, La Ligne ( Rio 
de Janeiro , 1942) , and R. Mauny , "Pionniers de l'Aviation 
en A . O . li"' . " ,  Tropigues ( October, 1955) , pp . 32-7. See also 
articles under general title "L ' Age de l ' Air en Afrique " ,  
L ' Afrigue Francaise , 1920-22 , and C . -J .  Celhan , "L ' Aviation 
et les Colonies", ibid. ,  XXX ( January, 1920) , pp . 17-9. 
The first French flight in Africa was at Dakar in 1911 , 
an indication of early French Air Force interest in a role 
for the aeroplane in Africa. In 191 9 ,  the F . A . F . was 
making a complete survey of the Sahara . Aeroplane , March 
1 9 ,  1919.  The Briti sh Air Mini stry kept a watchful and 
perhaps envious eye on these activities.  Note , for 
example , Air Mini stry, Synopsis  of Pro�ress  of  Civi l  
Aviation in Foreign Countries , Cmd. 47 (1919). 
"I have decided that the time has come to appoint a 
strong standing committee to assist me in dealing with 
the problems arising in connection with civil aviation" , 
Churchi l l  to  Weir , May 1 9 ,  1919 , quoted in Reader,  
Architect of  Air Powe r ,  p .  83.  Members of the committee 
included Lord Inchcape ,  Sir James Stevenson , Colonel J . T . C .  
Moore-Brabazon , Mr .  Charles I .  de Rougement , Mr . H .  White
Smith , Profe ssor L.  Bairstow , Trenchard , Sykes ,  and Sir W .  
Arthur Robinson, Secret ary o f  the Air Ministry. In general 
the committee represented big business and finance , the 
aircraft manufacturers , the Royal Air Force and the 
Department of Civil Aviation . Curiously, t�ere was not 
a direct repre sentative from commercial air transport 
interests . See AIR 1/362 , Air Mini stry, Advisory 
Committee on Civil Aviation , Report on Imberial Air 
Routes ,  Cmd. 449 ( 1920 ) for committee mem ership. 
See too AVIA 2/1 714 for Churchi l l/prospective members 
correspondence .  
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!,_ssist ance for Development of Civil Aviation were grafted 

on to the already considerable body of knowledge and 

advice in the hands of the Air Mini ster. 80 

In the first report the Weir Committee dealt only with 

"heavier-than-air machines" ( proposing to deal at a later 

date with " lighter-than-air craft" ) ,  81 and only with the 

linking of the United Kingdom to the "main outlying portions 

of the British Empire" ,  namely Canada,  Newfoundl and , South 

Africa , India ,  Australia and New Zealand , adding Egypt as 

an afterthought. Ignoring the current interest in African 

operations , the Committee argued that "the proper place for 

initial action is  the route from this country to India ,  and 

ultimately thence to Australia" , with the Egypt-India sector 

to receive first attention. 82 As to  who should operate the 

route , the Committee agreed that the Royal Air Force should 

continue with plans to open the route and establish and 

maintain airfields along the way, but that eventually 

80. 

81 . 

AIR 1 /362 ,  Re�ort on Imlerial Air Routes ,  October 30 , 
1919.  AIR 1/ 101 and C B 24/105, Air Ministry ,  
Advisory Committee o n  Civi l  Aviation , Report on 
Government Assistance for the Develo ment of Civil 

v1at1on , pri O, md. 7 0 1 • 

Report on Imperial Air Routes ,  p.  ;. Apparently no 
report was made on lighter-than-air craft ( airships) . 

82 . Ibid.  The Committee was " convinced that this section 
i'S"the sphere in which experience can be most readily 
and usefully obtained ,  as the conditions of aerial 
navigation on thi s  section are judged to be more 
favourable than elsewhere " .  
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private enterprise , state-aided,  should establish a civil 
air service .  83 Government assi stance in this case would 

include the provision of " meteorological and wireless 

information and the like" , and "what may be called Air 
Ports" .  84 Additional support could come from guaranteed 

air mail revenue , and the Committee recommended that the 

Air Ministry and the General Post Office collaborate to 

set out the terms of a mail contract and call for tenders . 85 

For the most part , these were the limits of Government 
support su�gested by the Committee , although they admitted : 

83. 
84. 

85. 

Ibid . ' pp . 4-5 . 
Ibid . , p .  4. Reader , Architect of Air Power , p .  86 , 
note s  that "the Committee can perhaps claim credit for 
having coined the phrase ' air ports ' ,  always printed 
in two words and obviously regarded by them as a 
neologism" . 
Report on Imperial Air Routes ,  p .  4 . " It would seem 
that the first step is to ascertain on what terms 
arrangements can be made for the carriage of mails  by 
air --- the carriage of express goods and of passen�ers 
bein relied on as ancillar to the carria e of mai s .11 

1 a ics  • ig am ritain s m!er1a 1r out e s ,  
p .  2 5 )  points out that "unfortunate y" this latter pi ece 
of advice was ignored by London , but adopted by the 
United States with great succe ss .  Throughout the period 
under study, there was a debate as to whether "mails only" 
aeroplanes should be employed to service the Empire 
routes ---- the advantage s  be ing that smaller , faster , 
less sophi sti cated aircraft could be used more cheaply 
and provide more frequent servi c e .  The Brit ish 
Government never did agree , indeed , passenger comfort 
and accommodation seemed to take first priority at least 
until  the introduction of the Empire Air Mai l  Scheme in 
1 9 37 . It i s  doubtful , as wel l ,  whether the Post Office 
could have been swung to the idea at this early date , 
despite the conviction of many , like Syke s ,  who argued 
that " mails  --- at all events for the time being ---
are the basis upon which commercial aviation • • .  must 
develop" . "Civil Aviation" , Aeronautical Journal , 
XXIV ( November , 1920 ) , p .  580 . 



That the necessity for additional expenditure 
on the deve lopment of these ports for purely 
civil purposes in order to meet the increase 
in frequency of the services should not be 
overlooked, though only experience can show 
what such expenditure may be . 86 

At no point in this first report did the Committee 

consider direct Government assistance in the form of 
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subsidies to any private air line operator intending to  

establish air services on  imperial routes ,  87 nor did they 

entertain the idea of an imperial company to carry the 

banner of British pre stige across the world. For what was 

to be one of the greatest and most demanding tasks faced by 

the Empire - the establi shment of a chain of imperial air 

communications - the Committee was quite content to fall 

back on what they considered to be tried and true Briti sh 

practice . In defending the proposal that the organization 

and development of imperial air routes should lie in the 

hands of private enterprise "with some measure of State aid 

behind it" , the Committee pointed out : 

86. Report on Imperial Air Route s ,  p .  5.  Churchi l l  was in 
general agreement with the Report and "the nature of  
the assistance to be given by the Stat e " .  CAB 24/93 .  
C . P .  191 , Churchill Memorandum, November 2 2 ,  1 9 1 9 .  He 
described the Re�ort as " this first instalment of an 
Imperial air policy which cannot but have mo st important 
and far re aching results in the consolidation of the 
Empire " .  

87 . Report on Imperial Air Route s ,  p .  5 .  



That it is in thi s way that the development 
of British trade and industry has been 
attained in the past , and that it best 
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secures  the initiative and drive which are 
vital in the undertaking now under review • • • •  
at this stage the Committee hold that the case 
is one for the application of the tradi tional 
British method of private initiative and 
private enterpri se • • • •  88 

It was a view shared by many in these early years of 

British avi ation . 89 It merely confirmed Churchi ll ' s  own 

ideas on the re lationship of government to civil aviation. 

In the debate on the Air Estimates in March , 1920 , he 

stated : 

88. Ibid. , p .  4.  

89 . Civil aviation was caught up in a general dislike of 
state intervention , despite its acceptable history in 
other areas , and a general desire to return to 

'normalcy ' with its conse auent de-control of industry 
as had been necessary during the war . See Birkhead , 
"The Beginnings of British Civil Air Transport , 1 919-
1924" , p.  31 . The expressed need for government 
economy was thus only a partial explanation to the 
slowness of the Bri tish Government to accept the 
subsidy principle . Trenchard stormed against any 
direct government assistance , noting that " It is  
not a system on which the Bri tish Empire has built 
up any of its great industrie s "  ( Re�ort on Government 
Assi stance , p .  9) ; Sir Sefton Branc er , the Managing 
Director of Air Transport and Travel stated , 
"Personally , I am against subsidi e s  �Proceedings of 
the Air Conference ,  1920 , Cmd . 1 1 57 [1921] , p .  28); 
and as late as 1923,  Sir Bamuel Hoare could state to 
the House , "The Eouse does not l ike subsidie s .  I do 
not like subsidies " .  Hansard , CLXI , March 14,  1923,  
col . 1620 . In marked contrast , the French , Great 
Britain ' s  maj or European and Imperial air transport 
rivals , commenced support of the infant aviation 
industry shortly after the war had ended. A valuable 
study of the e arly French experience is M. D .  Tolles , 
A History of French Subsidies to Commerc ial Aviation 
(Northampton , Mas s .  and Paris , 1933). 



Civi l  Aviation must fly by itself ; the 
Government cannot possibly hold it up 
in the air. The first thing the 
Government has got to do i s  to get out 
of the way, and the next thing is  to 
smooth the way • • • •  any attempts to support 
it by floods of state money wi ll not ever 
produce a really sound commercial aviation 
service which the public will use , and wi ll  
impose a burden of  an almost indefinite 
amount upon the Exchequer . 90 
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Thi s general hostility to the subsidization of civil 

air transport was the maj or hurdle to be cleared in the 

first five years of Bri tish and Imperial civil aviation 

development . While most were aware of the problems 

associated with developing a new form of transport , few 

seemed ready to admit that the problems were such that 

only sufficient capital and resources would resolve . 91 

The danger was that civil air transport could well become 

caught in a vicious circle of impossible circumstanc e s .  

Private investors were not prepared t o  come forward until 

they were assured that air transport could operate safely, 

90. Hansard , CXXV I ,  March 11 , 1920 ,  c o l .  1 622 . It may be 
that too much was made of this statement at the time , 
for it was said almost as an aside in the course of a 
much more seri�us defence of hi s holding two offices 
(War and Air) . Stil l ,  it captured the moment and 
became , as Higham has noted , "the key sentence in 
British air transport hi story" . See his Britain ' s  
Imperial Air Route s ,  p .  40 . 

91 .  The very root of pioneer air line troubles lay in the 
' shoe-string ' basis upon which they started and 
operated. ' Devil-may-care ' pilot s ,  converted war 
machine s ,  and the energie s  and imagination of the 
developers were no substitute for the capital 
assistance which would enable modernization and 
development to proceed apace until  the air transport 
business  was established on a permanent footing. The 
reali zation of what was required to  achieve this end 
dawned slowly in Government and private sectors alike. 
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regularly ,  and swiftly, and in so doing attract public use 

for mai l ,  the shipment of good s ,  and travel .  This would 

mean revenue and a good chance of making a profi t .  However,  

to make air transport efficient and attractive to  private 

capital investment , the first air lines needed better 

equipment , better ground facilities ,  more extensive 

promotion and public education , all of  which required 

the administration of capital in heavy do ses.  Only the 

Government was in a position to act , and action meant more 

than merely to ' smooth the way ' . 92 

To the credit of the Weir Committee , their second 

report , the Report on Government Assistance for the 

Development of Civil Aviation , faced the realities of the 

situation even as Churchi ll was holding firm to the idea 

that civil aviation must pay its own way to succe s s .  While 

pointing out that " a  healthy industry can only find a sure 

foundation in individual faith , adventure and effort" , 9 3  

92 . Nor was i t  a question o f  the Government ' getting out o f  
the way ' . The problem still remained a s  t o  how much 
capital assistance was necessary to put civil aviation 
on a sound commercial basis , or at least to justify 
public expenditure.  An editori al comment that "one 
hundred million pounds spent on civil aviation would 
be money well spent" , was as unreasonable as it  was 
impo ssible.  Mo�ern Transport , I I  ( February 7 ,  1920) , 
p .  1 .  A more likely comparison was made with the French 
Government ' s  financial support ; in 1921-22 ,  for example , 
France was subsidizing French companies in the amount of 
£1 , 328 ,600 , while Great Britain gave f.85,000 to theirs 
( Higham, Britain ' s  Imperial Air Routes , p. 45) . In 
short , support meant success , economy meant failure , 
and the sums required were such that only the Government 
could provide if  it would take the whole question of  air 
development seriously. 

93 . Report on Government Assi stance , p. 3. 



Report introduced the idea of "national j nterests " , 

and saw these as determinants in the question of direct 
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government assistance to civi l  aviation. "From our review 

of the general situation" , the Report not ed , 

and from the evidence given be fore us , we 
have come definitely to the conclusion that , 
in spite of the indirect assistance so far 
recommended and in course of being provided , 
the development of civi l  avi ation so far 
attained may yet stop short , and that the 
operational expP.ri ence wh ich is  essential 
to that development may cease . We think 
that nati onal interests demand that such 
a risk should be avoided , and we have 
accordingly been led to consider whether 
the provision of a measure of  direct 
assistance cannot be justi fied. 94 

In thi s  second report , completed in 19?0 , the Committee 

was in a better position to assess the situation than it had 

been in i t s  first report in 1919 . Clearly the few Briti sh 

air services operating to the continent were struggling to 

survive in the face of heavily-subsidized French competition.95  

Mindful of  the continued stress on  national economy , the 

94. Ibid.  , p .  6. 

95. The ReEort was published in July at which time the 
following British air services were operating : 
Aircraft Transport and Travel : London to Par i s .  

London-Amsterdam-The 
Hacue-Rotterdam. 

Handley Page Transport : London-Pari s .  
Lond on-Brussels .  

Reali stically , the Bri t i sh companie s  needed to charge 
about £10 for London to Pari s ;  the subsidized French 
were charging £5. Unfortunately, the only detailed 
financ ial records of air line operation during this 
period are those of Daimler Airway, whi ch commenced 
operations in April , 1922. See Birkhead , "The Financial 
Failure of British Air Transport Compani e s ,  1919-1924" , 
and "The Daimler Airway , Apri l ,  1922 - March , 1924" , 
Journal of Transport History, III (November , 1958) , 
pp . 195-200. 
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committee still felt that the troubled st ate of British 

and Imperi al civil  aviation justified a " departure from 

the tradit ional British policy of leaving trade and 

industry to take care of themselve s " .  96 Here was the 

first serious approach to the idea that reasons of 

' national prestige and national defence ' were sufficient 

in themselves to argue the case for direct government 

financi al support of civil  aviation. Alt�ough the 

argument was not fully accepted until Imperial Airways 

was formed in 1 924 , the Report made clear that commercial 

considerations alone could not dictate the progre ss of 

civil aviation development in Great Britain and the 

Empire . 97 The Committee did not anticipate that 

government assistance would always be necessary, but 

direct aid was essential in the first few years , and it  

recommended that a maximum sum of  £250 , 000 be paid to 

companies operating on approved routes in the financial 

years 1920-21 and 1921-22. 98 

96. Report on Government Assistance , p. 6. 

9? .  Ibid.  "There is undoubtedly serious risk that the lead 
I'ii"Ei'vi ation attained by thi s country during the war may 
be lost unless further assistance is forthcoming for 
civil  aviation. The fai lure of civi l  aviation would 
result , not only in a loss of  Bri tish prestige in a new 
and potentially important sphere of commercial acitivity, 
but would also re-act unfavourably on service aviation • • • •  " 

98 . Ibid. , p .  7 .  "Payments • • •  should b e  calculated on the basis 
�5 per cent of  the total certified gross  revenue of each 
company ( exclusive of the Government grant) earned by the 
carriage of  passenger s ,  mails or goods . "  
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Rather surpri singly , Churchill appears to have 

accepted the recommendation , 99 as did Sykes .  100 So too 

did the first Air Conference held in London in October . 101 

It strongly supported the Report and unanimously adopted a 

resolution which read : 

The Air Conference ,  1920 , desires to 
record its emphatic opinion that the 
rapid development of civil aerial 
transport is vital to the interests of 
the Empire , not only as a means of  
developing its  communications , but al so 
as an e ssential element in its defenc e ,  
and endorses the recommendations o f  Lord 
Weir ' s  Advi sory Committee on Civil  Aviation 
and urges their adoption by His Maj esty ' s  
Government . 102 

99 . AIR 1/2421 . Secret memorandum prepared by Churchill  
and printed for the Cabinet , May 7 ,  1920 . Noting that 
the Weir Committee proposal limited the Government 
liability to £250 ,000 over the next two years , 
Churchill wrote , " I f  the whole sum is  earned , it wi ll 
mean that within two years aerial transport c ompanies 
will have extracted by genuine business from the 
pockets of  the public £1 , 000 , 000 in payments • • •  , and 
I am of the opinion that should the companies succeed 
in doing thi s ,  civil aviation wil l  have established 
itself on a commercial basis .  By means of  rigid 
economy I hope to be able to find the first half of 
this sum from the Air Estimates for the current 
financial year. " See too CAB 24/105,  C . P .  1 265. 

100.  CAB 24/1 1 6 ,  Memorandum by the Controller-General of  
Civil Aviation ,  October 29 , 1920 , p .  5 .  

101 . AIR 1 /2101 , Report of  the Air Conference , October 1 2 ,  
1 3 ,  14,  1920 ,  subsequently published as Pro c eedings of  
the Air Conference, 1�20 ,  Cmd . 1 1 57 ( 1 921). Held at the 
Guildhall in London , he conference was attended by most 
of the key figures in British civil aviation circles , 
including all the commerc ial operators , and Sykes .  
Churchill attended briefly to deliver a speech. 

102 . Proceedings of the Air Conference ,  p .  4 .  
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In general , the national press lent its support to the 

Report and the Air Conference resolution, one newspaper -

censuring the Government for its "unimaginative correctitude 

which shudders at the thought of public assistance to a new 

industry" , 103 another stating firmly,  "we think Lord Weir 
104 is right" . Five months after the Report was submitted , 

Weir ,  in a letter and memorandum which Churchill  circulated 

to his cabinet colleagues in November, stressed his 

continued faith in the rightness of the Report ' s  

recommendation s .  "Before you decide " , he wrote Churchil l ,  

"I  wish to make a suggestion " .  

Go out to Croydon , which is  the first complete 
terminal aerodrome in the world , and watch it 
at work for a couple of hour s .  See the machines 
with their passengers , goods and mails arriving 
and departing to Paris , Brussels , Amsterdam. 
Speak to the passengers , go into the custom
house , examine the character of the goods.  
The whole thing is  full of romance and 
practical possibilities.  The service may 
be irregular , many of the arrangements very 
crude , but quite definitely the work is  
started and is  being done . The possibilities 
are being disclosed and a new era in 
communication is  being opened up . This 
has all been done in eighteen months.  
Think what might be  done with some help 
in the next two years . 105 

103. CAB 24/1 16.  Newspaper extracts appended to Syke s '  
memorandum of October 29 , 1 920 , printed for the 
Cabinet by Churchil l ,  November , 1920 .  Pall Mall 
Gazette , October 1 2 ,  1 920 . 

104. CAB 24/1 16.  Morning Post , October 14,  1920 . 

105. CAB 24/116.  Letter and Memorandum , Weir to Churchil l ,  
September 28 , 1920 ,  p .  3 .  Also quoted in Reader , 
Architect of Air Powe r ,  pp . 94-95.  
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In the face of these many arguments ,  the cabinet 

remained unmoved .  The insistence upon government economy 

was more than a match for the force s  arrayed against it , 

and the Government could always count on the apathy of the 

general publi c .  Only when all British air services t o  the 

continent were closed down during the winter of 1 920-21 was 

Churchill  able to include a modest amount for subsidies to 

civil aviation in the Air Estimates for 1921-22 . It was 

almost too little too late.  106 

The whole subsidies question with its wider implications 

of the role of government in civi l  aviati on development was 

as relevant to the case for air transport in the dependent 

empire as it  was in the United Kingdom. While the Dominions 

and India were responsible for their own internal air 

transport development and were quite prepared to let the 

106. The Treasury fought the idea in June , 1 920 , noting 
that it was " in full agreement with Air Marshall Sir 
Hugh Trenchard ' s  Minority Report • • • •  " (Trenchard was 
the only member of  the Weir Committee to submit a 
minority report , rejecting the idea of subsidies , 
although Lord Inchcape curiously signed the Report 
then added , " in the present state of the country ' s  
finance s  I am not in favour of subsidising any 
aviation company" . ) .  The Treasury letter of  June 1 5  
went on , " their Lordships desire t o  associate 
Themselves with the view expressed by the Secretary 
of State • • •  that ' C ivil Aviation must fly by itself ' 

" See Reader , Architect of Air Power , pp . 93-94 . 
The proposed subsidy by Churchill, to which the 
Treasury had to agree , was in the amount of £60 ,000 
(Air Ministry Communique 635 , January 8 ,  1921 ) ,  
although when the subsidy scheme went into effect on 
March 1 9 ,  1 921 , it provided for an Air Mini stry maximum 
liability of £88 , 200 in the financial year ending March 
31 , 1 922. See Higham, Britain ' s  Imperial Air Routes ,  
pp . 42- 3 .  



United Kingdom take the lead in initiating Imperial air 

services , the colonial admini strations , particularly in 

Africa , had to follow the British lead.  107 With the 

exception of South Africa , and to a lesser extent , 
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Southern Rhodesia ,  nowhere in British Africa were there 

the men ,  the resourc e s ,  or the funds to promote and 

organize civil aviation independently of Great Britain . 

There was interest , even enthusiasm , but it was sc attered 

among the whj te Africans and here , as in Great Britain , a 

few voices raised were not enough . 108 As long as British 

aviation stumbled on the path to a better future , African 

air transport ambitions could but stumble along behind . 

107. While an unwillingnes s  to spend money on civil 
aviation study or experiment explains to a l arge 
extent African colonial administrations ' apparent 
lack of enthusi asm , a general skepticism about civil 
aviation possibilities appears to have taken its  cue 
from Great Britain. As wel l ,  British Governments in 
Africa were primarily interested , if intere sted at 
all , in an air link with the United Kingdom , and not 
local or inter-colonial services . An Imperial link 
was thus an Imperial responsibility in the hands of 
the British Government in London.  There were some 
exceptions to this attitudel Gold Coast and Nigeria 
in 1919-1920 and again in 1 �29-1 931 , and the Sudan , 
Uganda and Kenya in 1924-1929 .  See below chapters 
I I-V and chapter VIII .  

108. Only in South Africa  and in the Rhodesias did the 
indigenous white Africans attempt to promote and 
establish civi l  air transport services during these 
early post-war years . Inadequate financing , poor 
equipment , and the fai lure of either Government or 
public to respond to these efforts accounted for 
their general failure . Harry Klein,  Winged Courier 
(Cape Town , 1955)  provides the best account of the 
early South African experienc e .  Southern Rhodesian 
civil aviation history appears in a number of works 
by Jack McAdam ( see bibliography) . See also chapters 
VI and VII below. 
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Nevertheless , against a background of government 

stubbornness on the subsidies question , the concern for 

government economy and laisser faire economics , and an 

imperial preoccupation with airship possibilities , 109 

aviation and the aeroplane were taking their first , albeit 

hesitant , steps to establish air transport in British 

Africa.  The pi oneers were not the rugged individualists 

of British experience ,  but officers and men of the Royal 

Air Force , in 1918 beginning a long and important association 

with air transport development in Africa. 1 10 Along with 

109 . With the possibilities suggested in the successful 
two-way crossing of the North Atlantic by the airship 
R . 34 in 1919 , a great ground-swell  of ideas and support 
for the airship as the new agent of empire appeared . 
Churchill  supported the airship as we ll  (AIR 1/2421 , 
Air Counci l  Minutes - Airship Proposals ) .  By and 
large , the thinking was that the airship would fly 
the long-range imperial routes with aircraft 
operating on feeder lines , and the added suggestion 
was that a commercial company be formed backed by the 
Governments of Great Britain and the Dominions ( see 
A. H. Ashbolt , "An Imperial Airship Service " , United 
Empire , July, 1 921 , pp . 499-502) . The Imperial 
Conference of 1921 established an Imperial Air 
Communications Committee under the chairmanship of 
Captain Frederick Gue st ,  and its only report devoted 
little space to aeroplanes .  Howeve r ,  its proposed 
scheme for an imperial airship service , accepted by 
the Conference ,  was rejected by India , South Afri ca  
and New Zealand . See Maurice Ollivier,  ed . and comp . ,  
The Colonial and Im erial Conferences from 188 to 1 , 
vo • ttawa , , appen i x  , pp . O , ; a so 
Conference of  Prime Ministers and Representative s  o f  the 
United Kin dom The Dominions and India. Summar of 

roceedin�s an ocuments . md. 1 1 1 , appen ix III , 
p .  45. T e most recent serious study on British airship 
history is R. D. Higham , The British Rigid Airship, 1908-
1931 (London , 1961 ) .  

110.  Too little importance has been attached to the role 
p layed by the Royal Air Force in the development of 
air transport in British Africa.  While their flights 



55 

French civil and military air activities in West Africa and 

the Sahara , Belgian air transport experiments in the Congo , 

a.nd the promotions of  local air enthusiasts in Southern 

Africa,  the R . A . F .  shared the task of ushering the dark 

continent into the air age . 1 1 1  

The idea o f  linking Cairo to Cape Town was , o f  course , 

the Cecil Rhodes dream of an ' all-red route ' through Africa.  

In late 191 8 ,  when Major-General Salmond received Air 

Ministry approval to survey the route for air service s ,  

the dream was still very much alive . The armistice with 

110.  

1 1 1 .  

( continued )  o f  survey from Cairo t o  South Africa 
( annually beginning in 1 926) and Khartoum to West 
Africa (biennially beginning in 1925)  were made 
largely with strategic considerati ons in mind , there 
i s  no question but the information they gathered 
and the preparation of routes and route faci lities 
they made were of great value to later commercial 
flights.  Detailed reports . on every flight were made 
to the Air Ministry. See AIR 5 and AIR 20 series , 
Air Historical Branch , R . A . F .  Flights and Surveys , 
1919-1938 ,  chapters 1 -200 . 

For bri ef reviews of pioneer civil aviation in the 
French and Belgian empires in Afric a ,  see R .E . G .  Davies , 
A Hi story of the World ' s  Airlines (London , 1964) , pp . 1 2 ,  
15, 28-9, ?1 -3. In addition to published sourc es already 
noted ( see footnote 78) ,  French progress  is discussed in 
Antoine de St . Exupery , Courier Sud ( Paris ,  1929 ) , and 
J .  Dagnaux , "Dans le Ciel du Sahara" , Revue de Paris ,  
XXVII I ,  part 5 (September 1 5 ,  1921 ) ,  pp . 410-39. In the 
Congo , the Belgians operated the first regularly 
scheduled air line in Africa.  See Commandant Cornelius 
"L ' Avi ation au Congo Belge 11 , Congo , I ( 1926) , pp . 463-76 , 
L.  Blin Desbleds , "Airways in the Belgian Congo" , African 
World , West African Monthly Suppl ement ( April 30 , 1927) ,  
pp . vi-vi i ,  Commandant Orta,  "L 'Aviation au Congo Belge , 
ses Debuts" , Con�o ,  II  ( 1 927) , pp . 769-95 , and M .  J.  
Smeyers , "L ' Avi a ion Marchande au Congo Bele;e et la 
Liason Bl�lgique-Congo" ,  Congres International et 
Intercolonial des Transports (Paris , 1931), pp . 229-40. 
See also Flight, June 9 , 1921 , p .  394. South African 
pioneer air work is discussed in Klein,  Winged Courier , 
pp . 1-76 . 
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Turkey on October 31 had brought R . A . F .  military operations 

to a halt in the Middle East , and Salmond , pre siding over a 

large command in Egypt which had little to do , looked south 

to Africa  where the opportunity to establish a first 

imperial air link could not be ignored . 1 1 2  Africa was not 

a complete stranger to British military aviation; the Royal 

Naval Air Service had operated in East Africa during the 

war , 1 1 3  and the Royal Flying Corps had constructed an 

aerodrome at Khartoum in 191 5 during the campaign against 

Ali Dinar , Sultan of Darfur . 1 1 4  In Egyp t ,  the war had 

produced several major aerodromes and numerous landing 

strips from which R . F . C .  and later R . A . F. aircraft flew 

and became more familiar with the northern part of the 

112.  At the same time the R . A . F .  was promoting the Cairo
India route , a priority already not ed as receiving 
support from the Weir Committee . A Cairo-Delhi flight 
was made successfully in late 1918 in a R . A . F .  Handley 
Page 0/400 by Captain Ross Smith and Maj or-General Sir 
John Salmond , and a through fl ight from England to 
India was made in December , 1918-January, 1919 in a 
Handley Page V/1 500 by Squadron Leader A . C . S .  MacLaren 
and Lieutenant R .  Halley. The African rout e ,  while 
obviously a greater physical challenge , promised no 
pol itical difficultie s .  

1 1 3 .  AIR 1/725 ( 3 ) ,  106/1 , Royal Naval Air Service 
Operations in East Africa 22 Nov 1914-28 Jan 1917.  
26 page typed narrative by Wing Commander J .  T.  Cull ; 
also AIR 1/674 , Destruction of the German Cruiser 
' Konigsberg ' in the Rufigi Delta,  East Afri c a ,  
July 6 and 11 , 191 5 .  See general summary in 
H. A .  Jone s ,  The War in the Air , vol . III ,  pp . 1-68. 

114. The Times , June 10,  191 9 ,  p .  10 . 
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projected Cairo-Cape Town route .  1 1 5  Even South Africa was 

in parts fami liar to at least some British aircrew; one 

aircraft with one pilot was on hand to help the South 

African Government quell a native demonstration on the 

Reef in the spring of 1919.  1 1 6  These experiences 

indicated that the air force was not approaching an air 

service survey of Africa without some appreciation of the 

enormity of the task before them. Some information was 

available , but a great deal more was required. 1 1 7  

1 1 5 .  The maj or air bases were at Heliopoli s ,  Sollum, and 
Mersa Matruh. See W .  T .  Blake , "From Cairo to Cape 
Town" , African World and Cape-Cairo Express , January 
3 ,  1920 ,  pp . 390-91 . 

1 1 6 .  AIR 1/21 , Johannesburg - Use o f  Aeroplanes with 
Disturbances.  Buxton to Milner, April 4, 191 9 ,  
"Lieutenant Gearing and the aeroplane which i s  
here have been applied for by Mini sters [request 
by F. S .  Malan) for demonstration purposes and 
consequent moral [ sic] against the natives on 
the Reef" . The Union Defence Department had 
neither aeroplanes nor pilots in the country at 
the t ime , all South african pilots were still 
with British Forces in the United Kingdom. 

1 1 7 .  Higham notes that " s o  short of information was the 
Air Ministry that it appealed to readers of the 
Geogra�hical Journal in May, 1 919 for any material 
they llll.ght have on the route"  (Britain ' s  Imperial 
Air Routes , p .  147) . This is somewhat misleading ; 
spotty but nonetheless important information was 
in hand from war-time experiences , and a great 
deal more information about local conditions was 
being supplied by the Colonial Office . In short , 
the Air Ministry had access to a much wider range 
of useful contacts than suggested in an appeal to 
readers of  the Geographical Journal . By the time 
thi s  ' appeal ' was made , the R.A.F. survey parti es 
had been almost six months in the field. 



In December, 1918,  Salmond sent out three survey 

parties to organize and establish the route . 1 1 8  A veil 

of secrecy appears to have surrounded the beginnings of 

this important op eration; it was neither publicly 
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announced or heralded , and as late as the end of January , 

even the usually well-informed The Times could only note , 

"we understand that surveys are being made • • • •  " 1 1 9  Not 

until May did the Air Ministry issue a definitive statement 

on the progress and purposes of the Afri can survey. 1 20 It 

saw the establishment of the route as requiring a three 

stage appro ach ; first , the whole route must be studi ed 

carefully, taking full advantage of local knowledge and 

information , so as to enable the survey parti es to plot 

the line of  least resi stanc e ;  secondly, aerodrome , fuel

dump , repair depot , and emergency field sites must be 

118. AIR 2/1 20 , Proposal to send Major Court Treatt and 
Survey Party to Rhodesia re Aerial Route from Cairo 
to the Cape . Major Long and p arty departed from 
Cairo to survey the route as far south as Nimule ; 
Maj or Emmett and party shipped to Mombasa and 
proceeded inland to survey the Nimule-Abercorn 
section ; Major Court Treatt and party proceeded 
to Cape Town to work northward.  Although the 
number of survey parties in the field is  generally 
accepted as three,  there were in fact four , but the 
one under Captain Shortridge whi ch proceeded from 
Lourenco Marques to survey the Abercorn-Bulawayo 
section was under the overall command of Maj or 
Court Treatt.  The Times , June 10,  191 9 ,  p .  1 0 .  

119. The Time s ,  January 30 , 1919 , p .  8 .  

120. Air Ministry , "Notes on Air Routes:  I .  To South Africa" , 
Geographical Journal ,  LIII ( May , 1919 ) , pp . 339-43. 
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selected and prepared for use ; and thirdly , an actual flight 

must ' blaze the trail ' .  1 21 The survey parties in the field 

were handling the first two stages , whi l e  plans c alled for a 

flight of R . A . F .  aircraft to complete stage three as soon as 

the survey was complet e.  1 22 

Both the Foreign Office and the Colonial Office  

supported the Air  Ministry initiative , Milner and Curzon , 

along with Churchil l ,  seemingly a minority of three in 

ministeri al ranks who responded to ideas of  imperial air 

development . 1 2 3  Milner was very clear a s  to the long

range aims and pos sibilities of the survey ,  as his 

telegraph to the Governor-General in South Afri ca 

indicated : 

1 21 .  Ibid. , p .  339 .  

122. AIR 1/35 , Fairey 3C Seaplanes for Flight from London 
to the Cape , 1919.  The Air Ministry was planning to  
send a flight of  four aircraft to "blaze the trai l "  
from England to Cape Town. Director o f  Flying 
Operations t o  Fairey Aviation Company , January 8 ,  
1 919 . Salmond had requested permission for a flight 
of F. 5 ' s ,  Cairo to the Cape only. In the summer of 
1919 t Sal�ond sugge sted a single aircraft (Vickers 
VimyJ flight as original plans were cancelled , but 
this too was rejected . See AIR 2/1 20 , Trenchard to 
Salmond , September 8, 1919,  "This route is for civil 
aviation and there are at pre sent no resources 
available for carrying out the flight beyond what 
is covered by £1 5 , 000 allowed for out of civil 
aviation vote • • • •  " 

123. Lloyd George ' s  attitudes have alre ady been noted. 
There is no evidence that any one else in the c abinet 
or ministerial ranks took the slightest interest in 
civil air transport matters . 



Immediate purpose of scheme i s  to ascertain 
the practicability of an air route . • • •  
Ult imate object i s  establi shment of such a 
route as a permanency ,  for the advancement 
of Civil Aviation , and the formation of an 
add itional link with the Union of  South 
Africa.  1 24 
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The survey and establi shment of the route took the 

best part of a year to complete , Sykes announcing the 

route was open on December 27 , 1919.  1 2 5  In all , the 

R .A .F . had put up an impressively good show. A 5 , 200 

mi le route had been laid out with 43  airfields and landing 

grounds constructed in the face of incredible difficulties. 1 26 

The climat e , the terrain , the plant and animal life , all 

posed their special problems peculiar to Africa. Tropical 

rains could wash out an airfi eld in a matter of hour s ,  the 

heat could shorten the tempers of men and machine alike , 

the great Sudd area of southern Sudan and the high plateau 

country of central and southern Africa posed problems of 

airfield location , grass and bush growth was ever a menace 

to cleared areas , and the abundant animal life was either 

1 24. AIR 2/1 20 . Milner to Buxton , May 5 ,  1919 . 

125 .  

1 26.  

The Times ,  December 27 , 1919 , pp . 1 1 -12, gives the 
full text of the Air Ministry Communique . Sykes 
noted that there were still formidable problems of 
operation , but "within present lifetime s ,  the 
highlands of East Africa may even be the Brighton 
where busy city men seek a week-end ' s  recreation, 
and cities like Johannesburg and Cape Town may be 
to London as Manchester or St . Andrews are today" . 
(p.  1 1 ) .  

The airfields along the route were spaced about 124 
miles apart , most of them little more than refueling 
stops to accommodate aeroplanes which in 1919  had an 
average maximum range of  250 miles.  Local labour did 
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dan�erous or destructive . 1 27 Even the lowly ant gave 

trouble and in so doing captured the attention of every 

historian of African aviati on. 128 

With the recall  of the survey parti e s ,  the Air Mini stry ' s 

appointed task was nearly complete . 1 29 Two maj or problems 

were as yet unresolved ; ( 1 )  how and by whom was the route to 

be maintained in a state of operational readiness , and ( 2) 

who was to make use of it? The first question was of the 

most immediate concern ;  some £55 , 000 in all had been spent 

on preparing the route and it was unlikely that the Treasury 

126. ( continued) the heavy job of clearing trees ( 90 , 000 
at one site ) and removing stones and rock outcrop 
( 1 ,000 wagon loads at another site ) .  AIR 2/1 20.  
Report No . 4 ,  Major Court Treatt t o  A . M. and 
Headquarters , R . A . F .  Middle Eas t ,  September 24 , 1 919 . 

127. See "Notes on Air Routes : I ,  To South Africa" , pp . 339-
343 ;  L. Walmsley, "The Aeroplane i n  African Exploration" , 
Geo�ra�hical Journal , LIV (November , 1919) , pp . 296-97 ; 
W. . illis , "A Survey for Aerodromes in Africa" , 
Geographical Journal , LV ( June , 1920 ) , pp . 459-64 ; 
L.E.O. Charlton , Deeds that Held the Empire . B� Air 
(London , 1940 ) ;  Klein , Winged Courier ,  pp . 37-3 ; all 
cont ain brief descriptive accounts of the ' physical ' 
problems of the air route to the C ape . Willis noted , 
"Woe betide the crew of an aeroplane who has to  land 
in the Sudd • • • •  They would never get out " .  ( p .  460) . 
Klein d iscusses the l abour involved in clearing seventy 
acre site s .  ( p .  38) .  The survey party original reports 
are in AVIA 2/1 1 5 .  

128 .  AIR 2/1 20. Treatt t o  A . M. and He adquarters , R . A . F .  
Middle East , September 24, 1919 .  A discussion of 
general difficulties including the removal of 25 ,000 
tons of anthills at Ndola. See Klein, Winged Courier , 
p .  38 , and others , all of whom have drawn attention to 
the battle against the ant. 

1 29.  AIR 1/120 ,  Recall of  Major Court Treatt and Survey 
Parties on Aerial Route from Cairo to the Cape , 
October 2 3 ,  1919.  
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would approve additional money for maintenance.  This would 

also require keeping R . A . F .  personnel scattered down the 

length of Africa at a time when the R . A . F .  establishment 

was already cut to the minimum. Accordingly,  the Air 

Mini stry approached the Colonial Office with the request 

that the Government s in Uganda , Kenya , Tanganyika ,  and the 

Bechuanaland administrati on be made responsible for the 

upkeep of the aerodromes in their respect ive territories . 1 30 

Lord Milner tel e�raphed the several administrations in July 

1920 : 

Air Ministry consider that a s  pract icabi lity 
of Cape-Cairo f light establi shed Imperial 
responsibility at an end and that further 
development will be mainly commercial and 
sectional , but it i s  important that control 
of aerodromes should be maintained. They 
consider that maintenance should be paid 
for by local Governments but thi s  would be 
nothing more than keeping ground c lear without 
responsibility for any buildings , workshops , 
stores ,  etc . Arrangement would be reconsidered 
in three years if no progre ss  • • • •  I am aware 
that aerodromes at present of no value to your 
administration but expense should be small and 
it i s  very desirable that they should not be 
allowed to revert to bush. 1 31 

1 30 .  AVIA 2/69 , Civil Avi ation , British East Afri c a ,  Policy, 
1 920-1922. J. A. Webster , Secretary, Air Ministry, to 
Under-Secretary of State for the Colonies , November 1 9 ,  
191 9 ;  "the Council are o f  the opini on that on terms and 
from a date to be agreed, it would be desirable that 
these Aerodromes should be controlled by the Government 
of the State in whose Territory they are situated • • • •  " 
The Colonial O�fice c oncurred , H. Lambert to Webster , 
November 25 , 1919 .  

1 31 .  AVIA 2/69 , Civil Aviation , Policy - British East Afri c a ,  
1920-1922 , Milner to Governors of Uganda ,  Kenya and 
Tanganyika , July 23,  1920 . The major airfi elds in 
question were Jinja ( Uganda ) ,  Kisumu (Kenya ) , and 
Mwanza and Tabora ( Tanganyika ) .  
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All the African admini strations agreed to maintain their 

sections of the route . 1 32 While the annual expenditures were 

small enough to cause no discomfort , the gre ater problem was 

in finding suitable personnel to take charge of the 

aerodrome s .  1 3 3 The almost complete lack of knowledge 

about airfields and aviation generally prompted the Air 

Ministry to send out a form letter set of instructions for 

local use . The copy sent to the District Political Officer , 

Tabora , read , in part : 

1 32.  

1 33 .  

Ibid. , Sir Horace Byatt (Tanganyika) t o  Mi lner , 
August 1 6 ,  1920 ;  Sir Robert Coryndon (Uganda) to  
Milner , July 28 , 1920 ;  Sir Edward Northey (Kenya) 
to Milne r ,  July 31 , 1 920. Egypt , Rhodesia and South 
Africa likewise assumed responsibility for aerodromes 
in their states.  The Sudan agreed to maintaining their 
airfie lds in return for a £300 per annum reimbursement 
from the Air Mini stry. See Air Ministry, Hal f-yearli 
Re�ort on the Progress  of Civil Aviation , October 1,  
19 0 - March 31 , 1921,  Cmd. 1342 (1921), p .  1 5 .  

AVIA 2/1 757 , Cape t o  Cairo Aerodrome Facilities 
Avail able .  Captain W .  K .  Sutton of the No . 3 Survey 
p arty (Cape Town to Abercorn) estimated that to keep 
airports free from anthills and jungle , "4 boys would 
be required at a monthly salary of about 20/- or 
approximately £50 p . a . " .  AVIA 2/69 , Byatt to Milner,  
August 1 6 ,  1920 ,  telegraphed costs in  Tanganyika ;  
"e stimated Rupees , 1 , 000 per annum at Tabora and same 
amount plus Rupees 500 initial expenditure Mwanza • • • •  
Zimba can be kept clear " .  He added that there was no 
European available to oversee the third station .  In 
some case s ,  the local authorities were fortunate 
enough to have ex-R . A . F .  personnel available to 
organize aerodrome maintenance and even handle all 
air matters generally. See AVIA 2/66 , Responsibility 
of Government of Uganda for upkeep of Jinja Aerodrome , 
1920 ,  which discusses the use of Mr. R.  Wickham 
( ex-R . A . F .  and ex-survey party) , newly-appointed 
District Agricultural Officer at Jinj a to take care 
of air matters . 



Grass should be kept as low as possible . 
After rains , special attention paid to ruts 
on ground c aused by running water . The se 
should be filled in immediately. 
It i s  to be noted that Natives are careless 
in  regard to the replacing of soil and turf 
after the removal of woods , etc . Attenti on 
must be given to this matte r .  When informed 
of the possible arrival of  a machine a 
movable "T" of white calico should be placed 
50 yards inside the Aerodrome with the head 
of the "T"  pointing into the wind and two 
smoke fires placed diagonally on the ed�e 
of the ground . 1 34 
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The formal handing over of the Cairo-Cape Town route 

facilities by the Air Ministry to the British Governments 

in Africa took place on October 1 ,  1920 , and R . A . F .  survey 

party members still on the route headed back to Cairo .  1 35 

Orders-in-Counci l  and instructions for the use of Colonial 

Governments were being prepared so as to provide for control 

and supervis ion of civi l  aviation in the African colonies ,  

and also to  give effect to the International Convention on 

Air Navigation in the colonies , 1 36 and with these preparations 

1 34. AVIA 2/70 , Civil Aviation , Tanganyika Territory. 
Maintenance of Aerodromes ,  Policy, 1920-1 921 . Court 
Treatt to D . P . O . , Tabora ,  September 22 , 1 920 . 

1 35. AVIA 2/69 . The Colonial Office and the Tre asury 
concurred with the transfers .  Stores and petrol 
left behind by the survey partie s  were to be di sposed 
of by the local governments and credited to the Air 
Mini stry , to be applied against original survey costs . 
In all , the survey and preparation of  the route cost 
the Air Ministry £55 , 000. See Higham, Brit ain ' s  
Imperial Air Routes , p. 148.  

1 36. AVIA 2/33 , Draft Order-in-Counci l  entitled "The Air 
�avigation ( Colonies and Protectorate s ) Order-in
Counc i l , 1 921 ; AVIA 2/1 21 , Air Navigation Act ,  1920 . 
Draft Order-in-Counci l  for Coloni e s  and Protectorat es 
based on Draft Air Navigation Order , 1922 ; AVIA 2/1 79 , 
Civil Aviation - Notes for Use of Colonial Governors ; 
AVIA 2/180 , Civil Avi ation - Information for Guidance 
of Colonial Governors .  
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in hand , the R . A . F .  and the Air Ministry retired from the 

field to await the first civil air transport exploitation 

of the route .  1 37 More pressing demands on R . A . F .  

capabiliti es were devel oping i n  Somali l and where the 

' Mad Mullah ' was raising a storm against British authority , 

and attentions were diverted from R . A . F .  achievements on the 

Cape route to operations in the Horn of Africa.  1 38 

1 37 .  For most who had participated in the development of 
the route , special awards were granted in the form 
of notations made in their personal records.  AIR 
2/1 1 0 ,  Special Rewards List (Officers , Airmen and 
Civilians ) for Flights to Egypt and For Work on 
Aerial Routes in Afri c a .  

1 38.  AIR 1/23 , Somaliland Operat ions , 1919-1920 ; AIR 1/36 ,  
British Somaliland Report by Major W .  L .  Birch , 1919 ; 
AIR 5/846 , Rnyal Air Force Operations , Earlier History ,  
1918- 1 920 ;  AIR 5/1422 , Gordon Report on Somaliland 
Operations . See also F. W. Bowhill , "The Air 
Operations in Somaliland" , Royal Aj.r Force and Civil 
Aviation Record , I (November , 1920) , pp . 410-18, and 
F. A. Skouiding , "With • z •  Unit in Somali l and" , Royal 
Air Force Quarterly ,  II  ( July , 1 9 31 ) ,  pp . 387-96. 
The success of the � . A . F .  operati ons in British 
Somaliland strengthened the case for its survival 
as an j ndependent mil itary organization and as an 
efficient and less costly formation to maintain in 
the field for imperial policing dutie s .  Thi s latter 
point was confirmed in Cairo in March , 1 921 , when the 
Colonial Office conference passed military control in 
the �iddle East from the Army to the R . A . F .  From this 
time , the R . A . F .  proceeded with the opening of the 
Cairo-Karachi air route , beginning with air mail 
services as far as Baghdad in June , 1921 . See 
R.  11. Hil l ,  "Experiences in the Cairo-Baghdad Air 
Mai l " ,  Journal of the Ro�al Aeronautical Society, 
XXXII (May, 1928), pp . 3 5-410. 
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In February , 1920 , the Cairo-Cape route had yet to be 

flown by anybody. No commerci al operator had come forth , 

nor with the civil aviation situation in tbe United Kingdom 

deteriorating rapidly was one likely to gamble on the 

African route. But five aeroplanes did attempt to fly 

the route , four from England , and one R . A . F .  machine from 

Cairo . 1 39 The proposals to fly the route were greeted 

with considerable enthusiasm and a more sober appreci ation 

that thi s  would be a test "to see if Africa can be flown 

safely and traversed easi ly" . 140 The story of these 

flights quickly proved that flying in Africa was neither 

safe nor easy, a t ale of disaster which encouraged critics 

1 39.  

140. 

Captains Cockerill  and Broome set out in a Vickers 
Vimy sponsored by The Times (AVIA 2/48 and AVIA 2/99 ) ;  
Major Brackley and Lieutenant Tymms in a Handley Page 
aircraft sponsored by the Daily Telegraph ( AVIA 2/50 ) ;  
Maj or Cotton and Lieutenant Townsend in an Airco 
machine sponsored by Aircraft Transport and Travel 
Limited ( AVIA 2/51 and AVIA 2/88) ; Lieutenant-Colonel 
van Ryneveld and Major Brand in a Vickers Vimy , the 
"Silver Queen" , financed by the Department of C ivi l 
Aviation (AVIA 2/49 ) .  On February 25 , 1 920 , the 
Air Mini stry announced that a R . A . F .  fl ight was 
enroute to the Cape from Cairo with Major Wel sh 
and Captain Halley , as well as two mechanic s ,  
flying a Vickers Vimy. The Time s , February 26 , 
1920 ' p .  14 .  

The Time s , February 4 ,  1920 ,  p .  1 5 .  The African 
World and Cape-Cairo Express CJanuary 3,  1920) 
noted the preparations being made for the several 
flights and saw thi s as "a remarkable triumph for 
British initiative in civil aviation" . 
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as it discouraged enthusiasts and pioneers . 141 Only one 

of the five original crews made it to South Afri c a ,  

Lieutenant-Colonel Pierre van Ryneveld and Captain C . J . Q. 

Brand , and then only after two major crashes and the use 

of three aircraft in all .  142 Both were knighted for the 

achievement following precedent established in the case of 

the Atlantic and Australian route pioneers in 1919.  143 

141 . The Times-sponsored flight , carrying Dr. Chalmers 
Mitchell as scientific observer and reporter , crashed 
at Tabora;  Brackley and Tymms ended their attempt 
abruptly at Shereik ; Cotton and Townsend only reached 
Italy; the R . A . F .  fl ight from Cairo crashed at El Derr 
on the Nile just two days after its departure . The 
story of the England-South Afri ca flight attempts has 
been told in detail elsewhere ; see Charlton , Deeds that 
Held the Empire , pp . 1 31 ff. , W .  E .  Johns , Some Mile stones 
of Aviation (London , 1935) , pp . 1 36ff. , and Geoffrey 
Dorman , Fifty Years Fl� Past ( London , 1951 ) ,  p .  1 30 .  
Throughout February, 1 20, The Times featured reports 
from their flight by Dr . Mitchell; see C .  C .  Turner , 
My Flying Sera� Book (London , 1 946) , pp . 47-5 3  for a 
personal reminiscence of the Brackley-Tymms flight . 
Turne r ,  an air correspondent for the Daily Telegraph, 
was a member of the crew. 

142. See Klein , Winged Courier,  pp . 41 -8; South African 
Airways , Fifty Year s of Flight (Johannesburg , 1970 ) , 
pp . 20-4 ; and!'. Jae .  Strydom, "Aviation Comes to 
South Africa" , Royal Air Force Quarterly, IX (Apri l ,  
1938 ) , pp . 185-200 . The "Silver Queen" was irreparably 
damaged in a crash near Assouan . Van Ryneveld and Brand 
set out in a second Vimy from Cairo , "Silver Queen II" , 
to force land at Shirat i ,  south of Kisumu ,  and N ' Dola,  
before crashing again on take-off at Bulawayo . They 
completed the trip in a South Afri can Government D . H .  9 ,  
arriving in Cape Town , March 20 , after 109� hours in the 
air. 

143 . AIR 2/142 , Pol icy Regarding Awards in Connect ion with 
England to Cape Town Flights during January-February, 
1920 . There was controversy as to what awards to give 
van Ryneveld and Brand and their two crew members . 
Churchill  and the Air Ministry were against knighthoods ;  
the trip was not as di fficult as the Atlantic crossing 



69 

Clearly, the establi shment of an England-South Africa 

air link was going to be a much larger undertaking than Air 

. t h h d . . d 144 Mini s ry opes a imagine • Few were as pes simistic 

about the route ' s  future as Leo Walmsley who argued that 

143. ( continued) or the long Australian route , the R . A . F .  
had prepared the route beforehand , and , moreover,  both 
men were serving officers , which meant at best an O . B .E .  
and a C . B . E .  The Air Ministry decided on A . F . C . ' s  to 
van Ryneveld and Brand , and A . F . M . ' s  to the riggers . 
Smuts in South Africa was up in arms , and both Buxton , 
the Governor-General and Lord Mil ner were quick to point 
out that a lesser award than those granted Alcock , Brown 
and the Smiths could well give ' trouble ' in South Africa 
if the situation was interpreted by National ist elements 
as a sl ight to South Africa and its two South African 
heroes .  Smuts urged K . B . E . ' s  (Civi l )  or nothing . 
Writing to E .  Marsh ( Churchill ' s  Private Secretary) , 
H .  C .  Thornton ( Private Secretary to Milner )  noted: 
"Lord Milner does not think that the C . B . E .  and O . B . E .  
for the officers in question would be acceptable .  On 
the other hand he thinks it is  very important , for 
political reasons , that everything should be done at 
present to encourage the right type o f  Dutch South 
African . He i s ,  therefor e ,  very anxious not to have 
to refuse the recommendation put forward by General 
Smut s • • • •  " (April 1 9 ,  1920 ) .  Milner, pointing out 
that he had only K . C .M. G . ' s  to offer for political 
reasons , urged Churchill  to rec ommend K . B .E . ' s ; " I  
am sorry to have had to put Smuts '  back up at this  
moment . He is  in  a very tight place just now & is  
all  we have to rely on  in  South Africa 11 , Mi lner to 
Churchil l ,  May 5, 1 920 . Churchill relented in the 
end and the two ' trail-blazers ' of the Cape route 
received their K .B . E . ' s . 

144. Clearly , the Air Ministry had treated the route as 
sufficiently prepared and ready to handle any traffic . 
See AVIA 2/1 1 5 ,  Civi l Aviation - Compilation of Route 
Directions Cairo-Cape Town and Engl and to Australi a ,  
1 919-1922, and AVIA 2/1 75? , Cape to Cairo Aerodrome 
Facilities Available.  The salient information was 
put together and published as Strip Maa of the Route 
to Ca�e Town ( H . M . S . O . , 1920) , intende , no doubt , 
for t e route users the Air Ministry beli eved would 
be coming forward . See Higham, Bri tain ' s  Imperial 
Air Route s ,  p. 148. 
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the whole idea was impracticable , and besides "wire less 

telephony" and the airship would rob the aeroplane of 

whatever advantages its supporters claimed . 145 Nor could 

manY agree with the apparent enthusiasm of the Nation, 

which noted that despite the failures of the Cape route 

attempts , it represented " another triumph for that plastic 

little animal called man" . Re ferring to a Mr .  Johnson ( of 

Rolls Royc e )  who had said "Central Africa has always 

resisted , with ill-temper , the inroads o f  civilization" , 

the Nation replie� , " the aeroplane is  breaking down that 

resistanc e ,  and old A�ric a will  have to endure it with 

what temper she may 11 •146 Knowledge was no longer the 

probl em ; enough was known of the diffi culti es which Afri ca 

presented to the air transport world . Whether or not the 

route would come alive after initial failure would depend 

upon a number of developments .  The first and most obvious 

need was for better aircraft , the second and more important 

qualification was the need for adequate financial support 

145 . Leo Walmsley, "The Recent Trans-African Flight and 
its Lesson" , Geographical Review, IX ( 1920) , pp . 149-
60. See also C. G. Grey, "On the Cairo-Cape 
Performances " ,  Aeroplane , March 31 , 1920,  pp . 651-52.  
The Times commented glumly that " the art of  f lying 
across Africa is  to know how to crash" . Quoted in 
Fifty Years of Flight , p. 23. 

146 . "Shrinkage of  Earth : Flights from Cairo to the Cape " , 
Nation ,  X:XVI ( March 1 3 ,  1920) , pp . 804-806 . 
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to encourage commercial air transport to take to the fi eld. 

Neither of these developments were to take place until the 

Government and the air transport operators in Great Britain 

had settled t�e problems of civil aviation development 

plaguing early Great Bri tain - Europe operations . When 

these were resolved in 19?4 with the formation of Imperi al 

Airways , only t�en was the African route approached once 

more ,  this time by Alan Cobham on behalf of t�e Air Mini stry, 

Imperial Airwnys , and others , in 19?5. 1 47 Thus , for five 

year s ,  British Africa was largely unseen and unheard on the 

stage of aviAtion pro�ress.  

While the Cai ro-Cape Town route and the subsequent 

flight of van Ryneveld and Brand dominates the history of 

civil aviation in British Africa during these first few 

years after the war , there were local activities directed 

to establishing c ivil air transport as an internal and 

inter-colonial form of communications and transport . In 

Rhodesia ,  Geor�e Holt Thomas , already busy in the United 

Kingdom, negotiated for hi s company, Aircraft Transport and 

Travel Limited , to act as  "Sole Concessionaires for the 

operation of official Aerial services for the carriage of 

mails  or otherwi se , whether by Aeroplanes or Airships in and 

throug�out Rhodesia • • • •  " 1 48 In South Africa , a number of 

147 .  See below , chapters I I  and III .  

148 .  AVIA 2/171 1 ,  Civil Avi ation - Concession in Rhodesia 
to Mr. Holt Thomas , 191 9 ,  correspondence Holt Thomas ,  
Sykes , and D .  0.  Malcolm (Rhode sia House ) . Two 
companies were formed in Rhodesia , Airoad Motors in 
19?0 and Rhodesian Aerial Tours in 1922, but both went 
into liquidation shortly thereafter . See chapter V I .  
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developments suggested considerable enthusi asm; in Johannesburg , 

on March 28 , 1919 , a meeting cha ired by the mayor decided to  

form an aero club ,  the obj ects of  which were " the education 

of the people in the deve lopment and possibilities of 

aeronautic s ,  [ and] to encourage the establi shment of aeri al 

services of all kinds • • • •  " 1 49 Towards the end of 1 919 , 

Handley Page , Ltd. formed a South African subsidi ary , The 

Handl ey PaBe South Afri ca Transport Ltd. , with the object 

of " e stabli shin� regular air servi ces between the principal 

cities of the Union and ultimately a service from Capetown 

to Cairo " .  1 50 Maj or Alistair Mil ler amolgamatec two 

compani es to form South Afri c an Aeri al Transports ,  Ltd. , 

in June , 1919 in Johannesburg , a forerunn er to hi s later 

success with Union Airways , 1 929-1934. 1 51 Finally , in 

West Afri c a ,  the Gold Coast received proposals from Vickers , 

Ltd. , and from Captain A. J .  Swinton , who desired "to ent er 

149.  Aeroplane , April 9 ,  191 9 ,  p .  1 434. Another conference 
was held in January, 1 920 "to consiner the best method 
of controlling and developing civil aviation in South 
Africa" . See Jane ' s  All  the World ' s  Aircraft (London , 
1920 ) , p .  53a.  

150. Klein , Winged Courier,  p .  51 . See The Times , January 
1 6 ,  1919, p .  7. 

151 . AVIA 2/1 71 7 ,  Particular s  of South Afri can Aerial 
Transport , Navigation and Survey Company, 1 9 1 9 ,  
whose ultimate aim was "a  service between the 
principal cit ies of South Afric a " .  Hopes were 
also  held for the Nieuport and General Aircraft 
Company, Limi ted ( C ape Town ) , of which little is 
known. See Jane ' s ,  \ 1920 ) , p .  52a . The Time s ,  
February 1 3 ,  1919, p .  ? ,  reported an unnamed company 
was being formed in South Africa to import four 
aircraft for a Johannesburg-Cape Town and a 
Johannesburg-Durban service . 
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into negotiations with your Government on the question of 

Aerial Transportation" . 1 52 Both Governor Guggi sberg in 

Accra and Governor Clifford in Lagos approached the Colonial 

Office and the Air Ministry , requesting a study be done in 

the two Coloni e s ,  and the Woods Report represented the first 

serious look at civil air transport possibil�ties in British 

West Africa.  1 53 

In short , a slumbering Africa  was awakening to the air 

age , if only in fits  and starts .  In no sense can one speak 

of a general deve lopment of ' air-mindedne ss ' at thi s time in 

British Africa ,  even among the white Africans,  the group most 

likely to respond to ideas of Empire and an air link with 

Great Brit ain . While many were progress-conscious , and some 

aware of the great commercial and political possibi lities of 

air transport development , few were enthusiastic . Black 

Africans were even less concerned with air transport , an 

apathy born of ignorance not skeptici sm. 1 54 For both groups 

1 52.  Ghana National Archive s ,  F i le 1 7073/1 8,  Aeroplanes -
Employment of in the Colony. Swinton to Cli fford , 
January 2 ,  1919 . 

153 .  CO 583/82. Clifford to Colonial Office , July 1 6 ,  1 9 1 9 .  
See below chapter VIII for full discussion of the Woods 
Report and early proposals in West Afri ca.  

1 54 . Black Africans had little or no experi ence with 
aeroplanes as yet . A very few had observed pre-war 
experiments in South Africa ,  French West Afri c a ,  and 
the flights of McLean and others up the Nile to Khartoum 
in 1912.  Others had witnessed mi litary operations during 
the war , and l ater in South Africa and Somaliland . In 
October,  1 919 , a group of Basuto Chiefs vi sited the 
United Kingdom , and while  touring the Central Aircraft 
Company ' s  aerodrome at Northolt , the Paramount Chief 
and one other were treated to a � hour flight about 
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of Africans , a great deal more knowledge , experience ,  and 

faith was needed to bring them face to face with the 

realities and possibilities of air transport . The 

important feature of these first few years of aviation 

in Africa  is that the seeds of future growth were planted ; 

ideas were not to die , but rather to l ay dormant until 

Great Brit ain acted to link her sprawling Empire with a 

chain of imperial air communications . In the meantime a 

few, a very few , in Africa  kept the door open for the 

coming of the aeroplane . 1 5 5  

Churchill left t�e Air Ministry early in 1 921 to 

become Secretary of State for the Colonies ,  and C aptain 

Sir Frederick Guest became the new Air Minister. 1 56 

1 54. ( continued) London . The Paramount Chief was "vecy 
proud of being the first of hi s race to  fly" . The 
Times , November 1 ,  1919 , p .  9 .  During the R . A .� 
Cairo-Cape survey, Chief Khama in South Africa was 
sufficiently intrigued to want an aerodrome constructed 
in his district . Aeroplane , April  16,  1919 , p .  1 530 . 

1 55. The " few" were mainly in South Africa and Rhodesia , 
but they included the R . A . F .  whose continuing role 
in Africa will  be discussed in chapter II and 
subsequent chapters . 

1 56.  F .  E .  Guest ( 1 875-1937) , was Churchill ' s  cousin , hi s 
mother the sister of Lord Randolph Churchil l .  
Initially,  when Churchill moved t o  the Colonial Offi c e ,  
he took Air with him, a second case o f  Air having to 
share one Minister with another department . In the 
House , Seely found this " indefensible" and perhaps 
" tragic " ,  as did Sir D .  Maclean. Churchill  c ompounded 
the folly by departing for Egypt to a conference on 
colonial matters during the course of the debates on 
the Air �stimates.  The Times , March 2 ,  1921 , p .  17 .  
Guest was appointed full-time Air Mini ster in April , 
a move greeted with satisfacti on by The Times , April 
5 ,  1921 , p .  5 .  

� 
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Changes were in the wind for civil aviat i on in Great Britain 

as slowly but surely hard facts and exper ience were eroding 

the idea that " c i vi l  avi ation must fly by itse l f " . 

Nevertheless , :-'or the Aj.r Ministry some difficult t i me s  

still lay ahead a s  the search for economy reached " almo st 

panic  proportions in the slump of 1921 " .  4 57 The fact that 

some money was found to assist civil a viation directly in 

1921 , and indeed after the ' G eddes .kx.e ' in 1922 , 1 58 was a 

sure indi cation that the Bri t i sh Government , i f  not the 

British public ,  was taking a more seri ous view of civi l  

aviation development. For the moment Afri c a  was out o f  

sight and out o f  mind , but the consequenc e s  o f  changing 

Brit i sh attitude s and pol i c i e s  towards civil aviation 

forecast opportunities for Afri c a ,  even if these were not 

understood at the time . By the end of 1921 , the British 

companies operatin� air services to the continent were 

1 57. 

1 58.  

William Ashwort'1 , An E c onoMi c Tii story of  Enr;l and 
( London , 1960 ) , p .  390 . 
See Committee on National Expenditure (Sir Eric 
C ampbell Geddes , Chairman ) , F i rGt TntP�im R�9ort on 
Nationa1 EXPendj ture , C md .  1581 (1922), pp . 6-9?. 
Noting that the 1922-23 c i v i l  avi8tion estimates 
(providing for both direct and i nd i rect a s s i stance )  
were only £180 , 000 le ss than the amount provided for 
1 921-22 ,  the touBh-minded committee po inted out that 
" civi l aviation has not made the progre ss which i ts 
supp ort�rs ant icipated " , and w'1ile agreeine; to a 
continuing subsidy policy o f  £200 , 000 maximum per 
annum, recommended the c ivi l avi a t i on vote e s ti mat e s  
be reduced by £400 , 000 . The de c i s i on to retain direct 
subsidies to the air li ne operRtors was fortunate for 
c ivi l  avi ation. In the 1921 fi sc al year the Air 
Ministry paid out £75 , 625,  i n  the 1 922 f i s c al year , 
.f,181 ' 752. 
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surviving , something they had not been able to do in the 

bleak winter of 1920- 21 . Ideas were already growing and 

taking shape of a national or imperial air transport company, 

one which could compete fairly and squarely with foreign 

competition instead of British companies competing with 

each other. 1 59 This trickle of ideas was to become a 

flood of realities in the years ahead when Sir Samuel Hoare 

presided over the Air Ministry, Sir Sefton Brancker headed 

the Department of C ivil Aviation ,  and Imperial Airways 

commenced its embrace of Empire . 16° For an African Empire 

so much in need of improved transport and communications , 

the future was louder with promi se than the quiet of  the 

moment sugge sted . 

1 59 .  

1 60 .  

AVIA 2/1826 , Movements towards combination on the part 
of British Companies  operating Continental Air Line s .  
Sefton Brancker,  on behalf of Holt Thomas interests , 
was ur5ing the est abli shment of an Empire Airmail 
scheme and the formation of a National company. 
See Higham, Britain ' s  Imperial Air Routes , p .  46. 

See below , chapter I I .  



CHAP.l'ER II  

SAMUEL HOARE AND SEFTON BRANCKER : 

CIV IL AVIATION AND EMPIRE, 1922-1929 

Let us make the air a highway of peace , 
and the aeroplane an instrument , not for 
severing nations and destroying civilized 
life , but for making closer and more 
constant the unity of Imperial thought , 
Imperial intercourse , and Imperial ideals .  

Sir Samuel Hoare , 1 926. 1 
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From the early months of 1921 until late in 1923 , civil 

air transport in Great Britain struggled to survive . By the 

autumn of 1923,  three Bri tish air lines were operating to 

the continent , 2 and despite the Brit ish Government 

commitment to support their e fforts with direct financial 

assistance , it was becoming c lear that this support was not 

enough to offset the competitive advantages enj oyed by the 

French and other European carriers .  Three successive 

subsidy schemes had been introduced by the Air Ministry 

during the period , 3 each de signed to  c ompromise the clai ms 

1 .  A . M. , The Approach Towards a System of Imperial Air 
C ommunications , p .  xi. 

2.  The three companie s  were Daimler Hire , Ltd. ( Daimler 
Airway) , operating to Amsterdam and Berlin,  Handley 
Page Transport , Ltd. running from London to Pari s ,  and 
Instone Air Line , Ltd . London to Brussels.  British 
Marine Air Navigation C o .  Ltd. operated an amphibian 
service in 1923 only between Southampton and the Channel 
Islands .  The latter company had plans t o  operate service s  
t o  Le Havre and Cherbourg but these never materialized . 

3 .  The Cross-Channel Committee under the chairmanship of 
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of the air line operators and the Treasury demands for 

economy, but if the air l ines enjoyed a certain stability 

of operation after l ate 1922, the fact remained that the 

future of British civi l  air transport l ooked grim.  4 

Enthusiasm and perseverence were keepinB the infant 

industry alive at a time when more lasting therapy was 

needed. 5 Unti l the end of the Lloyd George administration 

in October , 1922 , there was little evidence that the British 

Government was prepared to meet head on the problems of air 

transport development either in the United Kingdom or in 

the dependent Empire . The appointment of  Guest , a 

political l ightweight , as Air Minister to fill Churchil l ' s  

shoes in 1921 , and the subsequent down-grading of the Civil 

3 .  

4. 

5 .  

( continued) Lord Londonderry was appointed by Churchill 
in March , 1921 , and its recommendations produced the so
cal led • temporary• scheme of assistance to the air line s .  
The same Committee under Lord Gore l l  set out a ' permanent • 
scheme which went into effect in April ,  1 922. Sir Sefton 
Brancker , the Director of Civil Aviation introduced the 
' revised ' scheme in September,  1922. This last scheme 
dictated the terms of government assistance to the air 
l ines unti l  the formation of Imperial Airways . 

Higham (Britain ' s  ImEeri al Air Rout e s , p.  51 ) argues 
that the air lines enjoyed a measure of stability 
because they were receiving an assured amount from 
the Government and were free to carry only remunerative 
traffic . However,  it is doubtful i f  any of the operating 
compani es could draw much comfort from these factors.  
Their financial position was always precarious , always 
insufficient to meet Government aims of seeing ' civil 
aviation fly by itself ' . See B irkhead , "The Financial 
Failure of British Air Transport Companies , 1 919-1924" . 
See Peter Brook s ,  "The Development of Air Transport " 
Journal of Transport Economics and Policy, I ( May, 196?) , 
pp . 1-2. 
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Aviation Department to a mere directorate wi th its head 

no longer a member of the important Air Council strongly 

suggested a Government not ignorant of but apathetic to 

the problems and potential of civil air transport 

development . 6 

British Government policy generally turned on economic 

considerations in thi s period of air transport stagnation. 

The clouds of depre ssion continued to hang heavy on every 

horizon and their presence dictated the mood of the moment . 

But economic arguments alone were not responsible for the 

lack of government initiative in civil aviation. The 

que stion of subsidies to the operatinB air lines had not 

been answered to everyone ' s  satisfaction , 7 and the public 

at large had yet to indicate genuine support for air trave l .  

6. 

7. 

One consequence of the down-grading of the Civil Aviation 
department was the resignation of Sykes as Control ler
General even though Guest pointed out that the off ice 
would be retained for one more year . Hansard , CLII , 
March 21 , 1922, col s .  301 -06. Sykes entered Parliament 
in 1922 and was appointed Governor of Bombay in 1928. 
The widespread repugnance to the subsidization of 
private enterprise (as  noted in chapter I ) , and the 
Government view that subsidies were but an interim 
measure designed to help civi l aviation for its first 
few years contributed to the confusion as to what should 
be done for British air lines.  Not surprisine;ly , Labour 
members in the House of Commons took an active part in 
criticizing Government efforts.  Joseph Batey argued for 
nationalization (Hansard , CLXI , March 1 4 ,  192 3 ,  col .  
1 643) , while F .  H. Rose appeared to see the whole 
question of civi l  aviation in terms of a p laything for 
the rich. "I do not believe that civil aviation has 
more than very limited potentialities " ,  he said , " I  
believe i t  may be made a luxurious and costly mode of 
travel for a very few rich people " .  Ibid . ,  co l .  1649 . 
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In part , it was less a question of whether there was money 

available to assist civil air transport but more to the 

point to ask whether money should be spent in the form 

of direct financial assistance to private industry. 

According to Lord Gorell , the Under-Secretary of State 

for Air , before the government would emulate the French 

in the subsidization of air lines , " there would have to 

be not merely much greater agreement as to the degree to  

which subsidies can assi st the permanent health of the 

industry, but also a substantial public desire for the 

expenditure of large sums in this direction" .  8 

As well , airship intere st remained to divide c ivil 

aviation attention, and with the introduction of the Burney 

proposal in 1 9?2 , airships captured imperial imagination 

in a way which the aeroplane did not . 9 From this time 

8. Proceedin s of the Second Air Conference 
an 8, / , p .  
earlier in thi s same speech Gorell noted that "one of 
the first point s  which must , I think , strike anyone 
coming fresh to a study of Civil aviation i s  the 
decided increase in the interest taken by the public 
in  the air " .  Ibid . , p.  8 .  The fact remained that 
while British arr-1ines carried some 34 , 605 passengers 
between August 1919 and the formation of Imperial 
Airways , this hardly suggested that the British public 
had "taken to the air " . High fare s , .  a doubtful safety 
record , a varying regularity of service , and the few 
SP.lect routes i� operation all contributed to a general 
public apathy and a small demand for air services .  See 
Birkhead , "The Bee;innings of Briti sh C ivil Air Transport" ,  
p .  1 19 .  

9 .  The Burney Sc�eme , which proposed an imperial airship 
service , was submi tted for Admiralty consideration in 
August ,  1922, only five months after the Government bad 
given up on airship plans with the failure to obtain 
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until the fateful crash of the R. 101 in France in 1930 ,  
airships competed with aeroplanes for G overnment support 
and int erest and in so doing drained much of the available 
energy and money from Government sourc es which might have 

been enlisted in the service of aircraft development and 
air line operation. 10 

9. ( continued) Empire support . See The Time s ,  March 7 , 
1922 , p .  1 2 .  In the Lloyd George Government , both 
Churchi l l ,  the Secretary of State for the Colonies , 
and R.  S.  Horne , the Chancellor of the Exchequer , 
objected to the costs to the state in the proposals 
( CAB 24/1 37 , separate memoranda by Churchill and 
Horne ) ,  but the Conservatives in power adopted the 
Burney Scheme as the basis for an imperial air policy. 
See CAB 27/233 , Airship Development , 1 924 . The Labour 
Government of 1924 rejected the Burney Scheme but not 
airships , and it was the Labour plan of parallel 
government and private (Burney and Vickers interests) 
airship deve lopment which prevailed unt il 1930 . See 
Hansard , CLXXIII , May 14 , 1924 , col s .  1 344-45 for Ramsay 
Macdonald ' s  outline of Labour policy on airship development 
and re j ection of Burney ' monopoly ' proposal s .  Airships 
were the focus of imperial consideration at the Imperial 
and Imperial Economic Conferences  of 1 923 ( see AVIA 2/ 
1 8 32 Imperial Economic Conference ,  1923 - Air Communications 
Committee ) where the Air Communications Committee under the 
chairmanship of Samuel Hoare was set up to "discuss the 
financial , technical and operational details of the Burney 
scheme with a view to ascertaining how far and in what way 
it is possible to ensure Imperial co-operati on" . Imperial 
Economic Conference9 1923 . Record of Proceedings and 
Documents ,  Cmd. 200 (19 3) , p .  363. The interest in 
and enthusiasm for the airship can be noted extensively 
in contemporary literature . See C .  D .  Burney , "Airships 
and their Use s ,  both as Commercial Vessels and in Time 
of War" , Journal of the Institute of Trans ort , VI ( July, 
1925 ) , pp . 4 4- ; • • •  Boothby , 1rships for the 
Empire " ,  United Empire , XV ( March , 1924) , pp . 1 54-65; 
R. V .  Goddara, "The Influence of Air Communications to 
British Africa" , Cambridge Universit� Colonial Services 
Club Magazine , I (No. 1,  1928) , pp . 1-43; J. B. Seely , 
"The Empire and the Air " , United Empire , XIV ( October , 
1 923) , pp . 579-82 ; and Duke of Sutherland , "Airships and 
the Empire " ,  Empire Review ( December , 1923) , pp . 1 351- 56.  
See Higham , The British Rigid Airship, 1908-1 931 , 
especially pp . 236-59 for the development of the Burney 
proposals .  
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These several factors , then , all pointed to a crisis 

in civil aviation development , with the Lloyd George 
Government largely to blame . A ' no policy' situation 
which had developed under Churchi ll  was allowed to continue 
under Guest , and was sti l l  being criticised by air enthusiasts. 
The ageing Lord Milner complained that " aviation • • •  is  smitten 
with paralys i s .  Thi s country wi ll  soon b e  the most backward 
of all great European nations in the struggle for the 

1 1  conquest of the air" . Sefton Brancker, speaking for 
the Air League of the British Empire , stated " the fact [ is) 
that the Civil Aviation department has never had a policy. 
It has merely been a flag in the wind of political necessity11 • 1 2  

1 0 .  In 1924 ,  the British Government was committed to 
spending £1 , 350 , 000 on airship development over the 
next few years , or an estimated £4 , 800 , 000 over 1 5  
year s .  Hansard , CLXXIII , May 14,  1924, c o l .  1 345. 
See Higham, The Briti sh Rigid Airship, p.  259 . Both 
the Conservative and Labour commitment to airship 
development was thus more openly generous than was 
the case with aeroplane and air l ine development , 
and curiously, government financial  assistance was 
never given the strong criticism received in proposals 
to subsidize the aeroplane proposals.  With the 
ultimate failure of the airship schemes ( an ' inside ' 
view of this failure is given in Nevil Shute ,  Slide 
Rule , London , 1 968 , pp . 54-1 49) , it is  worth 
speculating on what might have been the extent and 
pace of imperial air route development had airship 
money been directed to aeroplane operati ons . This 
airship distraction accounts in part for the fact 
that Great Britain lumbered slowly along behind 
France and Holland in  l inking up its Empire with 
air coI:llllunications . 

1 1 .  Lord Milner , Questions of the Hour (London , 1 923) , p . 20.  
1 2. Februar and 
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What these critics were saying was true , and to the point . 

The British Government was attempting to meet the problems 

of civil aviation on an ad hoe basis with little thought 

to a distant future and less to  the air needs of an empire . 

The rhetoric of government spokesman was no substitute for 

action . Guest spoke of " the one great empire whi ch has 

spaces and distances which are unbridgeable except by air , 

and surely, it should be to tbose definite possibilities 

that a great deal of our future attention should be 

turned " .  1 3  He saw the future course o f  British air 

transport development outlined more clearly than did 

some of his colleague s ,  but Guest was no wi ser than his 

government peers in clinging to a ' civil aviation must 

fly by itself '  philosophy , an approach to air transport 

rapidly being overtaken by events .  14 In short , Guest ,  

as the Air Minister , could only speak the Government ' s  

mind , not change i t .  In the larger story o f  British and 

Imperial air transport development , Guest is a forgotten 

1 3 .  Ibid . , p. 7 .  

14.  Guest insisted that " sooner or later civil aviation must 
fly by itse l f ,  and that the Government ' s  duty should be 
limited to facilitating , stimulatine an� liberating tt . 
Ibid. , p.  5 .  While this aim governed British civil air 
transport policy from 1921 onwards , it is interesting 
to note that in 1923 the total amount voted to support 
civil aviation was £287 , 000 , but by 1938 the total for 
Vote 8 (Civil Aviation ) in the Air Estimates  was 
£2, 925 ,000 of which £1 , 102 , 503 was in the form of 
subsidies. See Higham , Bri tain ' s  Imperial Air Routes ,  
pp . 345-46 . In circumstances dictated by t�e demands 
of foreign competition, expanding oper�tions , and 
rapidly chan�ing technology,  civil aviation moved 
further and further away from a position of  flying 
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Minister. His finest contribution was h i s  appointment of 
Major-General W. Sefton Brancker as Director of Civi l  
Aviation , a man whose energy and enthusiasm for the task 

at hand has not been matched since.  1 5  

In October , 1922 , Andrew Bonar Law replaced Lloyd 
George as Prime Mini ster of Great Britain , and in the 
general election which followed in November , he led the 
Conservative party into power and a politi cal prominence 
which was to dominate Brit i sh politics unti l  1945 . 16 

The full dimensions of thi s  triumph were not then fully 
reali zed, but in retrospect the return of the Conservatives 
to power signall ed t�e be5inning of a new age , one less 
tied to the war years and the Edwardian era which had 

14.  ( c ontinued ) by itself.  
fai lure of  thi s aim was 
state-owned enterprise , 
Corporation , in 1940 . 

A !inal admission o f  the 
the establishment of a 
British Overseas Airways 

1 5 .  Brancker ( 1 877-1 930) was from 1922 to  1930 the Director 
of Civil Avi ation , thus presidin� over the department 
during its most important years of development .  A 
pilot himsel f ,  and the f irst man to receive the Air 
Force Cross in 191 8 ,  he was active in c ivil air 
transport with George Holt Thomas and Air Transport 
and Travel unti l  his appointment as Director in 1922. 
He remains the best-known of Great Britain ' s  civil 
aviation department heads , and his  career is celebrated 
in two biographies ; Basil Collier , Heavenl Adventurer : 
Sefton Brancker and the Dawn of Brit1 s via ion 1959), and Norman MacMillan ,  Sir Sefton Brancker 
1935 ) . 

16.  This does not ignore the RamsAy Macdonald Labour 
Governments of 1924 and 1929-1 931 , nor his National 
Government of 1931-1935.  The demise of the Liberal 
Party during the peri od and the too brief moments of 
power for Labou= gj ves the age a distinctively 
Conservative cast. 
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preceded them, and more c ommitted to the realities of the 

moment . 1 7  For civil aviation, the Conservative party 
victory could only promise a brighter future .  In 
Conservative doctrine the idea of empire and a loyalty 
to British prestige were cardinal tene t s ,  and both 
suggested strongly that a core sympathetic response 
would be made to appeals for air transport and 
communicati ons support and development . The appointment 
of Sir Samue l Hoare as Secretary of State for Air in 1922 

and his elevation to cabinet rank in May 1923 in the first 
Baldwin government confirmed the notion that the 
Conservatives were prepared to give more than casual 
consideration to the problems of civil air transport . 1 8  

1 7 .  Commenting on the end o f  the Coali tion and the return 
to power of the Conservat ives,  a critical C .  L .  Mowat 
noted , "And thus ended the reign of the great ones , the 
giants of the Edwardian era and of the war ; and the rule 
of the pygmies , of the ' second-class ' brains began • • • •  11 

See his Brit ain between the Wars , p .  142. This is  
hardly a fair assessment ,  albeit that hindsieht must 
look rather grimly at the Britj sh experience in the 
inter-war decades . If the ' old orc e r '  had returned 
in the shape of the Conservative Party, new faces 
were in the ranks with new ideas . The end of the 
Coalition and the subsequent general election also 
brought new strength to the Labour Party and promised 
a Parli ament stronger for the presence of a one party 
Government and an effective opposition. Thus , a new 
age be�an for Great Britain and the Empire , an age 
which included the aeroplane . 

18.  Bonar Law, in the formation of �is cabinet in October , 
1 922 , did not see fit to include the Air Minister in 
the cabinet , in part suggesting a less than active 
interest in air matters , in part a wish to work with 
a smaller cabinet than his predecessor , Lloyd GeorBe · 
Hoare ' s  exclusion from the cabinet was critic i zed in 
the House by one influential air pioneer , J . T . C .  Moore
Brabazon. See Hansard , CLXI , March 14 ,  1923 , col.  1658. 
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From 1 922 to 1 929 Hoare worked with Brancker to develop a 
civil air transport policy for Great Britain and the Empire , 
and l aid. the foundations upon which all subsequent Briti sh 
civil air policy has been built . Hoare brought a keen mind 

and a business-like approach to the Air Ministry , talents 
which complemented perfectly the energy and rhetoric of his 
Director of Civil Aviation.  Hoare grasped the essenti al s ,  
Brancker worked out the details , and between the two of them 
they gave air transport purpose and direction. 19 

18.  ( continued) Hoare later admitted that Bonar Law was 
never an enthusiast in avi ation terms and most likely 
would not have approved the �illion pounds plan for 
Imperial Airways . Nonetheless , Bonar Law was 
sufficiently interested to ask Sj r Herbert Rambling 
to take on the j ob of investigating the civil 
aviat i on situation and he urged Rambling to get the 
companies to amalgamate .  See Pudney, The Seven Skies , 
p .  66. Baldwin was more air-minded and accepted the 
Rambling Committee and the Samuel Hoare view that a 
national or imperial air line was necessary with 
generous state support . Hoare wrote that " the 
romantic streak in his [Baldwin) complex character 
had reacted to the wide horizon and undiscovered 
opportunities of the air " .  Quoted in ibid. , pp . 66-67. 

1 9 .  Their relationship has never been fully discussed , but 
Hoare held Brancker in high regard even though he often 
had to curb his impolitic and enthus iastic junior. 
Hoare recalled that , 

Srancker had the faults of his great 
qualities.  He was a superb propagandist , 
and when he spoke or wrote in public , his 
enthusiasm swept away the words of caution 
in his official bri efs . • • •  Curzon and the 
Foreign Office  were shocked by his 
unorthodox style and I had constantly 
to explain away hi s fliBhts of oratory. 

Quoted in Pudney, The Seven Skie s ,  p .  91 . 
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Hoare came into office with no background in air 

matter s ,  a factor which does not appear to have affected 
his performance as Air Mini ster. Indeed , his major 
qualification for office , aside from his reputed business 
sense , was hi s unabashed faith in the Bri tis� Empire and 

its futur e .  Looking back at hi s early days in office , 
Hoare wrote that when he came in , "Briti sh civil aviation 

was then on the brink of collapse" .  20 He went on to 
outl ine hi s approach to the problems he saw all about him : 

This was the depressing state of affairs 
when I arrived in the Air Ministry in 
October ,  1922. I knew nothing about the 
technical problems of air transport 
services , but as a Conservative who had 
been brought up in the days of Rudyard 
Kipling , Joseph Chamberlain and Milner , 
I saw in  the creation of air routes the 
chance of uniting the scattered countries 21 of the Empire and the Commonwealth [sic ] . 

This was a view that was to characteri ze British c ivil 
air transport policy particularly after 1927 .  Hoare had 
first to settle the problems plaguing British air lines 
operating to the continent . When these were rationali zed 
in the formation of Imperi al Airways in 1 924 ,  Hoare was 
able to shift gradually the aim of air transport from Europe 
to Empire , and in so doing lead Great Britain into a new 
dimension of imperial expansion . 22 

20 . 

21 .. 
22. 

Samue l Hoare ( Viscount Templewood ) , Em�ire of the Air 
(London, 1 957) , p.  89 . Hoare ( 1 880-19 9) was three 
times Secretary of State for Air , 1 922-1 92 3 ,  1 924-1929 , 
and 1940 . Empire of the Air is a readable autobiographical 
account of his association with the Air Mini stry. 
!ill.. ' p • 90 . 
While there was always support for airships as the 
aircraft of Imperial air communicati ons , it was not 
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As one air hi storian has noted , 1 9?3 was a year of 
decision for British civil air transport . 23 Hoare , like 
his predecessors in offi ce , had to tackle the difficult 
problems associated with subsidies , French competition, 
airship development , an aircraft manufac turing industry 
in decline , and a Royal Air Force whose future remained 
clouded in doubt . For Hoare , the most pressing problem 
facing civi l aviation wns the question of financi al 
assistanc e .  In the House he agreed that a subsidy 
scheme which provided for some £200 ,000 a year in cash, 
grants in aid and equipment to three air l ine companie s ,  
whose combined fleets totalled 20 aircraft and who employed 
altogether only 18 pilots and 1 1 7  other employees , was most 
unsatisfactory. 24 But , in Hoare ' s  view , if subsidies were 

22. ( continued ) until after the formation of Imperial 
Airways , an air transport firm equipped only with 
aeroplanes , that aeroplanes came to rival airships 
as possible exploiters of Imperial air routes . In 
shifting aeroplane emphasis from the Continent to the 
Empire , Hoare could point on one hand to the continued 
difficulties of operating in the United Kingdom or to 
the Continent , and on the other to the defense needs 
and imperial mi ssion to be satisfied throughout the 
Empire . " It seems to me" ,  Hoare spoke in the House ,  
"that the development of Empire air communications 
should be the very basis of our civil  flying policy. " 
Hansard , CXC I I , February 25 , 1 926 , col . 77 3.  This in 
essence was the . view Hoare pressed on the Government 
until  its acceptance in 1 928. See AVIA 2/1 846 , Committee 
on the Future of British Commercial Air Transport . 
Report , 19�7. 

23 . Higham , Britain ' s  Imperial Air Routes , p. 64. The 
Government also announced that the Royal Air Force Home 
Defence organi zation would be strengthened to fi fty-two 
squadrons , a commitment which sug�ested that the R . A . F .  
need no longer fear its dismemberment . 

24 . Hansard , CLlC , March 1 ,  1 923,  col.  2161 . It was a 
que stion of givine too much money �or too l ittle 
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not successful , " it is the system and not the companies 

that are wrong " .  25 To right this wrong and to bring 
order to the continuing chaos of crisis , Hoare appointed 
a committee under the chairmanship of Sir Herbert Rambling 
to consider : 

the present working of the scheme of 
Cross-Channel Subsidies , and to advise 
on the be st method of subsidising Cross
Channel Air Transport in future , on the 
assumption that H . M. Government would be 
prepared to continue to make provi sion 
for this service at the rate of £200 ,000 
per annum for a further term of years -
say,  three years . 26 

The terms of reference did suggest a rather narrow 
view , confinin� the Committee to consideration of only 
Cross-Channel services and for only three years ahead , 
but on January 24th, 192 3 ,  the terms of reference were 
amended to read : 

24 . (continued) results ,  a point Brancker put quite 
c learly in his speech to the Second Air Conference 
and before he was appointed to the Air Ministry. 
Noting that at first the Air Ministry was against 
subsidies  ( as he had been himself) , "with the i rony 
of fate , the Civil Aviation department have gone wildly 
the other way and are now giving too much for very 
l imited resul ts " .  Proceedings of the Second Air ' 
Conference , Cmd . 1619 (1922), p .  87. 

25.  Hansard , CLXI , March 14 , 1 923 , col . 161 9 .  
26. A.M. , Civi l  Air Transport Subsidie s  Committee , Report 

on Government Assistance to Civil Air Trans ort 
omtanies , m • , p .  • e ree members 

of he Committee were all drawn from the ' Ci ty ' ; 
Rambling ( 1 857-1932) from Barclay ' s  Bank , Sir Joseph 
Broodbank from the London Dock Companies and the Port 
of London Authority, and Hoare ' s  younger brother ,  
Oliver J . G .  Hoare . 



To consider the present working of the 
scheme of Cross-Channel Subsidies and 
to advise on the best method of subsidisin� 
Air Transport in future . [my underlining] 7 
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With these wider terms of reference the Committee was 
able to propose the cre ation of a new organization, "a 
commercial organization run entirely on business l ines 
with a privileged position with regard to air transport 
subsidies " .  28 The Committee ' s  Report on Government 
Financial Assistance to Civil Air Transport Compan] es 
thus recommended a monopoly air carrier to carry the 
British flag in the face of  foreign competition. T�e 
acceptance of thi s idea by the Baldwin Government and 
Hoare in 1923 was a decisive moment in British Imperial 
air transport history. As a direct result of the Hambling 
Committee recommendati ons , Imperial Airways was formed , 
initially to serve Europe , ultimately to link Great Britain 
with its Empire . 29 

27. Ibid . , p .  3 .  

28. Ibid.  t p .  1 6 .  

29. With remarkable  speed the Rambling Committee submitted 
its one and only report to  Hoare by the middle of 
February, and it was publi shed on February 2 3 .  The 
Times gave strong support to the committee � 
recommendations (February 24 , 1923 , pp . 10-1 1 ,  and 
February 27 , p .  12) , but by October it was wondering 
why no action had been t aken upon them (October 1 3 ,  
1923 ,  p .  1 3 ) .  The de lay appears to  have turned largely 
on difficulties in obtaining Instone Air Lines agreement 
to the terms and status of the new company. See AVIA 
2/1826 , Movements towards combination on the part of 
British companies operating Continental Air Line s ;  
AVIA 2/1830 , Subsidisation of Civil Aviation -
Enquiries arising out of the Report of the C ivil Air 
Transport Subsidies Committee ; and AVIA 2/1831 , 
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Neither the Rambling Committee Report nor the agreement 

signed between the British ,  Foreign , and Colonial Corporat ion, 
Ltd .  and the Air Ministry for the formati on of the " Imperial 

Air Transport Company , Ltd . 11 spelled out an ' imperial mission ' 

for the new organization,  30 although The Times did note wi th 
some satisfaction that the term ' Imperial ' rather than 

' National ' was used to identi fy the new company. 31 While 

29. 

:;o .  

31 . 

( continued) Enquiries arising out of the Civil Air 
Transport Subsidies Committee - C orrespondence with 
Instone Air Lines Ltd. , 20 . 6 . 23 - .  Agreement was 
reached and the formation of a "nati onal company" 
was announced in early December.  See The Time s ,  
December 5 ,  1923 , p .  1 4 ,  also December 20, p .  1 3 .  
The Rambling Committee Report did comment : 

A further point that has been impressed upon 
us by nearly all the witnesses has been that 
the London-Pari s  and London-Brussels services 
are too short to be more than commercially 
experimental , and that a company can only be 
self-supporting by the deve lopment of new and 
lonrser routes . 

Re ort on Government Financial Assistance to Civi l  Air 
ransport omeanie s ,  para . ' p .  1 • e ritish, 

Foreign , and olonial Corporation was the issuing house 
charged to form and register with the least possible 
delay under the Companies Acts 1908 to 1917 " a  Company 
limited by shares with an initial share capital of not 
less than One million pounds divided into 1 ,000 ,000 
shares of £1 e ach and will  guarantee the subscription 
of 500 ,000 of the said share s " . A . M. Agreement made 
with The Britishf Foreign, and Colonial Cor�oration, 
Ltd.i providing or the formation of a Heavier-than
Air ir Trans ort Com an to be ca11ea the Im eriai Air 

ransQor ompany, t • md. 1 , p .  • age 4 
of tne Agreement noteCI that the c ompany was formed "with 
the object amongst others of ( 1 )  acquiring consolidating 
and extending the aerial transport businesses carried on 
by Handley Page Transport Limited Instone Air Line 
Limited Daimler Hire Limited and British Marine Air 
Navigation Company Limited and/or ( 2 )  establishing an 
Air Transport Service to operate equivalent services  to  
those now in operation by such companies .  [my underlining] . 
"For i t  suggests that the Air Mini stry , at any rate , are 
taking a long view of the ultimate scope of the new 
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it was clear that the company was formed in the first place 

to resolve the continuing difficulties experienced by the 
several subsidized air transport companies  operating United 
Kingdom-Europe service s ,  and with the long-range view of 
placing Briti sh civil aviation on a self-su�ficiency basis , 
the monopoly position given to the new company assured that 
when and if Imperial services by aeroplane were developed , 
the Imperial Air Transport Company would be the ' chosen 
instrument ' .  32 

;1 . ( continued) concern • • • •  " The Times , December 28 , 1923 , 
p .  5 .  A former Chief Accountant with the company wrote ; 
"The Statute of Westminster was still to come ; 'Empire ' 
and ' Imperial ' were still dignified , fashionable and 
descriptive words. It was inevitable that the title 
and quality ' Imperial ' should be included in its 
name • • • •  " A. J.  Quin-Harkin , " Imperial Airways , 
1924-40 " ,  Journal of Transport Hist ory, I (November , 
1954) , p .  199. A 'National' prefix to the name of the 
new company probably stemmed from the proposal 
submitted by the Directors of Instone Air Lines in 
May, 1923 , calling for the formation of a ' National 
Aeri al Transport Company ' . See AVIA 2/1 831 for a 
bound copy of the 58 page proposal . One historian 
of the period notes that among the several names 
suggested for the new c ompany was 'British Aircraft 
Transport Service ' ,  a name which won some supE ort 
until George Woods Humphrey ( General Manager [ 1925-
1930] and Managing Director ( 1 930-1 938] of Imperial 
Airways) pointed out that its abbreviated form would 
be ' BATS ' . Pudney , The Seven Ski es , p .  67 . 

32. The first prospectus issued by Imperial Airways in 1924 
did state that it was proposed to maintain the existing 
services of the old independent air lines , and , 

to develop the same further by the establishment 
of new routes and , by the extension of the 
company' s  activities further afield , ultimately 
linking up all parts of the British Empire . 

Quin-Harkin , " Imperi al Airways " ,  p .  201 . Both the 
monopoly status and an implied Imperial role for the 
new company owed much to the influence of Holt Thomas 
who had proposed a similar scheme in 1922. See AVIA 
2/1826 for his scheme and the great bulk of Holt 
Thomas-Air Ministry correspondence . 



Imperial Airways , Ltd . came into being Apri l  1 ,  1924 , 

the Labour Government carrying out the Rambling de sign 
without change . 33  Hoare ' s  appointee as chairman of the 
company, Sir Eric Gedde s ,  l ikewise remained . 34 Gedde s ' 

selection, like that of the three members of the Hambling 
Committee , was consistent with Hoare ' s  view that civi l  

9 3  

3 3 .  The first Labour Government under Ramsay MacDonald had 
come into office in January with Lord Thomson of 
Cardington as Secretary of State for Air. While it 
rej ected the Conservative commitment to  the Burney 
airship scheme because of its promise of a private 
monopoly position , curiously, Labour made no effort 
to intervene in the new monopoly of Imperial Airways . 
See Higham , Britain ' s  Imperial Air Routes ,  p .  69 , for 
brief di scussion. �he full details of the birth and 
formation of Imperi al Airways Limited ( the name was 
formally changed from the more cumbersome Imperial 
Air Transport Company Limited in the spring of 1924) 
need no re-telling here.  In addition to Higham ' s 
Britain ' s  Imperial Air Routes ,  see Pudney,  The Seven 
skie s ,  chapter VI; A.E.W. Salt , Im�erial Air Routes 
(London , 1930 ) ; and A.  J .  Quin-Har in , 11Imperia1 
Airways , 1924-1940 " ,  pp . 197-21 5 .  See too AVIA 
2/1833 , Imperial Air Transport Company, Limited -
Execution of Agreement , 1924. 

34. Sir Eric Geddes ( 18?5-1 9 3?) , a former Mini ster of 
Transport and best-known at this time as the author 
of the ' Geddes axe ' proposals while Chairman of the 
1922 Committee on National Expenditure , was chairman 
of the Dunlop Rubber Company at the time of his 
appointment as Chairman of Imperial Airways in late 
1923.  See The Times , December 5 ,  1 923 ,  p .  5 .  Geddes 
accepted the Hoare offer on condition that he could 
bring in with him his number two man at Dunlop , George 
Beharrel ; Hoare accepted. Geddes continued as chairman 
of both companies until his death in 1937. 
Unfortunately ,  he left no papers of account dealing 
with his long and important association with Imperial 
Airways . From private correspondence with his son , 
Sir Reay Geddes ,  in January , 1 9?0 . 



aviation must be placed on a business basi s .  " I  want t o  
get civil aviation out of the atmosphere of adventure" , he 
stated in an interview with The Time s ,  
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so that it shall be regarded seriously and 
judged by the serious tests which one would 
apply to ot�er forms of tra ffic or transport . 3 5  

The formation of Imperial Airways with its guaranteed 
subsidy of £1 , 000 ,000 , a monopoly over a ten year period , 
and the Government commitment to establish an Imperi al 
airship scheme were sure signs that Great Britain had 
taken the first steps along the road to a settled civil 
air transport policy. Much of the credit must be given 
to Hoare . Admittedly he was able to draw upon a 
considerable amount of experience by the t ime he took 
office ,  and there is little doubt that the situation as 

he found it in 1922 was such that almost any change of 
direction in air aims or policy development would produce 
better results than had been shown thus far . 36 But the 

35. The Time s ,  May 24 , 1923 , p .  1 2 .  T�is interview followed 
Hoare's first trip in a civil aircraft , a tour of British 
routes in Europe . 

36. The Treasury was the maj or stumbling block to any plan 
designed to put th e British civil air transport system 
on a self-supporting bas i s .  As we l l ,  there was the 
major task of encouraging an ' air-mindedness ' in 
Government thinking . One maj or source of support for 
Hoare and the Air Ministry came from Australia  where 
civil aviation was enj oying early and unprecedented 
success. "These evidences of success " ,  Hoare wrote ,  

were arriving in London at a most opportune 
moment . I urgently needed some striking 
example of practical air transport with 
which to persuade the Government and the 
Treasury that there was much to be gained 
from civil air services.  
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fact remains that it was Hoare who guided the destiny of 
British and Imperial civil aviation policy through its 
formative years and , along wi th his chie f  subordinate , 
Brancker, established a strong British presence in the 
world of c ivil aviation. By 1925 , Hoare was ready to set 
in motion his Imperial policy, and the lines along which 
this was to be pursued were firmly established by the time 
he left office in 1 929 . In bri ef , Hoare ' s  civil  air 
transport policy de-emphasized European air service s ,  
gave priority t o  the establishment o f  a London t o  K arachi 
air service , and , most important , broug�t the British 
Empire in Africa  within the expanding compass o f  British 
civil air transport . 37 

36. 

37 . 

( continued ) Empire of the Air,  p .  91 . The best account 
of  Australian civil aviation bistory remains D. M. 
Hocking and C .  P. Haddon-C ave , Air Transport in 
Australia (Sydney , 1951 ) .  
The British Government accepted the general outlines 
of this policy in late 1 927 . See AVIA 2/1846 , C . P.  
238( 27) ,  Memorandum by the Secretary of State for Air 
on the Future of British Commercial Air Transport , 
October 6 ,  1927 . See also CAB 24/1 88 for same . The 
new emphasis  on Empire was accepted by the Cabinet 
Committee on the Future of Briti sh Commercial Air 
Transport chaired by P. Cunliffe-Lister , the 
President of the Board of Trade . Not e  the 
Committee Report dated December 23 , 1927 in 
AVIA 2/1 846 , C . A . T .  ( 27 ) 7 ( Revised) ;  also CAB 
27/354 ana CAB 24/190 for proceedinBS and memoranda.  



Despite the apparent Government and indeed general 

preoccupation with airships on Imperial routes , the 

linking of Great Britain and Indi a,  and the que stion 

of British aeroplane services to Europe , Africa was 

neither forgotten nor ignored . Both the Colonial Office 

and the Air Ministry shared the view that the African 

Dependencies  were ripe for development , the former 
thinking in terms of general economic development , the 

latter in terms of improving and accelerating transport 
and communications . At the 1923 Imperial Conference Lord 
Devonshire , Secretary of State for the Coloni e s ,  argued 
that "the British West and East African colonies both in 
area and population provide our greatest opportunity and 
the widest scope for material development " ,  38 a view 
shared by Amery , hi s Conservative successor in offi c e .  
Amery approached Africa with an almost missi onary zeal 
and spoke of  " the vast backwood regi ons of Afric a ,  
inhabited by primitive peoples whom we are only beginning 
to lift up from the most elementary barbari s� • • • .  " 39 

38. 

39 . Im ?6 . 

Summar 
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of roceedin�s . m • 7 1 , p .111. eopo • 
Amery (1873- 955) was Parl iamentary Under-Secretary of 
State for the Coloni e s  1919-1921 , Secretary of State 
1 924-1929 , and Secretary of State for the Dominions 
1 925-1 929 . He developed a growing and enthusiastic 
r e spect for the aeroplane . Speaking at Stellenbosch 
in 1 927 on a South African tour , he outlined a trip he 
had just completed , " a  twenty or twenty-five days ' 
journey in an ox-wagon. I did it in an aeroplane in 
the morning in about three hours " .  Amery, The Empire 
in the New Era (London , 1928 ) , pp . 70-1 .  
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Nonetheless , he was a keen supporter of civil aviation and 

the ultimate plans of the Air Ministry for services in 
Africa.  In Arnery ' s  view , the future o f  Bri tish Africa 

was tied to improved communications . 40 With special 

reference to East Africa he noted : 
I think that , from the point of view of 
the establishing of white civili zation as 
a guiding influence over the whole of East 
Africa,  it is very important that the region 
should be in close contact both with England 
one way and with the white civili zation rooted 
in the nati ve soil in the south. 41 

For Amery and the Colonial Office , here was re ason 
enough to support any proposed air link between Cairo ( and 
ultimately Great Britain) and Cape Town. 42 It tied in well 
with Brancker ' s  noticeable enthusiasm for air services to 
Africa .  "Think what i t  would mean to the Briti sh settlers 
in Central Africa" , wrote Brancker in 1 925 , "to receive the 
London newspapers every morning only a few days after 
publication" . 43 

40 . "I inherited from Lord Milner" ,  he wrote , "the conviction 
that the twin keys to  development were improved communi
cat ions and research " .  See his My Political Life , vol .  II , 
War and Peace (London , 1953) , p.  340. 

41 . Imperial Conference 1926 . Appendices , p .  21 5.  

42. The Colonial Office naturally gave higher priority to the 
establishment of a Cairo-Cape Town route through the Empire 
in Africa than did the Air Ministry whose first concern was 
the Indi an route . Both the Colonial Office and the Colonial 
Governments gave active and encouraging support to c ivil air 
transport proposals for African devel opment . See below ,  
chapters I I I  and IV for the ir role i n  the Gladstone/Cobham 
plans for a Khartoum-Kisumu air link ,  the work of Frederick 
Tymms in studying the possibilities and problems of African 
air deve lopment , and the establi shment of the Cairo-Cape 
Town route in 1931-32.  

43. Quoted in Basil Colli e r ,  Heavenly Adventurer ,  p .  187 . 
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Brancker and Hoare both expressed the Air Ministry' s 

interest in Africa ,  giving aeroplanes and airships 

consideration a s  possible agents of air progres s .  In 
192 3 ,  Brancker ' s  own Imperial scheme fe atured a Mombasa -
Aden rout e ,  and within two years it  was t o  be linked to 
Cairo to join the London-Cairo-Delhi airship servic e ,  while 

feeder lines were to connect Mombasa with Zanzibar , Dar es 
Salaam and Nairobi . 44 Initially , Hoare was more restrained 
than Brancker about African possibiliti e s ,  but the Air 
Ministry under his guidance gave the air route to C ape Town 
a high priority. 45 Hoare ' s  air policy included the 
promotion of Royal Air Force long-distance flights in 
Africa  and elsewhere , pioneering efforts which contributed 
in no smal l  way to the later development o� commercial 
services . 46 By 1 929 , with preparations for the openin� 

44. AVIA 2/186 , Memorandum on Civil Avi ation , 1923 . 25 p age 
brief submitted by Brancker to Hoare ( n . d . ) , outlining a 
£500 , 000 10 year support policy scheme . Brancker was 
convinced that civil aviation could be made self
supporting , mainly by reducing costs with the use of 
metal airframes , longer life engines , and other 
engineering and design improvement s. See AVIA 2/17 5 ,  
Notes on Economic Pro�pects o f  Air Transport . Brancker 
Memorandum , January 7 ,  1923. 

45. It came to rank ahead of the Imperi al route beyond India 
and the trans-Atlantic route to C anada and the West Indi es,  
not for strategic or potential traffic reasons , but because 
the ' all-red route ' was thought to be easier to initiate 
either politically or operationally. Nonetheless , the 
Indian route was always first as an Imperi al air goal .  

46. AIR 2/287 , Proposed Fl ight from Cairo to C ape Town and 
Nigeria ,  20 . 2 . 25 - See below this chapter and chapter 
VIII . 



of the Cairo to Cape Town route well under way, an 
unusually excited Hoare exclaimed to the House,  "What 
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a thrilling project" ,  47 and so voiced the growing 
enthusiasm of the Air Ministry for African air devel opment . 

While th9 Air Ministry and the Colonial Office thus 
shared a faith in the future of t�e aeroplane in Africa,  
their mission was to  tr�nslate this faith into policy, and 

to persuade and educate the British Government to African 
air needs . The argument for Afri ca and j_ts air future was 
couched in the language of imperialism; Great Britain must 
exerc ise its ' trust ' in Africa,  a continent in need of 
improved transport of all kind s ;  48 Great Britain must act 
or ri sk the danger of a potential air supremacy in Afri ca  
being usurped by ambitious foreign powers --- France , 
Belgium , Italy and Germany; 49 Great Britain must awaken 

47 . Hansard , CCXXVI , March 7 , 1929 , c o l .  608. 
48. The primary transport needs were in rai l ,  road and water 

transport development , the "cheap transport " so vital to 
general economic and social progre ss.  See , for example , 
Lugard , Dual Mandate , p .  5 ,  461 , passim. Air transport 
was never regarded as a substitute for existing forms of 
transport , but rather as a complement , fitting into a 
general development of African transport . See Brancker, 
"Co-operation in Transport" ,  Journal of the Institute of 
Transport ,  X (November,  1928) , pp . 11-28. A good brief 
study of African transport in the inter-war p eriod i s  
Lord Hailey , An African Survey ( London ,  1 938) ,  pp . 1 537-
1610 . 

49 . A close watch was kept on French and Belgian Activities 
in Africa by the Air Ministry ( see the annual Reports on 
the Progress of Civi l  Aviation , 1925-31 ) ,  and the two 
leaning aviation journals , Aeroulane and Flight.  Italy 
at th is time was developing its North African Empire and 
looking to Egypt as a departure point for further air 
expansion . See AIR 2/780 . Minute 5 3 ,  Hoare to Brancker 
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to the fact that the air age had come to conquer distance , 
"the great enemy of Imperial solidarity" . 50 The Imperial 
appeal for African air progress was supported by the fact 
that British Afric a ,  unlike Indi a ,  Burma or Malaya , had 

significantly large white Briti sh populations , especially 
in Kenya , the Rhodesias and South Africa.  51 Thi s suggested 
not only that i t  was in Imperial interests to strengthen and 
improve the lines of communic ation between these white 
communities and the metropoli s ,  but that further white 
settlement in Africa could be enc ouraged if air communications 
assured a regular and more rapid contact with ' home ' .  This 
was in line with the contention stated by Brancker ,  among 
others ,  that much of Great Britain ' s  economic and social 
ills could be cured i f  more Britons were to emigrate to 
various parts of the Empire . 52 An Air Ministry memorandum, 

49. 

50 . 

51 . 

52. 

( continued) and C . A . S . , April 16, 1 928 , for A . M. 
attitude to  Italian proposals for an Italy-Egypt service . 
The Germans were active in South Africa ,  much to Great 
Britain ' s  dismay. See AIR 2/290 , Proposals by Messrs . 
Junkers for a South African Air Servi c e ,  10 . 9 . 25 - .  
For di scus sion, see chaptersIV and VII . 
Samuel Hoare , "Aviation and the British Empire " ,  
S_cottish Geographical Magazine , XLV (January, 1929 ) , p . 3 . 
In 1 935-36 , the European populations were given as , Kenya , 
1 7 , 997 , Southern Rhodes i a ,  55 ,419 , Northern Rhodesia,  9 , 91 3 ,  
and South Africa ,  2 , 003 , 51 2 .  Hailey, African Surve�, p .  109. 
Apart from their place in  an Imperial design , the white 
communities were recognized as those sectors of African 
society most  likely to want and use air transport 
fac i l ities.  They were relatively affluent and deemed 
able to support a novel but expensive form of transport 
denied to the great maj ority of black Africans . 
In 1925 , Brancker argued , "What i s  our gre atest failure 
in  the Briti sh Empire? It is that we have too many people 
in this country, and too few in our Overseas Dominions . 
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probably authored by Brancker , to the 1 927 Colonial Office 

Conference noted : 

The main deterrent of the mas ses to emigrate 
i s  the feeling of separation which i s  conjured 
up in the imagination of the prospective 
settler. T�e establishment o f  rapid 
communications which wi ll bridge the gap 
of separation will do more than anything 
else to remove distaste from the idea of 
setting out for unknown far distant lands . 53 

Additional arguments for avi ation were wed to the 

Imperi al hopes for Afric a from 1924 onwards .  54 At the 

first , the airship was regarded as the aircraft which would 

fulfill the Imperial mission while the aeroplane would 

serve local needs and pro vide ' feeder ' services to the 

Imperial airship routes through Cairo and to South Africa. 55 

52. ( continued) Here we are overcrowded and have a million 
people not fully employed;  there they are sparse ly 
populated and calling for men" .  "Commercial Aviation" , 
Journal of the Royal Society of Art s ,  LXXIII ( June 5 ,  1925), p .  657. 

53. 
ummary o 

to the 
10 • 

54. There is  scant reference to the potential of  African air 
transport development in the years 1 920-2 3 ,  a disappointing 
interlude after the flurry of ' excitement ' in 1 919-20. With 
the formation of Imperial Airways in 1924 , a settled policy 
of airship development established by the Labour Government , 
and a commitment to establish an air route to India ,  Africa 
once again comes into focus . 1924 i s , in effect , a turning 
point in Briti sh African air transport history. An Air 
Ministry summary of various route proposals being ' aire d '  
or studied in 1924 included three African servic e s :  ( 1 ) 
Cairo-Nairobi , ( 2 )  Cape Town-Pretori a ,  and ( 3 )  Aden
Mombasa. AVIA 2/21 6,  Imperial Air Communications -
Proposed Links in the C.hain , Summary, 10 .4 . 24.  

55 .  The Air  Ministry was firmly committed to  thi s i dea from 
the beginning. In 1922,  Lord Gorell ,  the Under-Secretary 
of State for Air was " c onvinced that the main air lines 
of the Briti sh Empire will  be primari ly airship lines 



In 1 9 26 ,  Hoare continued convinced that the airship was 

necessary for fast long-di stance flight , il lustrating 

Afric an possibi lities  by recalling a successful German 

airship flight from Bulgaria t o  E ast Africa and return in 

191 7 .  56 A former Governor o f  the Gamb i a  poi nted out to 

Brancker that Bathurst should be deve loped as a ' C l apham 
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Junct ion ' to serve airship route s  to South America and 

South Africa.  57 Thus , the aerop l ane for a few years after 

1924 was cast in a l e sser although still  important ro le in 

Imperial air policy. Asi de from its mi l itary application,  

55 . ( c ontinued) with branch aeropl ane c onnections rWlning 
off from them" . Sec on<! _�j.r Conference . Proceedings , 
p .  1 3 .  In 1 925 , Brancker argued that "airship s are not 
rivals to aeroplanes • • • •  I am of opinion that you should 
never fly l e s s  than , roughly 1 , 000 miles in an airship , 
and never more than a 300 mi les stage in an aerop l ane " .  
"C ommerc ial Avi ation " , p .  655.  

56. A German Ii . 57 airship l e ft Jamboli ( Bulgaria )  at 0800 
hours on November 21 , 1 9 1 7  wi th a crew of 22 and 10 tons 
of mili tary sup�lies  for the German forces figh ting i n  
East Africa . I t  arrived a t  the Daka Oasis i n  East Africa 
at midnight of the next day ,  but qui ckly turned about and 
flew back t o  Jambo li , arriving on the 25th of the month, 
a non- stop trip of 4 , 200 mi les in 96 hours . A . M . (Hoare), 
The Approach towards a S�st em of Imperi a l  Air 
CommWlications , p .  1 1 . he German mission was a failure 
be cause the airship crew believed intentionally fabri cated 
Bri t ish radio reports that Ger�an forces in Africa had 
surrendered . 

-

57. AVIA 2/21 6 ,  H. L. Galway (Governor of the Gamb i a  
1911-14)  t o  Brancker , April 20 , 1 924 . 



which was not que stioned,  and its obvious ability to carry 

passenger s ,  mail and freight over short distance s ,  Hoare 

pointed out a wide range o f  other possible aeroplane uses 

in his appeal to Briti sh Government administrations in the 
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Dominions and Dependencies  to initiAte air service : aerial 

survey , forest fire protection , insect spraying , investigation 

and protection of crops from disease , ambulance and medical 

duties , fishing protection and shoal observation , prevention 

of smuggling , c onveyance o f  administrative officers , and the 

formation of light aeroplane clubs and support for private 

flying , both of which were important in developing an ' air 

sense ' .  5B 

This general vi ew of the relationship of airships to 

aeroplanes in Imperial plans for civil air transport c ould 

not and did not last very long. Indee d ,  the erosion of the 

idea that aerop lanes could not servi ce  Imperial routes began 

long before the airship programme came to an end in 19 30 .  59 

58. A.M.  The Approach towards a System of Imperial Air 
Communic ations , p .  82. 

59. The 1926 Imperial Conference gave recognition to the 
aeroplane and supported the resolution that long
distance aerop lane routes  tt must be built" ,  while 
noting that airship development has "great 
potentialities " .  See Hoare ' s  review , Coloni al Office 
Conference

£ 
192� . A�pendices , p .  94 . Priorities were 

changine ; y 19 7, rancker could poin t  out that the 
Dep�rtment of  C ivil Aviation were contemplating three 
plans : ( 1 )  a through c onnection by aeroplane from 
London to Melbourne vi a K arachi ,  ( 2 ) a "branch line " 
by aeroplane and seaplane Cairo t o  Cape Town , and ( 3) 
an airship service probably from C ardington to Ottawa . 



Airships were overtaken by a number of deve lopments :  

aeroplane performance and load capacity improved , a 

lowering of running costs coupled to the much lower 

initi al costs made them i ncre asin�ly attractive 

economically, and the fact that aeroplanes were 

available whi le airships remained in the experimental 
stage of development gave the air line operators almost 

8 decade to demonstrate the utility of the aeroplane and 
establish a general confidence in its capabilities and 
reliability. Alan Cobham won fame for h imself  and the 
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aeropl ane with successful return trips al ong routes which 
were to be the Imperial highways of the future . 60 

Imperial Airways , whose limited operations in Europe were 
nonetheless successful and impressive from the point of 
view of safety and reliability,  won Air Mini stry support 
for an opportunity to develop the Imperi al routes in 1927 

and so moved the aeroplane into direct competition with 
61 the airship . Fina l ly ,  the Royal Air Force , already 

60. See chapter III for C obham' s  African flights . In 
addition he made major flights of survey to  Rangoon 
and Austral i a ,  the former in 1924 with Brancker on 
board . 

61 . See A . M . , Agreement made with Imperial Airways, Ltd. ,  
for the Establishment of a Civil Air Trans ort Service 

etween gyPt an ndia .  m • 1 • e n i a  
service was thus Imperial Airways ' first assignment on 
Imperial air routes ,  unti l  this time the intended 
preserve of the ai rship s .  At this time there is little 
doubt that ai rship development was not proceeding at the 
p ace originally anticipated . Whi le Imperial Airways ' 
move onto the Indian route was in keeping with the new 
' Imperi al mission ' for the air line as argued by Hoare , 
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directed to open up the route to Indi a ,  was commissioned 

by Hoare to fly to the farthest corners of the Empire with 
the threefold purpose of ' showing the flag ' , demonstrating 
British technology, and studying the routes with an eye to  
future commercial  operation. 62 

"What I am going to try to do this year is t o  give 
support to certain long-distance flights within the Empire " ,  
Hoare said in his  annual statement to the House during the 
debate on the Air Estimates in 1925 . 63 For Briti sh Africa 
it was an important deci sion for the first two flights 
proposed were from C airo to Nigeri� and C airo to C ape Town. 64 

61 . (continued) German activity in Persia dictated a 
British response in the East which could not await 
the airship. For a general survey of the beginnings 
of the Indi an air route service , see Higham , Britain ' s  
Imperi a l  Air Routes , pp . 109-33.  

62. As far as the R . A . F .  was concerned , long-distance flights 
were essenti ally routine training exercises designed to  
test  Bri tish defence mobility , the more grand Imperial 
motives were left to the hyperbole of Hoare and Brancker . 
The official Air Ministry account o f  the first Cairo-Cape 
Town flight noted it was "purely a service f light c arried 
out in the ordi.nary course of Royal Air Force training • • • •  " 
"R . A . F .  C ape Flight ( Official Account ) " .  A . M. C ommunique 
No . 1401 . Abridged . Journal of the Royal Aeronautical 
Society, XXXI (February, 1927), p .  142. 

63.  Hansard , CLXXXI ,  March 1 2 ,  1925 , c o l . 1678 . 

64 . AIR 2/287 . Originally t�e p l a n c a l l ed for one flight ; 
C airo to Cape Town , returning to Esypt by way of Nigeria.  
The decision to make two separate �1i5hts was probably 
based on a c oncern for the di ffi culties  of flying the 
C ape Town-NiGeri a  sector al ong the west coast of Africa.  
It was easi er to route the Ni�eri an flight throu�h the 
Sud an and Chad . 
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The first we st A frican fl i�ht wa� me�e in November-December 

1 925 and for Hoare and t�e R . A . F .  it wa � an "unquali fied 

succ e ss " . 65 In the House o f  C ommon s , Hoare spoke with 

obvious pride : 

The flight thnt we carried out in the 8utumn 
was a fl ight from C airo to NiGeri a ,  a flight 
c arried out by one of the 1mi t s  on the spot 
in Egypt , without any sp ecial preparations 
and with ordi nary servi ce machine s .  The 
f l i gh t  was over some very difficult c ountry , 
a d i stance of 6 , 268 mi les , and i t  was c omp l e ted 
without any mi shap o f  any kind in 80 flying 
hours . From the flying point o f  view , it wa s 
an unqualified suc c e s s , bnt I cim informed that 
from a p o l i tical point of view , the broader 
Empire point of view,  it  was just as  gre at a 
suc c e s s . The amount o f  intere st that was 
tak e n  in it over this route between Egypt 
and Ni13eri B i s  almost incredible . Hundreds 
of thouRan � s  of natives 3nthercd to see the 
arrival of  the machine s ,  and Emirs in 
consinerable numbers were taken up for 
j oy-ri. des , • • •  66 

The R . A . F .  fl ight to C ap e  Town was s imi larly successful 

both as  a f l y i ng operRtion and a ' po l it i cal ' demonstration 

and received � great deal more pub l i c ity thtn the first 

65 . See A . M . , Memorandum b the Secretar. of State 
to Acc ompan� the ir s t i mate s, � - • m • 
Also A!l{5/ 20 , chapter 1 3 ,  Cairo-K�no Flip;h t .  Report 
by Squadron J,eader A .  C onninp;ham. Pub lished as Air 
Publ ication No . 1 202. 

66 . Hans ard , CXC I I ,  February 25 , 1926 , co l . 773 . 
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west African fli�ht . 67 The fl ieht of four aeroplanes 

followed the route Cairo-Wadi Halfa-Khartourn-Malakal-

Mongal la-K i s11mu-Ta bora-A berc o!'n-Ndo 1 a-!Ji vin�stone-Bul awayo-

Pre toria-BloP-mf ontein-C ape Town , a route mane famil i ar during 

the flurry of African air enthusiasm in 1920 , and more recently 
flown by Cob�am on the 1925 survey fligh t .  68 

67- As yet , West Africa had no place 1 n  Imperial p l ans for 
establishing civil air routes ,  whi le tbe Cape fl ight 
was re�arded as the first step in l i nking South Africa 
to the Imperi al chain. For A . M. views on the question 
of publicizing the Cape flight , see AIR 2/299 , 
Publication of Report on R . A . F .  Cape Fli�ht .  Also 
Wine; Commander C . W . H .  Pulford , "The Royal Air Force 
Flight from Cairo to the Cape '' , Journal of the Royal 
United Services Instituti on , LXXII (May, 1927), 
pp . 266-79 for an account by the officer who led 
the flight . The largest response to the West African 
flight came from critics of R . A . F .  i1se of American 
Liberty engines in the Briti sh-made Fairey I I I  
aeroplanes .  See AIR 2/287. Letter from the Soc iety 
of Bri tish Aircraft Constructors to  the Air Ministry, 
September 22 , 1 925 , and H. T. Vane ( Managing Director 
of D. Napier & Sons) to Hoare , September 1 5 ,  1 925.  
See  criticism in Flight , October 1 5 ,  1925 , p .  666. 
The Air Ministry blandly replied that these American 
engines were in routine squadron use and this flight 
was a routine squadron exercise . 

68. Whereas the survey of the route and preparation of the 
airfields had cost about £55 ,000 in 1919-20 , 
re-conditi oning of the route and transport for the 
ground parties sent out ahead o� the R . A . F .  flight 
to South Africa cost only £3 , 000 . Hansard , CCVI , 
May 1 8 ,  1927 ,  c o l .  1 1 77.  This would indicate that 
the air facilities enroute were beinB maintained in 
reasonable condition by the various British governments . 
The only maintenance charge on the route to the Air 
Ministry was the annual grant of £.?00 to the Sudan . 
In addition , the annual flights to the Cape cost about 
£ 23 ,000 cash .  For Cobham ' s  1925 survey flight , see 
chapter III . 



Both pioneer R . A . F .  fli ghts established the British 

air presence in Africa and were the beginnings of what 
Hoare l ater described as " our settled policy to show the 
Air Force , as the Navy showed the fl eet , in the distant 
parts of the Empire " .  69 Ostensibly,  the flights in 1925 

and 1926 , and in succeeding years , were training exercises 
designed to test Briti sh air power c apabi li ties in Afri c a ,  
but the impact o f  these efforts was considerably more that 
the mode st first intentions indicated. First and foremost 
was the fact that the aeroplanes were being introduced to 
Africans and African conditi ons , especially in those areas 

away from the more or less familiar C ape Town route . 70 

The R . A . F .  fl ights throughout the 1920 ' s  and 1930 ' s  were 
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impre ssive demonstrations of aeroplane capabilities to a 
Government in Great Britain and to Afri cans , black and white . 
Secondly, a policy of regular R . A . F .  l ong-distance flights in 
Africa answered the c�arges of some that Great Britain was 
leaving Afri ca to rival French and Belgian intere sts . 71 

69 . Hoare , Empire of the Air , p .  21 3.  
70 . The most important of which were the biennial trips to 

and through Bri tish West Afri ca ,  but t�e R . A . F .  ranged 
far and wide as well through the Sudan and Briti sh East 
Africa.  (See AIR 5 and AIR 20 Series ) .  For di scussion 
of the impact and importance of the West Afri c an fl ights , 
see chapter VIII . 

71 . Impressed and concerned with French and Belei an progress 
in  West Africa and the Congo , a leadj ne aeronautical 
journal reflected the view of many in civil avi ation 
i n  asking , "what about Great Bri tain? " Flight , 
January 22 , 1925 , p .  42. 
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Finally, the se service flights argued c l osely the relation

ship of military to c ivil  avi ation. The aeroplane was the 

common denomi nator for both , and if in the one it could 

provide an Imperial unity i n  strategic terms , i n  the other 

it could fashion a cohesive Empire in terms of ci vi l  air 

transport and communic ations . 72 

If the broad field of Imperial air communications was 

the central theme in civi l aviation development in the last 

half of the 1920 ' n ,  it is clear that the African Empire was 

becoming a growine and important concern in air transport 

considerations . Cobham and the air force were fast ushering 

in the beginnings of an air a�e in Africa in a way whi c h  won 

support and commanded infl uence in GreF.lt Bri t ain and in 

Afric a .  Side by side wi th the growing Government emphasi s  

on an Imperial posture for British civi l  avi ation was an 

Afric�m emph a s i s  which did not di spl Hce but certainly 

rivalled the ' Indi a  and points east ' preoccup ati on noted 

from the begj nning i n  the Air Ministry . ?3 

72. As Hoare po i.nted out , " the ci v1.l and mi lj. tary aspects 
are inextric ably c onne c ted • . .  " ILJnerirJl Conference, 
1926 .  A.:cn e ndi c e s , p .  192 . In the : ouse in comment upon 
the poli cy of long-dist anc e R . A . F .  �lights , Hoare noted , 
"how importi:mt upon the military s i d e  ;:i.re the se long
di stance fl ights , and how important they are also from 
the point of view of l aying the .f 01mdati ons for future 
c ivi l Empire air route s " .  Hansard , CXC I I ,  vol .  1 9 2 ,  
February 25 , 1926 ,  col . 774. 

7 3 .  Brancker defended the Indian pri ority on the �rounds that 
the South Afri can route had not the s ame "mi l itary value " .  
He thouc;ht that the Cairo to Cape T0wn s ervice "would be 
of parti cular value to travellers and sportsmen" . Quoted 
in AeropJ ane , XXXIII (November 9 ,  1927 ) , p .  634 . c .  G .  
Grey , the Aeroplane enitor w�s critj cal , notin� th�t i f  
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Outside the Air Mini stry, interest in African aviation 

grew apace.  Tony Gladstone and the North Sea Aeria l  and 

General Transport Company, a subsidiary of the B lackburn 

Aeroplane Company , won the Governments of the Sudan , Uganda 

and K enya to a proposal to operate an experimental air 

servi ce between Khartoum and K i surou . Financial  support 

was provided and the Coloni al Office granted a c ontract 

for the service  i n  late 1926.  74 Hoare , Brnncker , and the 

Air Ministry held out high hopes for the future of the 

service . 75 Imperial AirwRys studi ed th� A frican situation  

7 3. 

74 . 

75. 

( continned) the South Afri.can route had so l ittle  value , 
why sho11ld taxpayers be called upon to  subsidize "big
game hunters ? "  H0are ' s  posj t i on on route pri ori ties  
remained ri�ht through h i s  peri od in o f fi c e .  In  1 929 
he stated , "As l one; as  I have been at the Air Ministry 
I have always regarn ed , as thP- first need i n  any civi l  
aviation pro5rar.une , the need for start i ng �n air route 
to Indi a " .  Hansard , CCXXVI , March 7 ,  1 929 , col . 605.  
A . M . , Re ort on the Pro�ress of C ivil Avi ation .  Cmd .  
2844 ( 1 , _ , p.  _ .  gan a an enya eac agreed to 
contribute 12 , 500 , the Sudan , £ 2 , 000 . For a short 
review of the beginnings o f  this operation , see East 
Africa .  Special Khartoum-Ki sumu supplement , December 
9, 1926 , 16 pp . See also below chapters I I I-V . 

Ibid.  See too Hoare statement , Im9eri al Con ference , 3"9'f0. Appendi c es , p .  1 9 5 .  By 192 , the Air Ministry 
was ready to  bring the Khartoum.-Kisumu experiment into 
the l arger scheme of a Cairo-Cape Town rout e .  AVIA 
2/1857 , Khartoum to K i s umu Air Servic e  - Question of 
the Institution of a ' Permanent Service  from Eeypt to 
South Afri c a ,  2 . 3 . 29 -
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in 1925 , 76 again in 1927 , 77 and final l y ,  in co- operation 

with the Air Ministry ,  laid plan s  for a C ape Town aeropl ane 

servic e  in 1928. 7S In Kenya and Sou thern Rhodesia , local 

air intere st argued for the devel opment o f  air transport 

servi ce s ,  79 whi le in South Afr ica , the Briti sh state in 

Afri c a  from whom the most was expected , deve l opment s moved 

slowly but noneth e l e s s  surP.ly t owards the e stabli shment o f  

the first operatin� ai r line , Uni on Aj rways . 80 

76. 

77. 

78. 

79 . 

AIR 2/290 . G .  Woods Tii1rnphrey to J .  S .  Smit ( South 
Afric an High Commi s s i oner in London) ,  Ju ly 1 2 ,  1926 . 
Woods Hump�rey pointed out that he had had d i s cu s sions 
with Ma j or Mi l ler of South Afr i c a  ''about a year ago " 
concernin� the possibi l i ty of Imperi al Airways 
commenc in� servi c e s  in South Afri c a .  De spi te Air 
Ministry concern over G e rman interest in establ i shing 
air services in th e Unio n ,  Wood s  Humphrey had to wri te 
that Imperial Airways were not ready for an Afr i c an 
operat ion , and besid e s  the subsidy propo sed ( £  8 , 000 
per ye ar ) was inadequat e .  

AVIA 2/302 , Proposal t o  ope�ate Aerop lane Tours to 
Afric a  and C ertain European Countri e s  - Reque s t  for 
Air Mini stry Assi stanc e .  S.  A .  Di s�ore (Secretary , 
Imperial Airways , 1925-1 938) to A . M . , September 1 6 ,  
1927. Imp eri a l  Airways planned "Winter Air Ple asure 
Crui ses"  in co-operation with Thomas C ook & Sons t o  
C asablanc a ,  Marrakech , Fez , Ot'an , Ale;ier s ,  and Tuni s ,  
t o  be operated with Argosy aerop lane s.  A cruise was 
intended to last 35 days for an all- inc lusive fare of 
435 guine a s .  Th e first cruise was planned for tTanuary , 
1 928 , then d e l ayed t o  FebruAry, �nd fin �lly canc e l l e d  
altoe;ethcr . Whi le n o t  an ' Imperi al ' venture , the ide a 
sugge ste� an Afri c an and away �rom E�rope intere s t .  

S e e  chapter IV. 

AVIA 2/296 , Kenya-nomrnerc ial Avi A t i on .  SugGest ion to 
e stab l i sh air rout e s  ana licht Aerop lane C lub , 1 5 . a . 27- . 
T�e Aero Club o f  Kenya was formed in 1 927 and by 1928 
had 300 mP-obers , �ive aerop1 An es and plans to extend into 
UgandR and Tanganyik A .  A . M . , Re,.or t on the Pro�re s s  o f  
Civil Av i �ti on, 19?8 (London , 19 .9), p .  54ff. n 
Southern R� ode s1a , t � c  formation o f  tte R�o d e s i an 
Aviation Syn�icate i n  1927 marked t�c beginni nr,s o! 
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By 1928 , the British House o f  Commons was showing rare 

but welcome int erest in African Air development . Vi scount 

San.don raised the question of a C ape Town route by way of 

the Sahara and th� Cameroons . 81 Captaj n Cazalet argued 

the case by :poi ntins out the use made o.f aerop l ::mes by an 

unnamed settler in East Africa.  8 2  C apt8.i n Garro-Jones 

argued that civi l avi ation dPvelopmcnt in Afri ca was " the 

most import ant , e s  it i s  the bl ackest , spot in the develop

ment of civil aviation today" . R3 ('r11est , the former Air 

79� ( contin11ed ) serious civi l aviation.  See J .  McAdam, 
"Birth o� C1 n  Airline " ,  tY})esc:ript i n  possession of 
writer . A �ull di scussion of  t�ese early i nterests 
will be given in ch a�ters V-VI . 

80 . South African lrovernment interest began with the 
running of a three month ex:rierimental air mail service 
between Cape Town and Durban by the South African Air 
Force ( see AeroplAne , April 1 5 ,  19?5 , p.  364 ) ,  and the 
first off er of a c;overnment subsic'ly for an ai r transport 
service . A number o f  comuanies were formec and failed 
due to the inadequate Government support , but Union 
Airways commenced operati ons in 1929 and continued with 
some success until  1 9 34 and the formRtion o f  South African 
Airways . See chapter VI I .  

81 . Hans ard , CCXI I I , February 22 , 1928 , col.  1 595.  This 
routing would save about 850 miles  or over P-ight hours 
on the service to C ape Town. Howeve r ,  as most of the 
route would be over " foreic;n" terri tory , the A ir 
Mini stry never �ave it any serious consideration unt i l  
the mid-thirties and the avai l abi l i ty o f  longer-range 
aeroplanes .  

82. " I  know a sett l er who employs i n  the management of his 
ranch t�ree aeroplanes ,  and inste ad of  8� hours to get 
to Nairobi he c an do it in 40 minut�s " .  Hansard , CCXV , 
March 28 , 1928,  col . 290 . 

83.  Hans ard , CCXX , July 30 , 1 928 , col . 1 879.  



Minister , drew spec ial attention to the dangers posed in 

the air activities of the French and Belgians : 

The problem of the development of British 
interests and dependencies in Africa is 
one that must be tackled at once.  I say 
that because I know that the linking up 
of the north and south in that great 
Continent will very likely be filched 
from us by other countries • • • •  84 
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Guest was prepared to take his concern one step further 

by giving Africa top priority even over the route to India :  

On the Indi an route , we pass over territories 
which we cannot develop.  In the other case , 
we are passing all along the route over 
territori es and tract s  of immense potential 
value , • • •  The resources of Afri ca are just 
being appreciated . It is  the air which has 
opened them up . Only in the past four or 
five years districts have been opened up 
which were quite inacc essible even in the 
days of the war , when I was there myself. 85 

Finally, air intere st in Africa was highlighted by the 
• 

exploits of private pilots in light aeroplanes bent upon 

establi shing air records for an England to South Afri ca 

route . 86 These were demonstrations of daring , and even 

foolhardiness in some case s ,  but they flavoured aviation 

84 . Ibid. , cols .  1871 -72. 

85 . Ibid . ,  col . 1872. 

86 . For capsule hi stories of these many Uni ted K ingdom -
South Africa flights , see Benj amin Bennett , Down 
Africa ' s  SkywaSs (London , 1932 ) , pp . 66f f ,  also 
David Jone s ,  T e Time-Shrinkers ( London , 1971 ) �  
Lieutenant R.  H. Bentley of the South African Air 
Force ( S . A . A . F . ) flew the first solo flight to the 
Cape . See his "Flying across AfriCa" , Airways , IV 
( July , 1 928 ) , pp . 38 3-87 , and " Some Technical Aspects 
of the Flight to and from Cape Town" , Journal of · 
the Royal Aeronautical S oc ie�, XXXII 
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with a colour and romance otherwise lacking in the pedestrian 

approach of the Air Mini stry and Imperi al Airways . Men and a 

surprising number of women emerged out of  aviation obscurity 

in scattered flying clubs in Great Rritain and South Africa 

to become heroes of the air in thei r attempts to bring Great 

Britain and Africa cl oser together. 87 They were adventurers 

rather than pi oneers but their flights cannot be di smissed 

summari ly as mere ' stunts ' .  In a very effective way, these 

private pilots contributed to the growing British interest 

in Afric a  and avi ati on.  They stirred up enthusiasm in  both 

Great Britain and Bri tish Africa , and their successful flights 

to and from South Africa argued strongly that a British air 

link with i t s  African Empire was po ssible .  In summary , the se 

record- setting pilots posed a challenge to the Air Ministry 

and its ' chosen instrument ' .  What they could do , could not 

86 . ( continued ) (October , 1928) , pp . 872-84 . By 1932 when 
the first Imperial Airways ' service arrived in Cape Town , 
the record time for a Lympne to Cap8 Town flight was four 
days , six hours , and 54 minut e s ,  held by Amy Johnson 
( Mrs .  J .  A. Molli son ) . 

87. The women , as both pilots and passengers , i ncluded Lady 
Heath , Lady Bailey, the Duchess of Bedford , Peegy Salsman, 
Amy Johnson , and in 1 9 37 ,  Mrs . .B .  K i rby Green . The men 
were more numerous : Bently, P . M. A .  Murdock ,  S. S. Halse , 
R .  F .  Ca spareuthus , C .  D.  3Arnard , G .  K idston , R .  H .  
Mcinto sh , and J .  Mollison , a l l  of whom flew in the 1928-
32 period . Record attempts did not end in 1932,  but with 
a scheduled Imperi al Airways servi ce flyint; the route , 
much of the exc itement and adventure had been taken 
away. 
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Imperial Ai rways with i t s  gre ater resources and organ i z at i on?88 

Thi s , then , was the general background of support and 

interest against which Hoare and Brancker acted i n  bringing 

Afr i c a  into the sc�ene of Imperi al air route deve l opment . 

Howeve r ,  there remained a number o f  que stions the answers 

to which were crucial t o  the commencement of a firm policy 

of African air transport deve l opmen t .  T�ere was the que stion 

of E13ypt , t'iat thorn wh i ch festered f o r  so long in the 

Imperial s id e . There wns t�e ever-present problem of 

det erminin� the �mount and sources o �  neces sary finan c i al 

support , a problem no l e s s  d i ffi cul t i n  A�ri c an air transport 

than it had b e � n  and cont i nued to be i n  t�e Bri t i s:i exr>erienc e .  

Final ly , there WRS the que st ion o f  Imperi al Ai rwoys ' 

preparedness to carry out the t o sk o f  l i nking Great Britain 

and her A fri can Empire . �hes e  three fa�torG were the maj or 

det erminants in di c t a t i ng the delRy in i n i t iating air 

transport sPrvi c e s  a l on3 the Imperi al rou t e s  in Afri c a .  89 

88 . G l en K i d ston wrote , after h i s  f l i ght to the C ape i n  1931 , 
" I f  I c an c arry througl'l a sine;le tri.p l ike thi s as a 
private owner without proper ore;ani z13.t i o n ,  i t  must stand 
to reason that a commer c i al company op0ratin5 the same 
route with rel ays of machines should he ab le to do i t  
much q11i cker" . Quot ed in Bennett , Down Afri ca ' s  Skyways , 
p . 199 . Kid ston took 6� d ays to fly to the Cape ; Imperial 
Airways was propo si ng an 11  day sc�cdule . For ful l  
d i. scus s i on ,  seA chapter IV. 

89 .  There were , of cours e , other rel evant factors ; the problem 
of e s tRb l i shin3 permanent end Rui t � b l e  airfi e l d s , the 
ava i l abi l i ty o! aero? l an e s  d c � i�n8n t o  mP.et the spe c i al 
problems o f  A fri can avi atj on , the i n s t a l l a t i o n of rad i o  
and me t e orologi c a l  f a c i l i t i e � ,  ana the need f 0r Post 
Off i c e  � a - operation.  All of th ese were a cha l lenGe to 
the ' ch osen i nstrumPnt ' a fter 1 9 ?8 . 
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The crucial  position of  Egypt in  Imperi al defence 
considerations was never in question . 90 In the 1920 ' s  

it became ap�arent as well that Sgypt hP.ld the key to the 
development nf Imp eri al air routes to t�e east and south , 
in �1ch the same way as i t  c ont i nued to be vital to the 

protection o :  Sw� z and Jm:rierii:1.l sbipp i n 13  intere sts on the 
trade route to India  and the Far EA�t.  The problem for 
Rriti sh civj l avi at i on in Ee;ypt wa� that i t  was inextricably 
tied to the 5rowing di fficulties o f  e stab l i shinf, a lastine 
and satisfactory political relati onship between Great 
Britain and Egypt . Histori ans have noted that fron 1882-

1922 , "Britain ' s  re�ponsibil ities for governing Egypt were 

never total t·=md her powers were i nadequntely definP,d" ,  91 

but the situation after the United Kingdom unilaterally 

90. 

91 . 

Control in the Middle East was almost entirely vested 
in the R . A . F .  who maintained a strong presence in 
Egypt . It was , as Hoare noted prondly, "the  only 
example in the world of countries  de fended and 
controlled from the air " .  Quoted i. n hi s A Flying 
Visit to the Middle East (Cambrid�e , 1 925) ,  p .  3, 
a work in which Hoare gives an account of a brief 
trip made by himself and a R . A . F .  crew to see the 
C airo-Basra mail servi ce in operat ion. The Colonial 
Secretary, Leopold Amery went on the flight as wel l .  
In 1930 ,  the R . A . F .  maintained five major air bases 
in Egypt : Aboukir,  Abu Sueir , Heliopoli s ,  Helwan , and 
Ismailia.  
R .  o. Collins and R .  L .  Rienor , Egr;t and the Sudan 
(Englewood C li ffs , 1967) , p. 85. <5r a general review 
of Anglo-E�ypti an relat ions duxin� the period in 
question see John Marlowe , Anelo-E�yptian Re lations, 
1800-1953 (London , 1954 ) ,  pp . 212- _ o . 
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granted Egyptian inderendence i n  1922 was equally unclear. 
The Declaration was consistent in the Briti sh pursuit of a 
general policy of disengagement from j nternal Egyptian 
affairs , but while Egyptian control of its civil aviation 
was understood , the Declaration reserved to British authority 
the control of Imperial communications , Egypti an de fense , the 
protection of minori ties and forei cn interests , and hegemony 
over the Sudan . 92 Any one of these reservations seriously 
compromised the control of civil air transport , but the 
first two especi ally were the firm basis of the argument 
for the retention of exclusive air transport privi leges by 
Great Britain. 93 

While t�e Air Ministry was aware of the E�yptian 
situation as early as 1919 , it does not appear to have 
deterred the formulation of plans for the development of 
Imperial airship or aeroplane servi ces to India .  Lord 
Allenby in Egypt shook th is  complacency in 1923 and 
awakened the Air Ministry to the realiti e s  of the situation. 
Hearing rumours that plans were being made to initiate an 
"Empire Air Mai l Service" from Cairo to Tnctia,  Allenby 

92. Marlowe , Anglo-EgyPtian Relations , p .  248. 

93.  See especially AVIA 2/1843,  parts 1-4,  Egypt - Civil 
Aviation Policy; Restrictions on Foreign Aircraft in 
Egypt , 3. 5 . 24 - , and AIR 2/780 , Foreign Aviation in 
Egypt - Pol i cy ,  1928 , for the prob lems associated with 
establishin5 British civil aviation in Egypt . Although 
Imperial Airways was able  to operate from Egypt from 
1927 onwards , not unti l  August 1931 w�s the company 
able to come to an acceptable agreement with Egypt on 
questions of rights ,  facil ities , and operations. 
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wired the Foreign Office  t o  the effect that such a service 
could not be instituted arbitrarily. 94 An Air Ministry 

note to Hoare summed up the situation: 
• . •  the convention of February 1922 , whi le  
legislating for British military and Air 
Force establishments in Egypt does not 
cover any civil air stations which would 
be primarily a matter for the Egyptian 
Administration to authorize . Lord 
Allenby ' s  tel egram, therefore , i s  meant 
as a warning that we should be careful 
not to treat the proposed establi shment 
of a civil air station in Egypt as mere ly 
a matter for the British Government to 
decide , but rather recognize the supremacy 
of the Egypti an Government • • • •  95 

As this was essentially a matter for the Foreign Office 
to negoti ate , it placed the Air Ministry in the diffi cult 
position of having to plan civil air transport operat ions 

on the one hand , while adopting a ' wait and see ' attitude 
on the other. 96 The 1922 Declaration had so defined the 
relationship between Egypt and Great Britain that an air 
agreement acceptable to both sides was out of the question. 
If Egypt was fre€ to exerc ise absolute air sovereignty, 
there was every chance that it would obtain membership in  
I . C . A .N. , and thus be free to open Egypt to  foreign civil 

94. AIR 2/1 1 8 3 ,  Empire Air Mail Service - Position as 
regards Civil  Stations in Egypt . Enclosure , 1 2 . 5 . 23 ,  
Allenby/FO correspondence .  

95.  Ibid. , D . C . A . S .  to Hoare , May 1 2 ,  1923 . 

96 . See general di scussion of problem by Air Ministry in  
AIR 5/375 , ( 1 )  Policy regardin� Construction of  Airship 
stations in Egypt , and ( 2) Establi shment of Air Mail 
Service --- Question of Effect upon status guo of His 
Majesty ' s Government in Egypt. 
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aviation. 97 

The Air Ministry position was that special arrangements 
must be made with Egypt prior to tolerating Egyptian 
international commitments ,  and fortunately for Great Britain, 
the Egyptian Ministry of Communications responsible for civil 
aviation matters was in no haste to pre ss the matter . 
Squadron Leader Long , an Air Mini stry expert on loan to 
the Egyptian Government as Air Consultant , advised a policy 
of restraint , especially in expenditur e s ,  correctly pointing 
out that there was no immediate future for internal services 
except perhaps an air-taxi operati on , and that the only 
probable development would be the establi shment of an 
airship centre once the political air had c leared 
sufficiently to allow an air agreement to be made . 98 

97. I . C . A . N . , the International Commission for Air Navigation, 
was instituted as an organization to administer the 
Convention Relating to the Regulation of Aerial Navigation , 
signed at Par i s ,  October 1 3 ,  1919 with additi onal Protocol , 
signed at Paris ,  May 1 ,  1920 . See League of Nations , 
Treat; Series ,  vol .  XI (Lausanne , 1 922 ) , No . 297 , 
pp . 1 3-269. The Convention dealt in the main with the 
technical details of international flight , but Article I 
recognised that contracting parties have "complete and 
exclusive sovereignty over the air space above its 
territory" . Great Britain feared not only that Egyptian 
subscription to I . C . A . N .  might lead to foreign air line 
operators moving into Egypt , but " she would th en have a 
case for preventing a flight of military aircraft [ e . g . , 
R . A . F . ] over her soil '' . AIR 5/375 , part I .  Brancker to 
Air Secretary, September 6 ,  1923.  British concern 
precluded the possibil ity of an early air agreement 
with Egypt.  See AIR 2/1 184 ,  Proposed Air Agreement 
between England and Egypt , 6 . 9 . 22 . - .  

98. AVIA 2/1671 , Civil Avi ation in Egypt , 1922 . Squadron 
Leader Long ' s  report to the Egyptian Minister of 
Communications , June 22 , 1 922 , a 9� paBe detailed 
review of the situation . 
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The Egyptian Ministry heeded the advic e  with a grace 

dictated by lack of development funds and trained 

personnel to construct a civi l  aviation organization. 99 

In 1924 , with the formation of Imperi al Airways and 

the first glimmerings of the idea t�at the aeroplane and 

not the airship would be the first aircraft to service the 

route to India ,  the Air Ministry began to give more serious 

attention to resolving the Egyptian dilemma in concert with 

the Foreign Office.  100 The obvious difficulty was  how to  

establish Imperial Airways in  Egypt with recognition of 

Egyptian civil aviation authority and at the same time 

maintain a veto on foreign civi l  aircraft operating in 

or through the country. There was more than just defence 

99 . 

100 .  

Ibid. For at least a few years an unprepared Egypt 
was-more content than the Air Ministry to adopt a 
simi l ar ' wait and see ' attitude counselled by Long. 
However,  in 1925 , the Egyptian Ministries of War and 
of Communications submitted j o int proposals for the 
development of military and civil  aviation , and The 
Times ( July 21 , 1925 , p .  1 3 ) reported that the 
Government had set aside £E 1 50 ,000 for preliminary 
expenditures to ( 1 )  estab�ish an aviation school at 
Cairo , ( 2 )  send Egyptians to Europe for training , and 
( 3) build up a Flying Corps at Assuit with detachments 
at Alexandria and Sue z .  Nothing appears to have come 
of these  proposal s ,  probably because the estimated 
costs of £E 68 , 000 for the first year , rising to 
£ E 322 , 000 in the third year , and an annual charge 
of £E 286 , 000 after five years was well beyond 
Egyptian financial capabilities .  Egypt instead 
remained satisfied with a British policy which 
provided advisors and trained Egyptians in the 
arts and skills of aviation. 

Of course the airship idea was far from dead. In 1925,  
the Under-Secretary of State for Air hoped that by the 
spring or summer of 1926 the construction of an airship 
mooring site at Ismailia would be complete and ready for 
a trial flight from England of the R . 36 .  Philip Sassoon , 
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considerations at issue , although the se forever clouded the 

picture . Toleration of foreign air transport could mean 

invasion o f  Areas  and routes intended for Imperi al Airways 

exploitation , especially to the east , but possibly also 

southward into Afri c a .  A lesser but sti l l  i mportant 

problem was t�e need to p ersuade Egypt to provide civil 

aviation regulations --- and faci lities  --- to international 

standards , and still prohibit Egyptian membership in I . C . A . N. 101 

The whole issue c ame into sharp :'ocus in 1927. The Blackb'..ll'n 

Aeroplane Company , a British concern operating in Greece , 

proposed t�e development o f  an Athens-Ca iro route , a 

proposal whi ch had Brancker ' s  endorsement.  Although the 

Air Ministry countered with a proposal for a Blackburn/ 

Imperi al Airways co-operative venture , the proposal 

eventually floundered as  it  would have allowed a Greek 

100 .  

101 . 

( continued) Hansard , CLXXXVI ,  July 22 ,  1925 , col.  
2199 . Either the R. 100 or the R . 1 01 was expected 
to fly the Indian/Australi an route via Egy:pt in 
1927 or 1928 . AIR 2/30 3 ,  Memorandum on Proposed 
Flight to South Afri c a  and Australi a  by H. M. 
Airships R . 100 and R. 101 . These fl ights were not 
made al thou5h a mooring mast was erected at 
Grantvi l l e  ( Natal ) i n  South Afri c a .  See Higham, 
The British Ri�id Airship, p .  277 . 

AVIA 2/1843 , parts I-IV Restricti ons on Fore i gn 
Aircra:t in Egypt , 3 . 5 . 24- . The need for controls 
sharpened with the increase of private flights in 
the late 1920 ' s  which required customs and traffic 
control as well as the provision of �round 
faciliti e s .  



air l ine to operate into Egyp t .  102 There was no way 

politically in which Great Britain could accept this 

operation and still deny Egyptian ac cess  to  the French 
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or Italians.  103 In effect , unti l  1931 , the basi s  of Air 

Ministry policy was that a satisfactory f ormal agreement 

must be �ade between Egypt and Imperial Airways , and Egypt 

must promulgate a set o f  air regulati ons . These were the 

"nece ssary preliminaries to the removal by R . M . G .  o f  the 

veto against foreign civi l airc-raft in Ee;ypt" . 104 

102. AVIA 2/1 842 , Air Route Athens - Cairo . Proposals by 
B lackburn AeroplRnP. C o . , 24 . ?. . ?7- . The company was 
negotiating with the Greek Govern��nt to establish a 
Greek Air line with headquarters and facilities  i n  
Greece . In the long range view,  an Athens-Cairo 
sector r.iight well have been considered as a possible 
step in lj.nkinG up with the proposed Khartoum-Kisumu 
( expanded to Cairo-Mwanza)  servi ce  of  the North Sea 
Aerial Rnd G eneral Trans�ort Company, a Blackburn 
subsidiary. The Air Ministry and Brancker supported 
the idea in part b�cause of  concern for Junkers 
possibi lities in Greece . Great Bri tain ' s  proposal 
o f  a Blackbu�n/Imperial Ai�wRys merber was the only 
compromise which would meet its first commitment to 
Imperial Airways and its  i nterest i.n keeping the 
Germans out of Greece .  It i s  <loubt ful i f  Imperial 
Airways were much interested at thi s stage . Geddes 
was interested in the company ' s  monopoly on Imperial 
routes . " I  do not mind how many little wild-c at 
schemes come in through Persia or Kenya or anywhere 
else as long as we can stick to the main routes. " 
AVIA 2/1 846 , Geddes giving ' evidenc e ' to the Cabinet 
Committee on Future of Brit i sh Commercial Air 
Transport , November 9 ,  1927. 

103. Both of whom were interested in operating to and 
through Egypt.  The French , in 1921� , had proposed an 
Anglo-French joint service to the east with a flying 
boat service Marsei. lles-Alexand-retta.  Imperial Air
ways declined the offer , and in any case the Air 
Ministry would not have approved. See Higham , Bri tain ' s  
Imperial Air Routes , pp . 1 1 2 ,  1 35 .  

104.  AVIA 2/1 84 3 .  Minute 1 ,  D . D . O . I .  to  C . A . S . , September 
25 ' 1931 . 



In 1928 , both the Air Ministry and the Foreign Office 

agreed that "the present complete embargo on fore ign civil 

aviation in Eeypt cannot be continued inde finitely" , 105 

Hoare reminding the Foreign Office that the Air Mini stry 

had recogni zed throughout " that political consi derati ons 

may arise in the future necessitati nG some re laxat ion of 
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the policy of total exclusion " .  1 06 The caRe for ' relaxation ' 

appeared with the possibi lity of Italy seeking c oncessions to 

operate a weekly service from Rome to Al�xandria.  107 For 

Hoare , here was an opportunity "to clear up the present 

difficult situation as regards foreign civil aviation in 

Egypt " ,  108 and with the Italian proposal in mind , he noted 

that "we are unlikely to find a more opportune moment for a 

parti al relaxation of the embargo than the present , • • •  " 109 

What Hoare had in mind was a guid  pro guo agreement with the 

Italians.  "We intend to use any concess:i.on we  may make " ,  

he wrote , 

105 . AIR 2/780 . Minute 5 3 ,  para. 3 ( b ) , Hoare to C . A . S .  and 
D . C . A . , April 16 ,  1928.  

106. Ibid . ,  postscript to Minute 53 .  

107. Ibid. , paras .  1-2. Hoare had J eftrned of the "possibility" 
from Geel.de s ,  but did "not want to he too hope ful that thi s 
offer from the Italians wi ll , in fact , mature " .  In fact , 
the Italian plans did not materialj ze at thi s  time , 
although they were in the process  of  extendine their 
civil air transport operati ons throughout the 
Mediterranean. 

108. Ibid . ,  para . 2. 

109. Ibid . , para. 3 ( d ) . 



as a lever to secure free transit through 
Europe for our services to the East , whi ch , 
owing to our geographical situation , is  
essential to  the full development of  a 
system of Imperial air communications 
radiating from London. We propose in 
fact to make the concession contingent 
on our having first secured beyond all 
doubt a defini te ' quid pro quo ' from the 
Italians . 110 

It was not a question of granting a concession to 

operate air services in or through Egypt , but " the time 

has come " ,  Hoare adde d ,  "when we can afford to treat 

services to a terminal port on the Egyptian coast on a 

different footing" . 111  Hoare ' s  approacl: marked the 

beginning of  a chan�e in Bri tish air policy in Egyp t .  

It was , in a sense , the thin edge of  the wedge which 

would ultimately open Egypt to international air 

110.  Ibid . ,  para . 3 ( e ) .  In �25 , Brancker said that he 
tri'OUght that the Cairo-C ape Town and Cairo-Far East 
routes would be in operation we ll before the route 
from England across Europe and the Mediterranean. 
Not until 1937 could Imperi al Airways schedule a 
complete air service  on to the Imperial routes 
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because of the continuing diffi culties in negoti ating 
air rights with France , Italy and Greece . The 
Italians were especially di fficult . Although a 
joint Air Ministry/Imperial Airways/Ital ian party 
surveyed the Italy-C airo route and a temporary 
agreement allowed Imperi al Airways to op erate from 
Brindisi to Egypt unti l  late in 1929 , no permanent 
agreement was reached until  1934 when Imperial Airways 
was al lowed to fly across Italy  as well  as from i t .  
A good discussion of Briti sh problems in developing 
trans-European routes is Higham , Britain ' s  Imperial 
Air Routes , chapter VI . 

1 1 1 . AIR 2/780 , Minute 5 3 ,  para. 3 ( g ) . Al exandri a was the 
Egyptian port in question. It was far enoueh from 
Suez to remove any concern , and i t  was the port 
designated for Imperi al Airways use .  Great Brit ain 
was not prepared to to lerate nny foreign air line 
obtaini ng a vi rtual monopoly of use on an Egyptian 
air ba�e or port . 
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commerce . 1 1 2  The relaxation of the prohibition o f  foreign 

aircraft had moved by 1930 to considering transi t along 

predetermined routes across the Canal Zone for fore ign 

carriers , and the acceptance of purely Egyptian companie s  
1 1 3  operating on equal terms with Bri t i s� companies in Egyp t .  

The course o f  negoti ations between the Air Mini stry,  

Imperial Airways , and t�e E�yptian Governnent did not always 

run smoothly. Hoare complained that �is �ands were tied 

unti l  Great Britain made a firm commitment in support of 

the Air Mini stry and Imperi al A:i.rways in establi shin13 the 

Egypt-India air service .  He noted that : 

1 1 2 .  In late 1930 ,  K . L . M. was granted the right to operate 
through Egypt from Athens to l ink up with its Far 
Eastern servi c e .  I n  1932 , Misr Airwork , an Anglo
Egyptian concern , commenced domestic operati ons , and 
by the mid-thirtie s ,  was runni ne; international services  
to Lydd a ,  Haif a ,  Baghdad , Cyprus , and Aswan. Air France 
and Ala Littoria also  c ommenced operating through Egypt 
in  the mid-thirties to points east and south to 
Abyssinia. See Davi e s ,  A History of th e World ' s  Airline s ,  
pp . 173 , 1 78-79 , 199-200 . 

1 1 3 .  AIR 2/780 . Minute 140A , C . I . D . Pap er No . 1040-B , 
Foreign Civil Aviation in  Egypt , n . d .  Sir John Salmond 
for the Chiefs of Staff stated : 

It was now proposed , in ordin�ry times , to 
allow any approved civil aviation enterprise 
to cross the Canal Zone . • • •  Briti s� and 
Eeyptian aircr�ft facilities would also be 
a l lowed within the Canal Zone . • •  

The Foreisn Offi ce  c oncurred wi.th these recommendations . 
The position was accepted by Gre at "3ri tain and EGypt and , 
as noted above , K . L . M. became the first !ore ign carrier 
to operate throu�� SGypt.  Th1 s reversed t�e decision of 
a 1929 a�rcement sie;ned between Arthur Henderson , the new 
Labour Forej gn Secretary, and S�ypt ' s  Mohammed Mahmoud 
Pasha ,  wh ich prohi:,ited other t:!ian "'Jriti sh or Egyptian 
aircra!'t " over territori es  s i tuater'l on ei ther side of 
the Sue z  Canal and within 20 k i. l ometers of  it " .  
Hansarn , vol .  CCXXXVII , March 25 , 1 930 , c o l .  332. 



Duri ng the l a s t  three years there h ave for 
inst ance been l ong and d e t a i l e d  negot i a t i ons 
with every one of the governme nt s � oncerne d .  
They have come t o  nothing and i n  my vi ew they 
w i l l  almost inevi tab ly come to nothing unti l  
I 8 m  i n  a posj tion t o  know how far I c a n  g o  
and what money I have at �Y di sposal . For 
instance i f  l a s t  ye ar I had p o s s e s s e d  this 
knowledge I feel r e asonably cert ain that I 
co�ld � a ve carried through an agreement with 
the Egyp t i an G o vernment for the s e c t i on across 
the Med i t erranean. A t  present negotiati ons of 
thi s k j nd revolve i n  a vi c i ou s  circ l e . A t  
first they dra5 o n  month a ft e r  month • • •  , and 
e ventually when a f t e r  l on� d e l ays I may be 
ab l e  to make some o ffer , I find that the 
neeot iators have BOne o f f  on some other 
trai l .  114  

AVIA 2/1846 . C . A . T .  ( 27)  6 .  Prop osals by the 
Secre t a ry o f  State for Air to the C abj n e t  C o nmi t t e e  
on the Futu�e of Bri t i sh Commerc i a l  Ai r Transport , 
De cember 14,  1927 , pp . 4- 5.  S t i l l , Hoare f e l t  that 
the brc akdo'm of tre aty ne5o t i a ti.ons in the e::i rly 
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part o f  1 928 strengthened the Air Ministry ' s  p o s i t i on 
regard i ng forei5n aircraft in Egyp t , for i t  could 
continue to take the l i ne wi th foreign governmen t s  
that t h e  bRn would n o t  b e  l i ft e d  "un t i l  t h e  s i tuation 
has c l eared up " .  AIR 2 1780 . Minute 7 3 ,  para . 3( f) .  
Air Mini s try and Imper i a l  AirwRys :problemr, in Egypt 
were t i ed t o  the fact that Eeypt was more concerned 
with sizninG a general treaty with the Un i t e d  K ingdom 
than it was merely t o  agree to the implement ci. t i o n  o f  
c iv i l  avi a t i on deve l opment . HowAver much thi s 
situation frus trated the Bri t i sh A i r  Mini stry there 
was never any i nc l i nation to fo l l ow the l i ne suggested 
in the l i ve ly but lone ly mind o f  C .  G.  Grey. Noting 
that a l l  the British Governmen t s  in A f ri ca had 
c o-operated to a s s�re the commencem ent of the C ai ro
C ap e  Town servic e ,  and that So�1th Africa , l o ng a 
stumbl ing block , was now a partner to the scheme , 
" the south end of the l ine re s t s  on a firm foundat i o n" , 
and Grey add ed , 

and , i f  the other end i s  apt t o  be d i sturbed 
from t i me to t i me by the hal f-baked i nt e l l igenc e s  
which form the Egyptian Government • • • •  Egypt i s  
near enou3h t o  England for i t s  Government t o  be 
brought to the i r  senses by a l i tt l e  argument 
impre s s ed by the Navy from Malta and by the Air 
Force from He l i op o l i s  and the C anal Zone . 

Aeroplane , March 20 , 1929 ,  pp . 425- 26 , 428 , 430.  
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Neverthele s s ,  by the time Imperial  Ai rways was prepared 

to inaugurate its African service s ,  an acceptable agreement 

had been reached with the Egyptian authorities which gave 

Imperial Airways cabotage and other rie;hts in Egypt . 1 1 5  

With both Ind ian and African services in operat j on ,  Egypt had 

become in fact a ' Clapham Junction ' for Imperial air rout e s .  

A s  proposals for the development of  a n  Imperial African 

service be�an to gell , t�e Air Mi ni stry �an to fAce the now 

familiar problem of �rraneing the fj nanc ial support necessary 

to subsidize tl-ie servic e .  While the Tre::isu!'y had been 

persuaded to provide the ful l subsidy to Imperial Airways 
1 1 6 for the Indian route , there wa� no ch ance that this 

would be the case for the African route , nor did Hoare 

1 1 5 .  AVIA 2/1 880 , Imperial Airways Ltd . - Interests in 
Connection with New Treaty with EGypt re African 
Route , 5 . 1 . 31 - .  Imperial Aj rways entered into a 
firm 20 year a5reement with Eeypt in August , 1931 , 
an agreement which replaced t�e series of temporary 
arrangements which had governed operations t o  that 
date.  Permi ssion was obtained to operate services 
to and from, as well as through , Egypt with passengers,  
mails , and goods.  See  The Time s ,  September 1 8 ,  1930 , 
p .  11 , Dec ember 31 , 1930, p .  12, and January 9 ,  1931 , 
p .  14. On the related question of air regulations,  
which the Air Ministry had argued were a sine 3ua non 
of any lifting of the fore ien aircraft ' ban' , reat 
Britain had to rely on the good faith of the Egyptians ; 
air regulations were not promulgated until 1935 . See 
AVIA 2./1 843.  

116.  Initially the Air Ministry/Imperial Airways agreement 
on the Indian service called for a maximum annual 
subsidy of £93 , 000 for five yP.ars , with a further Air 
Ministry commitment to spend £65 , 000 on ground 
facilities .  A . M. , A�reement made with Imperial Airways, 
Ltd. for the Establishment of a Civil Air Trans ort 

ervice etween pt and . n i. a .  rnd . . 1 The 
agreement was mo i fie  1n 1 to provide for a ten year 
contract with the maximum annual subsidy of £335 , 000 for 



prop o s e  ot�erwi s e . Addr c s s i ne the 10 27 C 0 J on i a l  O f f i c e  

C onference i n  Lond o n ,  �e pointed out that ' 'l 0ng-d i stAnce 

aerop l ane rou t e s  r:P1s t  be hui l  t u� uron A c o - ope:::-Rti vc 

system with e�ch part o f  t�e Enpi�e c onc : �n�� t A king i t s  

s�are i n  the i. r or� ani zat · o n " .  1 1 7  He e r1 c " d , 

A sn c c € s r.f1J1 fl yin5 pol i cy mu s t  b P.  drawn 
upon a l arge- s c a l e  map . I! we arc to 
suc c � e d  in the attempt t o  hui ld Emp ire 
a irways and to e l imin Rt e the t i m e Rnd 
d i s t anc e th at now s eparatp u s  we need 
the �elp of the C o l oni e s  and Depend enc i e s  
RS much ::t s  we n e e d  the c o- opcrri.t i on o f  
t.hc Domi ni ons . Our flyin� �ol j cy �ust , 
j n  n sentenc e , he an Irnper: �1 _r>oli�y,  
Qnd � n  Imperi a l  r> o l i cy b a n ('! d  up nn t�c 
c ol'l"b inec effort s of the Mot;hcr Co mtry , 
+:he Dominions , And the Dep �ndcnc i c s . 1 1 8  

I n  short , Grc�t 3ri t a i n  was n o t.  goi n� t o  sp onsor t.he 

Cai ro-Cape Town ro·1t e ,  de sr>i t e  t:r. c f 'l c t  t:.;it i t  W:3.S rart 
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of the Imp c r i R l  C.c s i c:i , nn2.c s s  Bri t:i :::li A!ri c ::in G overnments 

c ould see th e � �  wRy c 1 cRr t o  rnAkin� cubst�n t i R l f i n n n c i a l  

c ontribut i on s  t o  t'le f" O s t :;  o f  oricT'at:� o n .  1 1 ')  Th e que s t i on s  

1 16 .  

1 1 7 .  

( co!ltin· , e a ) 
d e c l ininG t o  

Sub s i d i c 3  to 
3143 c 1'?'�) . 

the ! i. r s t  two ye A�s , subse�1ently 
£70 , 000 in the finRl �� R r .  A . � . , 
C i vi l  A� r TrRnspo!'t Se�vi n c s , Cm� . 

C o l onial Of�i c e  C on !erenc� 1927. 

1 1 8 .  Tb id . '  S e e  R l s o  Tr e 'Pi.me s , f"!e.y ?O , 1027 , r .  1 3 .  

C)4. 

1 1 9 .  AVIA 2/1 857.  ET'.r. J osure . H00.'!'".' tn 1:'- e 0 "':::;c :5 i:ih.P.rrc l l  
( D i!'ector , I!:'lp i;> r i a l  Ai r,·my� , 1<;2L�-1940) , J'l"1.Ut1ry ?.8 , 
1 92<) . ri1he contr8.st i n  o.prr�::,.c."' c s  t0 t':'lf:I In".'ij o.r. route 
and the A fri c an rout"! was m o s t  rrnrl-:f' ci .  T 0  th r:- 1 9?7 
C abi �et C on:::ii tti:'r;> , no nrc st:-c s n �n t h ;:'l t  " i f  ri Sm.ith 

Afrj f" an �ervt c c  i s  orsaniSPO , the �re RtR� r Rrt of the 
subs.; n i i: �  s11 0·1ld be obt ainea ::,....'.);n t�_e A .:'ric "1 n  
'J ovcrnrn:rn.t s " . A s  to t h e  Inn i ri n  �C':-vi c c , i t wo11l d � o  
ahet=1n "stae;e by stage , a!ln s11b;, i. d i � G  obtai. n � a  v.rhere ver 
i t  i s  po � s i.bl e  fro� th e G ovcrn�cnt o �  Indi a ,  thB 
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to be answered boiled down to two which Hoare put to the 

Conference de legate s ;  "First ,  how far will the development 

of avi ation benefit your respective countries? Secondly, 

to what extent can your revenues stand the charge that such 

a development i s  bound to impo se upon them? " 1 20 Upon the 

answers to the se questions by British Africa rested the 

hopes for the ' all-red route ' through Africa.  

While 1 927 marked the shift in civil aviation emphasis  

from Europe to  Empire , three important features o f  this 

policy shift affected the financing of the African route.  

The first was the continuing Air Ministry belief that the 

"cardinal obj ective has throughout been to get civi l 

aviation on a commercial footing as early as possible " .  1 21 

Hoare argued , " I  am sure that thi s policy i s  sound and - in  

the long run - the obj ective attainable " . 1 22 For Hoare , the 

very obj ect of a subsidy was "to  hasten the time when civil 

aviation will become an economic proposition" . 1 23 

1 1 9 .  ( c ontinued)  Egyptian and foreign government s " .  AVIA 
2/1846. Hoare Proposals to Cabinet Committee , December 
1 4 ,  1927, p .  6. 

1 20 .  Colonial Office Conference, 1927. Appendice s ,  p .  94. 

1 21 . AVIA 2/1846 , Cabinet Committee on Future of British 
Commercial Air Transport , 1927 . C . P .  238( 27) , 
Memorandum by the Secretary of State for Air , 
October 6 ,  1927 , p .  3 .  

1 22 .  Ibid. See also CAB 24/188. 

1 23 .  AVIA 2/1846. C . A . T .  ( 27)  6 ,  Propo sals by the Secret ary 
of State for Air,  December 1 4 ,  1 927 , p .  2 .  
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Paradoxically , the se statements were made in the context of 

an Air Ministry appeal to the Cabinet for larger subsidi e s  

i n  order to ensure the survival o f  Imperial Airways and to 

. th C . K h '  t 1 24 N th 1 · develop e airo- arac i rou e .  ever e ess , it was 

clear to any African observers that subsidies were still 

regarded by the Air Ministry as a necessary but last resort 

to carry civil aviation through an interim period leading 

to self-sufficiency. Africa was not to benefit from any 

excess of Imperial largesse , and what monies were required 

in support would be drawn mainly from African resourc e s .  

A second feature o f  Air Ministry po licy i n  1927 was 

the emphasis upon the Indian route , already mentioned as 

being the priority air service in the Imperial design. It 

was India , not Africa , to which Hoare directed the attention 

of his Cabinet colleagues  in his argument to persuade them 

of the benefits to be derived from civil air transport with 

an Imperial emphasis.  125  India was the goal , according to 

Gedde s in complaining to a Cabinet Committee that Imperial  

Airways was as yet " fulfilling no Imperi al mission" . 1 26 

1 24. 

1 25 .  

1 26.  

AVIA 2/1 846 . Hoare Memorandwn, October 6 ,  1927, "The 
Future of British Commercial Air Transport" .  

Ibid. , p .  6 .  Hoare argued "a  weekly service to India 
should be our immediate obj ective " .  

AVIA 2/1846. Minutes  of second meeting of C abinet 
Committee , November 9 ,  1927. At a meeting held at 
the Coloni al Office , May 31 , 1928 , to discuss East 
African air services , B. E. Holloway (A .M. ) pointed 
out that " the difficulty of the Air Ministry lay in 
the fact that the Indian route was regarded as having 
the first call . The Ministry was committed to a he avy 
subsidy on that route for ten years , which would take 
all their resources " .  AVIA 2/1 857. Note s ,  p .  2.  
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For British Afric a ,  this focus on India c ould only mean that 

the Indian route would have first claim on whatever financi al 

support the Imperial Exchequer was prepared to provide . With 

8 Treasury already cautious about the extent of support 

rendered to c ivil aviation ,  British Afric a ,  after India 
had been served , was not likely to find a mood of generosity. 127 

The third and final feature of British air policy from 
1927 onwards which complicated the financing of air servic e s  

in Brit i sh Africa  was the re-assertion o f  Imperial Airways ' 

127 . Writing to  Beharrel ,  Hoare noted , 
• • •  there i s  not the slightest chance of 
the Government agreeing to  contribute 
towards the cost of a Trans-African 
service , unless the Union of South Africa  
put up a really substantial proportion of 
the total subsidy required • • • •  

AVIA 2/1857 , Hoare to Beharrel ,  January 28 , 1929. At 
thi s  point Hoare had not been able to obtain any 
commitment from the Imperial Exchequer . In 1925 , 
Imperial Airways received £1 37 , 000 in subsidies from 
the government for European services only. In 1930 ,  
with the addition of the Indian service s ,  total 
subsidies were £364 , 650. At the s ame time , the Air 
Ministry was required by the Treasury to hold the 
line on expenditures .  Thus , for the A . M. to provide 
financial support for the African route out of its own 
resources would mean a cut-back elsewhere . Thi s  was 
not feasible as it would mean unacceptable s acrifices 
on the Indian route or air defence . For tables on Air 
Estimates and Expenditures ,  see Higham, Britain ' s  
Imperial Air Routes ,  pp . 344-47 . In discussion of the 
support required for the Cobham/Blackburn interests to 
develop the East African service , Holloway pointed out 
that the A . M. might be able to  persuade the Treasury 
to sanction a £30 , 000 contribution , but he led out 
no high hope s.  Notes of Meeting at the Colonial Office ,  
11ay 31 ,  1 928 , pp . 2 ,  4 .  



monopoly position, a policy whi ch the Committee on the 

Future of Bri t i sh Commercial Air Transport found " sound 

1 32 

and should be continued" . 1 28 For one thing it meant that 

Great Britain was not prepared to support any other air 

transport company with designs on deve l op ing Imperial air 

route s  in Africa or elsewhere , nor would it provide 

assistance to independent local or regional air carriers . 

The first prec luded any possibility of the Cobham/Blackburn 

interests deve loping the Cairo-Kisumu servic e ,  Sir Samuel 

Wilson pointing out politely that " i f  and when the Air 

Ministry felt able to make any contribution towards the 

subsidy,  they would have t o  consider their commitments to 

Imperial Airways" .  1 29 As to local services ,  Hoare 

emphasized that "the Imperial Government is not prepared 

to finance air services which are primarily of benefit to 
1 �  the Dominions , Colonies ,  etc . traversed . . . .  In bri e f ,  

1 28.  AVIA 2/1 846 , C . A . T .  ( 27 )  7 ( revi s ed) , Cabinet Committee 
on the Future of  Briti sh Commercial Air Transport , 
Report , December 23,  1927 , p .  2.  

1 29 .  AVIA 2/1 857 . Notes of meeting at Coloni al Office , 
May 31 , 1928 , p.  2. One of the ear ly problems in the 
planning of the Cairo-Cape Town route was that the East 
African Governments and the Coloni al Office had entered 
into an agreement with the Cobham/Blackburn interests 
and were under an obligation to give the Alan Cobham 
Company the first option of providing a permanent East 
African service from Khartown or Ca iro . In the 
circumstances of conflicting commitments ,  " it seemed 
obvious that the two companies should if  p o ssible be 
induced to consider the possibility of co-operating" . 
Ibid . , p .  5 .  See below chapters I I I- IV for full 
discussion. 

1 30.  AVIA 2/1 857 , Hoare to Beharrel ,  January 28 , 1929 . 



what financial support could be obtained from the Treasury 

for civil aviation was earmarked for Imperial Airways 

services fulfilling the Imperial mission,  first on the 

Indian route , secondly for a Cairo-Cape Town service .  1 31 

On the question of prioritie s ,  Hoare even appears to 

have given Imperial Airways first call over Imperial 

communications . Speaking of the Khartoum-Kisumu route on 

the occasion of the christening of the ' Pelican ' , the float 

plane designated to inaugurate Gladstone ' s  experimental 

service , Hoare proclaimed : 

This project i s  one which seems to me to 
be o f  the mo st far-re aching importance 
a like to the Air Ministry and the Colonial 
Offi c e .  From the broad aspect of Imperi al 
air communications , this service i s  the 
first link in what will ultima telt be one 
of tlie most im ortant routes of t e Em ire , 

a from airo to the ape • • . •  
[ my italics] 

This was the ' grand ' view, and from the beginning 

Hoare saw that thi s  central African route was no mere 

1 33 

local service of benefit only to the Dependenci e s  concerned.  

1 31 .  Ibid. Writing to Sir Phi lip Cunliffe-Liste r ,  President 
OI"'"t'he Board of Trade and Chairman cf the Cabinet 
Committee on the Future of British Commercial  Air 
Transport , Hoare argued that "we should in the future 
concentrate primarily on Imperial trunk routes ,  • • •  
probably in the following order of priority • • •  '' , 
United Kingdom- India ,  Egypt-Ca�e , India-Australia.  
AVIA 2/1846. Hoare to Lister \private) , October 28 , 
1927. 

1 32. Quoted in F light , November 18,  1926 . In Ho are ' s  absence 
on account of illness , the speech was read at a November 
1 5  luncheon by W.  Ormsby-Gore , the Under-Secretary of 
State for the Colonies .  
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It was a part of what was to be a major Imperi al highway of 

the air,  of recognized stategi c ,  political and commercial 

value to Great Britain and the Empire . But it was not an 

Imperial Airways venture , and if the Cobham/Blackburn 

interests and their African sponsors , Kenya , Uganda , 

Tanganyika , and the Sudan , won rhetorical support from 

Hoare and the Air Ministry , they did not receive what was 

most needed , financial assistance.  The Indian route and 

the British Government concern for economy were but two 

factors dictating the re luctance to subsidize this or any 

other African aviation experiment . 1 33 The ' chosen 

instrument '  status of Imperial Airways confined Imperial 

attention and money to Imperial Airways development and 

plans . Monopoly triumphed over mandate ;  the former with 

the expre ssed purpose of bringing civil aviatiqn to a point 

of commercial  se lf-sufficiency , the latter to develop 

communications and transport in Africa for the benefit 

of British Africans as wel l  as Great Bri tain. 

For British African Governments outside of South Africa , 

the Briti sh attitude towards supporting air transport meant 

critical delays in c ivil aviation development . Since 1922 

the Imperial Exchequer had supported the Geddes Report 

1 33.  Hoare hoped as well that the African route would 
develop out of a ' mosaic ' of local an� regional air 
transport services . Beginnings in South Africa , the 
Rhodesias and East Africa would grow and ultimately 
link up along the C airo-Cape Town route to form an 
all-British air service . The disappointing failures 
in Africa and the final commitment to Imperial Airways 
on the African route laid thi s idea to rest . 
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recommendations that "the assi stance which can be given by 

the British Exchequer to our African Dependenci e s  must be 

limited to the most urgent [ my itali cs]  requirements which 

those Dependenc ies can show themselves to be unable to meet  

out of  their own revenues" , 1 34 an attitude which prevailed 

in British Colonial policy until the establ ishment of  the 

Colonial Deve lopment Fund in 1929 . 4 3 5  British African 

Governments generally had inadequate annual revenues to 

meet necessary expenditures ,  and what surpluses did appear 

were designated to serve more ' urgent ' causes of development 

and welfare than seemed to be the case with civil aviation 

development . 1 36 Some Dependencie s ,  like Kenya , Uganda , 

Tanganyika , and the Sudan , were interested and able to 

provide some financial support to air transport development , 

but were nonetheless unable  to contribute all that was 

required. 1 37 Others in West Afri c a ,  Nigeri a ,  the Gold 

1 34 .  Committee on National Expenditure , Third Report . 
Cmd .  1 589 ( 1 922) , p .  1 2 .  

1 35.  See chapter IV for discussion of  the Colonial  
Development Fund and the question o f  grants to Afric an  
Dependencies for air transport development . See too 
AVIA 2/48? , C airo to Cape Town Air Service - - 
Applications by Colonies  interested in Grants from 
the C . D . F . , May , 1930. 

1 36. For a succinct but adequate di scuss i on of  the state of 
the economy and finances  of British Afric an Government s ,  
see Lord Hailey , An African Survey ( London, 1938) , 
chapter XX ,  ' Public Finances' , pp . 1432-65. 

1 37 .  For the proposed Cairo-Mwanza air service o f  the Cobham 
interests in 1 928 , an annual subsidy of  £1 30 , 000 was 
required in the estimat e s .  Kenya o ffered a £1 5 , 000 
contribution, Tanganyika,  £1 0 , 000 , Uganda , £ 1 0 ,000 , 
and the Sudan , £ 5 , 000 , the total of £ 40 , 000 falling 



coast , and Sierra Leone , could make no more than token 

contributions to civi l aviation experiments ,  and without 

generous help from the Imperi al Exchequer they were thus 

denied local , int er-colonial or Imperial air services  

unti l  1936 .  1 38 

1 36 

West Africa aside , the focus of Imperial attention was 

on the air route which traversed Egypt , the Sudan , Uganda , 

Kenya , Tanganyika ,  the Rhodesias , and South Africa.  1 39 The 

Hoare and Briti sh argument was that insofar as these Bri tish 

territories would benefit from an Imperial air service , they 

should pay according to their means and to the extent to 

which they would benefit in terms of more rapid communicat ions 

with Great Brit ain and each other .  "There i s  not a territory 

in any part of Africa" , Hoare argued ,  

which would not gain almost ine stimable 
advantages from the starting of this 
service • • • •  The time taken today to travel 
from Cairo to Khartum [ sic) will be halved. 
Whereas with pre sent communications it takes 
seven to 14 days to get from Cairo to Sudanese 
centres as far south as Malakal and Mongall a ,  
the air service wil l  reach both of them in 
three days or under. Entebbe in Uganda , and 
centres such as Nairobi , Mombas a ,  Dar- es-Salam 
[ sic]  and Tabora in Kenya and Tanganyika are 
at present from 12 to 1 5  days j ourney by rail 
and sea from Egyp t .  The new air service wil l  

1 37 .  ( continued )  far short o f  requirements .  There was 
never a question of Egypt making any contribution at 
all . AVIA 2/1857. Note s  of Meetings at the Colonial 
Office , June 10,  1 927 and May 31 , 1928 . 

1 38 .  See chapters III  and IV  for full  discussion. 

1 39.  Nyasaland and Zanzibar were not considered , nor was 
British Somaliland . Bechuanaland lay astride the 
route to Johannesburg , while  Basutoland and Swaziland 
were ignored.  



reduce this time by a full two-thirds .  
North and South Rhodesia  wil l  b e  brought 
within 10 days o f  London , whereas now the 
voyage and subsequent j ourney take three 
weeks . To get to Johannesburg or Pretoria 
will take only 11 days instead of 1 8  or 1 9 ,  
whi lst further South the Union Parliament 
at Cape Town wil l  be brought within 1 2  days 
of Westminster. 140 

In terms o f  the argument as to who should bear the 

brunt of the f inancial  responsibi lity for establi shing thi s 

service , Hoare was at pains to po int out the advantages to 

British A frica ,  Rnd British Africa should thus be prepared 

to pay for this advantage . He said less about the 

significance this air route brought to the British aim 

of developinB closer ties with the Empire and establ ishing 

a more cohe sive and mobile Imperial defence system. The 

latter argument , used with good effect in persuading 

Parliament and the Treasury to support fully the Indian 

air route , saw less service in the verbal embelli shment 

surrounding d iscussion on the proj ected Cairo-Cape  Town 

route . 1 41 

140 .  Hansard , CCXXVI , March 7 ,  1929 , col .  607 .  

1 37 

141 . In his proposals to the Cabinet Committee on the Future 
of  British Commercial  Air ?ronsport , Hoare spoke of the 
great economic and strategic advantages of  developing 
an Indian route , pointing out that there was " almost 
every argument to be used for starting a weekly service • • •  " .  
AVIA 2/1846. Hoare proposal s ,  pp . 3-4 . In the House , 
Hoare saw t:ie African route as a "thrilling project " , 

• . •  a project to combine no less than seven 
Colonial and Dominion Governments in Africa 
in a common ende avour to de stroy the great 
enemy of the Empire --- distance.  What a 
chance for these Imperial  Governments to 
form in the air a co-operative commonwealth 
of transport • • • •  

Hansard , CCXXVI , March 7 ,  1929 , cols.  608-09 . 
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While the appeal for financial support for the route 

was directed to all the Brit ish African administrations , 

the key was South Africa. The Union was first of all the 

ultimate goal to be reached , its Dominion status and large 

white population a greater interest and most important part 

of the Imperial design in Africa.  Secondly, South Africa 

had the financial  capabilities to contribute a large subsidy 

to the projected air service , and as Hoare argued , thi s  

contribution was essenti al "to  supplement the small sums 

already offered by the Colonial administrations en route 11 • 142 

For the problem of financing the Cairo-Cape Town route to be 

resolved , South Africa had to be wooed and won to the Imperi al  

Cause . In March 1929 , a happy Hoare was able to announce that 

the negotiations which had taken place between Great Britain 

and South Africa during the winter of 1928-29 had been 

successful , and the Union had agreed to make "a substantial 

contribution" . 143 From this point on the Air Ministry, 

Imperial Airways , and the British Africa Governments in 

co-operation with the Colonial Office were able to move 

to establish the second Imperial air route.  144 

142. AVIA 2/1 857. Hoare to Beharrel ,  January 28 , 1929 .  

143 . Hansard , CCXXV I ,  March 1 4 ,  1929 , col.  1 278 . Hoare had 
reported the agreement t o  the Cabinet the day before . 
South Africa had agreed to contribute £80 ,000 �er annum 
for five years. CAB 23/60 , C . P .  1 1 ( 29 ) 1 2 ,  Cabinet 
Meeting of  March 1 3 ,  1929 . 

144. See chapter IV. 
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Di scussion has thus far elaborated two of the hurdles 

to be cleared before the dream of a Cairo-Cape Town air 

route could become reality; Egypt and the sources  of 

financial support . The third and final question to be 

answered concerned Imperial Airways ; more specifically, 

was the ' chosen instrument ' in a position to tackle a 

proposition which promi sed a great many problems of every 

kind . By 1927 , it was becoming increasingly evident that 

the high hopes he ld for the company were more sanguine than 

realistic . Despite its monopoly position, incre asing traffic 

on its European route s ,  an annual subsidy of £1 37 , 000 in 1925 

and 1926 , increased to £1 5 2 , 600 in 1 927 to support the 

beginnings of the Cairo-Basra sector on the Indian route , 

and a ' profit ' declared from 1926 onwards , Imperial Airways ' 

future was surrounded with doubt.  145 

In 1924 , Imperial Airways had commenced operati ons with 

15 aircraft inherited from the pioneer British air transport 

companie s ,  146 and 260 emp loyees of whom 1 9  were p ilots . 1 47 

145. A useful summary of Imperial Airways traffi c statistics 
and financial situation c an be noted in Higham , Britain ' s  
Imperial Air Routes , pp . 347- 53.  See too Quin-Harkin , 
"Imperial Airways , 1924-40 " , p .  206 , for profit and loss 
figures during the period . These figures are drawn from 
Imperial Airways , Annual Reports of the Directors and 
Statements of Account s .  

146. Only 1 3  of these aircraft were registered , 11 landplanes 
( seven De Havilland DH34s , three Handley Page W8bs , and 
one Vickers Vimy C ommercial)  and the two Supermarine Sea 
Eagle seaplanes inherited from the British Marine Air 
Navigation Company for Channel operations . Higham notes 
that 12 or 1 5  aircraft were registered on formation of 
ImperialAirways , neither figure squaring with his own 
listing of Imperial Airways ' first flee t .  The pioneer 
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By early 1926 , the fleet had incre ased to 1 6  aeroplanes with 

!ive more on order for the proj ected Egypt-India service . 148 

The air line was growing in size , if slowly, but it was 

obviously falling behind its competitors , and certainly 

showing less capability o f  reaching financ ial se lf

sufficiency, one of the prime reasons for the c ompany ' s  

formation in the f irst place . Geddes had noted at the 

1925 Annual General Meeting of the company that the company 

had begun with two objects in view , "namely , to do justice 

to national aims and also to provide a satisfactory investment 

for the public " .  149 It had become clear rather quickly that 

' justice ' was not being done as long as Imperial Airways 

confined their air activities to European operations ; there 

was also no public rush to invest in a c ompany whi ch at best 

146.  

147. 

148. 

149. 

( continued )  c ompanies were compensated for the transfer 
of these aeroplanes in the settlement with Imperial 
Airways . In cash and shares in Imperial Airways , 
Handley Page received a value of £51 ,000 , Instone ' s  
£46 ,000 , Daimler £ 30 , 000 , and Briti sh Marine Air 
Navigation £ 21 , 500 . See Higham , Britain ' s  Imperial 
Air Routes ,  pp . 75 , 327-28. 

Quin-Harkin,  " Imperi al Airways , 1924-ll-O " ,  p .  198,  
Pudney , The Seven Skie s ,  p .  91 , states there were 250 
employees at the beginning . The 1 9  pilots inc luded 
some of  the most famous names in p ioneer Briti sh 
aviation and Imperial Airways history: Brackley, Youell , 
Jone s ,  Olley, Barnard , Wolley Dodd. See Kenneth Munson, 
Pictorial Histor o f  BOAC and Im erial Airwa s (Shepperton,  

esex,  1 or a comp ete is  ing . 

the Directors and Statement 

Imperial Airways , Re�ort of the Annual General Meeting, 
1925. December 29 , 925. 
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could show only a modest profit after three years of 

operation , and then only because the company ' s  revenue 

included a Government subsidy .  15° 

The question as to whether Imperial Airways would 

survive , indeed,  whether it would be able to realize any 

of the ambitions forecast in its formation turned on the 

fami liar que stion of government financial support . The 

decision to fly all regular routes with multi-engined 

aeroplanes was a necessary but "costly decision " .  151  

Slow deliveries o f  new aeroplanes meant de lays i n  offering 

improved and more attractive air services with resulting 

losses in traffic revenue t o  Europ ean carriers . 1 52 The 

150. 

151 . 

152. 

For 1924 the company reported a loss of £1 5 , 217,  for 
1925 , a loss of £20 ,41 5 ,  and for the year ended March 
31 , 1927 , a ' profit ' of £11 , 461 . Imperial Airways , 
Reiorts of the Directors , 1925-27. No dividends were 
paid out during the period. While actual revenues are 
difficult to determine ( see Higham , Britain ' s I�erial 
Air Routes ,  p .  349) , Government subsidies for tEi first 
tnree years were in excess of £426 ,000 . Hoare pointed 
out that the financ ial situation was such that Imperial 
Airways c ould "go into liquidation or drift into 
stagnation. In either case the private inve stor would 
not for many years to come provide money for civil 
aviation , • • •  " AVIA 2/1846. Hoare Proposals t o  the 
Cabinet Committee ,  December 14 , 1927 , p .  2. 

Imperial Airways , Re�ort of the Directors , 1926 . The 
aeroplanes on order included the DH66 Hercules and the 
Armstrong Whitworth Argosy , both three-engined 
aeroplanes costing about £25 ,000 and £28 ,000 each 
respectively. The se prices can be compared to the 
£10 ,000 for the DH34. While an amount was set aside 
yearly to develop an obsolescence re serve ( in 1926 , 
£27 ,000) , it was grossly inadequate .  

Ibid. By 1927 , Imperial Airways was using 20 aeroplanes 
flying about 21 , 000 miles a week along routes totalling 
2 , 300 mile s .  In contrast , the comparable French figures 



obvious contradiction between Imperial Airways ends and 

means lay in a policy of expansion and re-equipment on the 

one hand , and a G overnment/Imperial Airways agreement which 
called for a scaled reduction in government financial 
support over the period of the agreement . Increased 
service s and traffic , and the consequent increase in 
revenue , were unable to keep apace with the expensive 
and expansive aims of the air line . 1 53 

142 

1 52. (continued) were 300 , 75 ,000 , and 8 , 300 , and the 
Germans , 167 ,  180 , 000 , and 14,000 respectively. AVIA 
2/1846 , Hoare Memorandum , October 6 ,  1927 , "The Future 
of British Commercial Air Transport " ,  p .  2.  The Report 
of the Directors for 1926 complained that " owing to 
delay in delivery of new aeroplanes ,  the Company was 
unable to earn the increased revenue which the Board 
had anticipated and c onsiderable traffic passed to the 
benefit of foreign competitors " .  Nonetheless , the 
number of passengers carried by Imperial Airways rose 
from 1 0 , 321 in 1924 to 1 6 , 621 in 1926 , and the total 
ton-miles flown increased from 350 ,000 to 493 , 500. 
A . M. , Civil Aviation Statistical and Technical 
Review (London , 1939) ,  p.  11. And of 26,531 airline 
passengers carried in and out of Croydon in 1926 ,  
over 1 6 , 000 were carried by Imperial Airways . See 
Higham , Britain ' s  Im erial Air Routes , p .  102. Thi s 
was a promising 1mprovemen over , when the air 
line carried just 51% of passengers to and from Great 
Britain. Hansard , CXCII , February 24 , 1926 , col . 523.  

1 53 .  I n  1927 increased revenues from operations enabled the 
c ompany to declare a net profit of £72 , 567 after 
providing for a dividend of 5%. But despite this 
apparent upturn in company fortune s ,  the fact that 
this only came about because company receipts included 
£152 , 600 in Government subsidy underlined the 
precariousness of the company ' s  financial future . 
With plans afoot for air services to India and South 
Africa , and the need to maintain a presence in Europe 
against heavily-subsidized foreign air line s ,  expected 
commercial revenue and subsidy remained inadequate 
to meet the anticipated new expenditures . AVIA 
2/1846. Hoare Proposals , December 14,  1927 , p .  2. 
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Hoare and the Air Ministry ,  and Geddes and Imperial 

Airways were in general agreement as to the nature of the 

problems facing Imperial Airways and the possible ways of 

resolving the se problems . In blunt terms , Imperial Airways 

required more money from the Government , more and better 

aircraft , support for a partial withdrawal of European 

servi ces and an emphasis upon development of Imperial air 

routes ,  and a stronger guarantee of tenure and support on 

the Imperial routes so as to enable Imperial Airways to 

p lan and operate without fear of competition and diminishing 

Government financial assistanc e .  The question remained 

whether Hoare and Geddes could persuade the Government of 

the validity of these claims . Upon the answer rested the 

future of Imperial Airways in Africa. 1 54 

1 54. One can only speculate as to what might have been the 
case if the Briti sh Government had elected not to 
support an expanded Imperial role for Imperial Airways . 
There is nothing to suggest that Imperial Airways , the 
Cobham/Bl ackburn intere sts , or the companie s  being 
formed in Southern A frica could have developed the 
Cairo-Cape Town route without substantial help from 
the Imperial Exchequer.  The most likely candidate 
to provide an alternative ' British ' service through 
Africa was South Afric an Airways after its formation 
in 1 934 . A more likely eventuality would have been 
the expansion o� ?rench , Belgian , and possibly German 
air transport activitie s .  As Brancker pointed out , 
and in so doing spoke the view of the Bri t i sh 
Government and Imperial Airways , if the que stion 
was only one of promoting more rapid air 
communication in Africa,  foreign interests would 
be valuable allie s ,  but " it i s  unthinkable that we 
can let other nations become responsible for our 
Imperial communications " .  Quoted in MacMi llan , 
Sir Sefton Brancker , p .  314. 
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In h i s  October 1927 Memorandum t o  the Cabine t ,  Hoare 

8rgued for a review of the state of civil aviation in Great 

Britain and the Empire . He contrasted " the dynamic state 

of commercial air transport abroad" with the British 

situation which required some modification of policy 

"i f we are not to be left hopele ssly behind in one of 

tbe most striking departments of twentieth century progres s ,  

. . . 11 1 55 He noted that in c ompari son with developments in 

Europe , progress in Great Britain had been held back 

"despite technical and c ommerc ial management of the first 

order , by a stringency of finance which is intensified by 

our present diminish ing subsidy scheme " .  1 56 

On October 26 , the Cabinet agreed with Hoare that a 

British air policy was necessary, and a C abinet 

was formed 

To  review the present position of civil 
aviation in the British Empire , with 
particular re ference to recent developments 
abroad and to consider and report what 
modi fications of our present policy are 
desirable and practicable . 1 57 

AVIA 2/1 846 . Hoare Memorandum , "The Future of British 
Commercial Air Transport " ,  p .  1 .  

Ibid.  

CAB 23/55 , 52( 27) 8 .  Cabinet Meeting of October 26 , 
1927 . The Committee was made up o f  Sir P. Cunliffe
Lister , chairman , the Chancel lor of the Excheque r ,  
Churchi ll (rep laced by the Secret ary to the Treasury, 
A . M .  Samue l ) , Hoare , the First Lord of the Admiralty, 
W . C .  Bridgeman , and the First Commissioner of Works , 
Lord Pee l .  Wing Commander Sir Norman Leslie  and 
F . G . L .  Bertram from the Department of C ivil Aviation 
acted as j o int secretaries .  



The Committee ' s  report , which remained unpublished ,  

endorsed Hoare ' s  concern , and after reviewing Imperial 

145 

Airways ' need for a continuing up-dating of equipment , a 

revision of existing agreements between the Government and 

Imperial Airways to provide an extended period of substantial 

subsidy and thus give the company rea sonable security of 

tenure , and a re-confirmation of the company ' s  monopoly 

position in British aviation,  the Committee came out in 

complete support of the Air Ministry and Imperial Airways 

claims for change . 1 58 In summary, the Committee recommended 

to the Cabinet : 

( a ) That the policy of concentrating air 
transport in the hands of a single 
company - Imperial Airways Ltd. - be 
continued . 

( b ) That the Air Ministry be authorised 
in consul tation with the Treasury to 
enter on negoti ations with Imperial 
Airways to modify exi sting agreements 
so as to provide : -
( 1 )  For giving the company security of 

tenure over a reasonable period of 
years . 

( 2 ) For the development , in lieu of the 
less remunerative continental service s ,  
of long-distance Imperial routes ,  
commencing with a London-Calcutta 
mail servi c e . 

( 3 ) For the renewal of the company ' s  
fleet at frequent intervals with 
the most up-to-date aircraft. 

( 4) For the Government to secure more 
favourable participation at an 
earl ier stage in the company ' s  
profit s .  

1 58 .  AVIA 2/1 846 . Cabinet Committee Report , December 2 3 ,  
1927. 



( c )  That the Post Office should take 
special steps to promote the 
success  of the London-Calcutta 
Mail servi c e .  

( d )  That over a ten year period a 
sufficient amount should be 
provided on the C ivil Aviat ion 
Vote of Air Estimates  to permit 
of the p olicy outlined at ( 1 ) ,  
( 2) ,  ( 3) and ( 4) o f  ( b )  above 
being carried into effect - the 
figure to be settled annua lly 
between the Air Ministry and 
Treasury, to whom each yeAr ' s  
programme will be communicated 
for prior scrutiny and concurrence 
in the ordinary course . 

( e )  That machinery should be set up to 
secure tr.e closest possible liaison 
between the Air Ministry , Imperial 
Airways and the aircraft manufacturing 
industry. 1 59 
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Despite early Treasury reservations about increased 

assistance to civil aviation considering the " extremely 

difficult f inancial outlook" , 1 60 the Government accepted 

the Committee ' s  recommendations in ful l ,  only underlining 

the rider that arrangements must be worked out between the 

Treasury and the Air Ministry. 1 61 This decision wrote the 

preface for the subsequent story of Imperi al Airways in 

Afri c a .  Both the Hoare Memorandum 162 and Geddes ' gloomy 

forecast for the future of Imperial Airways 163 had awakened 

1 59 .  Ibid. , pp . 9-1 0 .  Also CA13 24/190 ,  C . P .  327( 27) . 

160 .  CAB 23/55.  Cabinet me eting comment by Churchill.  

161 . CAB 23/57 , 3( 28) 5 .  Cabinet Meeting of June 25 , 1928 . 

162. AVIA 2/1 846 . "The Future of British Commercial Air 
Transport " .  

163 .  AVIA ?/1846. Draft review of British Air Services 
since the inauguration of Imperial Airways , Ltd . 



the British Government to the reality of a situation that 

found Great Britain not le ading but losing its prominence 
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ld . ' l  . t .  164 in wor civi avia ion. After the struggles of almost 

a decade in matters of civi l  air transport deve lopment , 

Great Britain was convinced that the proper province o f  

civil or commercial aviation activity lay i n  the appealing 

expanse o f  Empire . 165 

163 . ( c ontinued) Enclosure by Geddes .  Hoare noted that 
"Sir Eric Geddes no doubt paints the picture in bl ack 
colours.  Discounting , however, any undue pessimism, 
it seems clear to me that his main contention is right , 
that there is no real progress to be expected under the 
terms of the present agreement " .  Hoare Proposal s ,  
December 1 4 ,  1927, p .  3 .  

164. With the exception of steps being taken to develop the 
Cairo to India air service ,  Great Britain was running 
well behind the progress and plans of its European 
rivals.  French plans for an air mail servi c e  to South 
America via Dakar were near completion in 1927 , the 
Belgi ans had completed their 1 , 400 mile route to 
Katanga in the Congo , and the Germans , already active 
in Bulgaria ,  Persia,  and Sout� Americ a ,  were planning 
a service to Madrid to l ink with a proposed Spanish
German airship service to South America , and they were 
studying the idea of a seap l ane service down the west 
coast of Africa.  A . M . , Re�ort on the Pro�ress of Civil 
Aviation 1927 (London,  192 ) . Much of thi s can be 
attributed to the generous state support provided.  
In 1927-28 , Gre at Britain ' s  civil aviation expenditure 
as a whole amounted to £481 , 000 , France ' s  £ 1 , 571 , 1 57 , 
and Germany ' s  .i2 ,  1 36 ,  756. "Why are we behind ? " , asked 
Brancker. 

Yirst of all , we are very conservative , we do 
not take to new things.  The second reason i s  
our insular position. Although we have this 
great Empire , there are really very few people  
who think Imperially. 

Brancker was often wrong but in this case he was 
unusually perceptive . Brancker ,  "Aviation and the 
Empire " ,  United Empire , XVI I I  ( July, 1927) , p .  394. 

165 . It appeared too that Hoare was seeing reali zed two o f  
his three pro fessed o'bj ective s ,  "a  more air-minded 
country" , and " a  better system of Imperial air route s " .  



The new Bri tish air policy in 1928 gave Imperial 

Airways its mandate to est ablish the Cairo-Cape Town 

route as the second great I mperial highway of the air. 

As wel l ,  it  gave its ' chosen instrument ' the support which 

assured its capabilities of developing British Afri can air 

transport , capabilities which had remained very much a 

question mark until 1928. The new pol icy did not mean 

that the problems were over for Imperi al Airways in Africa 

or el sewhere , 166 but se curity and commi tmont provided a 

wi ll  if not a way to fulfilling its Imperi al mi ssion i n  

Africa.  The mood o f  despair i n  1927 was now , in 1928 , 

but a memory. The Times  proclaimed,  " I r.:ip erial Airways . 

Year of  Marked Progress.  Financial Position Considerably 

Improved" , as it reported the company ' s  Fourth Ordinary 
167 General Meeting . Geddes noted the company ' s  improved 
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165. ( c ontinued )  The third , " a  self-supporting civil 
aviation" , was an obj ective becoming a more remote 
possibility with every year . Hansard , CCXX , July 30 , 
1928 , col .  1924 . 

166. In Africa the claims of the Cobham/Blackburn interests 
had to be met , the routing to the Cape determined, the 
faci litie s  readied ,  and much experience was going to 
be needed be fore African air operati ons could settle 
into a pattern of routine . The politics and ambitions 
of South Africa remained a problem, and with a look to 
the future , the question of how to serve British West 
Africa had to be answered.  See below , especially 
chapters I I I- IV , VII and VIII .  E l sewhere , the route 
to the East was halted at Basra until Persian perfidy 
could be overcome . See A IR 2/1474-1478 , Air Services 
between Egypt and Karachi , Correspondence with the 
Foreign Office regarding Pers i a ,  25 . 4 . 27- . 

167. The Time s ,  Septe�ber 8 ,  1928 , p .  1 7 .  
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position and spoke of re signing as C�airman becau s e  " I  fee l  

your ship i s  set upon a straight course and that fair weather 

is ahe ad" . 168 Incre ased Government supp ort , the c ontinuing 

delivery of new aeroplane s ,  and experience being gained in 

the operati on of the C airo-Basra route were all indicati ons 

that Imperial Airways was at long last prepared to move 

into Africa.  169 

By 1929 , the que sti ons of Egypt , African route financing , 

and Imperial Airways were not permanently resolved,  but they 

were settled suffi ciently to enable the Air Mini stry, Imperial 

Airways , and the British Afri can Governments to commence work 

on the 5 , 600 mil e  route to the Cap e .  The first steps were 

being taken none too soon. "At last " ,  wrote C. G .  Grey, 

" the long argument about the London- Cape Town Air Service 

168 .  Ibid. A t  this stage , Gedde s felt that the major hurdles 
which Imperial Airways had to clear were now past . He 
had won his every point : continued monopoly , se curity 
of tenure , incre ased support for new aeroplanes and 
route deve lopment , and an Imperial emphasi s .  Now the 
j ob was one of deve l oping what had been e s t abli shed 
in policy and agreement . Geddes  argued that '' the 
ship must have a cap t ain who can take the bridge on 
short notice at any time . I cannot do that , as my 
other obligati ons are heavy; • •  " .  Gedde s ,  of course , 
did not carry out his ' threat ' ,  remaining as chairman 
until  his death in 1937.  

169 .  For the fiscal year ending March 31 , 1929 , British 
subsidies to Imperial Airways amounted to £230 , 600 ; 
for the year ending March 31 , 1 930 , £364 , 650 . See 
Higham, Britain ' s  Im erial Air Routes , p .  347 . By 
the end of 192 , the Imperial Airways fleet totalled 
34 , inc luding aircraft under construction. . Imperial 
Airways , Report of Directors , 1930 .  Of importance t o  
Africa was the fact that with the establi shment of the 
Indian service , Imperial Airways set up a regional 
organization with he adquarters in Cairo , an ideal 
location from which to organize the Cape route . 
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has been settled and we are to have in due course a properly 

organized air line between Cairo and the Cape" .  Grey added , 

"we might have had it 8 or 9 years ago 0 • 1 70 Grey was 

ref erring to the great efforts and study of the route in 

1918-1919,  and the high hopes entertained in 1920 when Van 

Ryneveld and Brand had made their hi storic flight . 1 71 

Once again , a thorough study of  the whole route was called 

for to supplement information gathered over a decad e from 
1 72 the R . A . F . , Cobh�m , and others . In response to a 

request from the East A frican Governments , in 1927, the 

Air Ministry had ' loaned ' Frederick Tymms to the Colonial 

Office to report on air transport prospects in East Africa. 173  

1 70 .  Aeroplane , March 20 , 1929 , pp . 425-26 . However , the 
impatient Grey added that it was probably just as well 
the development did not take place then as neither 
aircraft nor facilities were up to the task . 

1 71 .  See chapter I .  

172. For reports on the annual R. A . F .  fl ights to the C ape  
see  AIR 5/820 , Royal Air Force Operations , Flight s and 
Surveys , chapter 14 ,  Cairo-Cape Flights 1926 ; AIR 5/821 , 
ibid. , chapter 22 , Cairo-Cape Flight 1927 ; AIR 5/82 3 , 
ibid. , chapter 31 , Cairo-Cape Flight 1 928 , and chapter 
�Cairo-Cape Flight 1929 . For Cobham ' s  first African 
report see AIR 5/820 , chapter 1 2 ,  Imperial Airways 
Survey Flight , London-Cape Town , A .  J .  Cobham, 16 . 1 1 . 25 -
1 7 . 2 . 26 .  There was suffici ent information for the Air 
Ministry to publish a Pilot ' s  Handbook of Air Route s .  
Cairo-Cape Town Air Route (London , 1928) with detailed 
maps of the route legs and airfields. 

173.  AVIA 2/291 , Suggest ions for Extension of Aviation in 
Kenya and other Colonies .  Suggestions to send expert 
out . Loan of Captain Tymms to Coloni al Office to 
advise on Civil Aviation Prospects in British East 
Africa , 1927 . The Brit ish East Afri can Governments 
had agreed to bear the costs of Tymms ' study. See 
AVIA 2/1 857 . Notes of Meeting at Colonial Office , 
June 10 , 1927 , p .  4 .  Tymms ' survey and report wi ll  
be discussed below , chapters III-V . 
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In 1929 , Tymms was joined by C .  Wc l.ley Dod of Imperial 

Airways and Tony Gladstone of the newly-registered Imperia l  

Airways ( Africa ) Ltd. , t o  carry out a full survey o f  the 

Cape route.  1 74 

For the men directing the destinies of Imperial air 

transport , Samuel Hoare and Sefton Brancker ,  the expansion 

into British Africa marked another important stage in their 

shared dream of an Empire linked by a strong chain of 

Imperial air communications . They had defined the goal 

and argued the cause with energy and enthusi asm. Both had 

given India top priority as a goal of Imperial air transport 

service s ,  but both were aware that Great Britain must act 

and act soon in A fric� if it was not to turn to foreign air 

services to sati sfy growing demands to be part of the air 

age . 175 In the House , Hoare was reminded that "Civil 

174.  Imperial Airways and the Cobham/Blackburn company 
reached agreement on the Cairo-Mwanza sector o: the 
Cape route in February , 1 929 . The Cob�am interests 
relinquished their claims on the route for c ash , 
shares �nd represent ation in the new companyA Imperial 
Airways ( Africa )  Ltd. , registered in June , 1 �29 to 
develop the African operation. See below chapter III.  

175 .  The maj or concern was that Be lgium and/or France would 
establish a European link with Africa via the Sahara 
and the Congo , possibly as far as Madagascar . See AIR 
2/322 , Foreign Co-operation regarding Belgian Civil 
Aviation in the Congo , 2 . 6 . 27- . The Air Mini stry 
wanted Congo traffic to route via a British service 
up the Hi l e .  Writing to Hoare , Brancker summarized 
the fears : 

It seems certain , therefore , that if we 
cannot establ ish a permanent service from 
the south of the Sudan to Khartoum or Cairo , 
the Belgians wil l  develop air communications 
with the French. In any case , they wi ll  
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aviation in Africa is crying out for development all over 11 , 1 76 

and it was a cry to which many were responding. During the 

years while Great Britain was slowly coming to grips with 

the problems o� civil air transport , Africa was coming alive 

with aviation ac tivity. In Egypt and the Sudan , the Savage 

Aircraft Company commenced crop-spraying and locust control 

operations in 1927 with aerop lanes loaned by the R . A . F . 1  and 

the Air Survey Company Limi ted carried out surveys which by 

1929 had p�otographed over 1 9 , 000 s�uare mi les and almost 

100 towns by air . 1 77 In East Africa , private flying and 

the formation of Sritish Eact African Airw8ys was stirring 

up considerable local enthusiasm , and in 1929 , Wil son 

Airways was formed to operate air transport services 

Mombasa-Zanzibar-Tanga-Dar-es-Salaam and Nairobi-Mombasa. 1 78 

1 75 .  

1 76 .  

177 .  

1 78 .  

( continued) endeavour to establish air 
communications with South Africa , 
and , i f  we cannot provide fac ilities 
through the Sudan and Egypt , oay draw 
the South African traffic away to French 
air communications as wel l .  

Brancker to Hoare , July 2 ,  1 927 . �he Franco-Belgi an 
agreement in 1928 to commence a Europe-Congo pool 
service gave special urgency to the need to establi sh 
a British line to the Cape .  For Franco-Belgian African 
developments see Re�orts on the Progress of Civil 
Aviation, 1 928 , 192 , 1930. 
M. F .  Sueter , Hansard , CCXXVI , March 7 ,  1 929 , col . 638. 

A . M. , Re9orts on the Progress of Civil Aviation, 
1 927-192 • 

Ibid. In Tanganyika , the Government ordered five 
a.erQplanes for its own purposes , and with the first 
delivery in 1930 , became the first Colony , Dependency 
or Mandated Territory in the Empire to have its own 
aircraft . Donald Cameron , My Tan�anyika Service and 
Some Nigeria ( London , 1 939) , p .  7_ . See chapters 
III-V for East Afric an developments .  



In th e Rhodesias , the Aircraft Operating Company Ltd . 

commenced a lar�e survey operation in 1926 and in 1929 
began another 6 3 , 000 square mile survey in Northern 

Rhodesia.  1 79 At Bulawayo , the Rhodesi an Aviation 

Syndicate formed the Rhodesian Aviation Company Ltd . in 

1929 to commence air transport and general air services 

in the Rhodesias .  180 In south Africa , Afri can Airways 

Ltd . failed for l ack of cap ital , but in 1929 , Union 

Airways began regular ail' services which at long last 

establi shed civi l  aviation in the Union. 181 Bri t i sh 

West Africa  was still far removed from the mainstream of  

1 5 3  

air transport development in Africa , but Cobham had stirred 

its interest and the four Colonies requested an Air Ministry 
182 study of  proposals end prospe cts . With the annual 

flights of  the R . A . F .  to the C ape along with their many 

other survey flights wi thin Africa , S . A . A . F .  activities in 

South Afri c a ,  the private flights of  airmen and airwomen of 

every nationality to many points in Afri c a ,  and the steady 

growth and development of  French , Belgian and German air 

transport schemes in Afri c a , Africa was once again a main 

1 79 .  

1 80 .  
181 . 

182. 

Reports on the Progress of Civil Aviation, 1927-1 929 . 
See chapter VI. 
Ibid.  

Aero�lane , May 30 , 1 928 , p.  790 , and July 25,  1928 , 
p.  2 4. See chapter VII for full di scussion. 

See AVIA 2/401 , Proposals for Experimental Air Servic e  
i n  British West African Colonies , Alan Cobham Aviati on 
Limited , 1 929 . 
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arena for the working out of  European ambitions . A second 

• scramble for Afri c a '  was in the making with less important 

but more exciting consequenc es for its future . 1 8 3  

Neither Hoare , the architect of the Brit ish Imperial 

air presence in Africa ,  nor Brancker , hi s boisterous and 

imaginative Director of Civi l Aviation , remained in office 

to see the fruits of their labours mature . Hoare had to 

content himself with a seat on t�e sidelines as Imperial 

Airways pushed south to Mwanza in 1931 and to Cape Town in 

1932.  184 He did , however , make one flight along the Cape 

route with the R . A . F .  as far as Malakal shortly before 

leaving office . "The moment seemed to me to have arrived" ,  

he wrote , 

183.  However,  unlike its political predecessor o f  the late 
nineteenth century , the new ' Scramble ' focussed mainly 
although not exclusively on South Africa and an air 
link with Europ e .  In the 1930 ' s  both the Dutch and 
the Portuguese entered the scene . 

184. Hoare surrendered his off ice in the Labour e lectoral 
victory of May 30 , 1929 to Lord Thomson of 
Cardington ( 1 875-19 30 ) . Thomson was killed in the 
R . 101 disaster in October , 1930 ,  and was suc ceeded 
by Lord Amulree . With the formation of the National 
Government in 1931 , Lord Londonderry held office as 
Secretary of State for Air, 1931-1935 , thus presiding 
over the final establishment of the Cairo-Cape Town 
route by Imperial Airways. See chapter IV . 



at which the flight of the British 
Minister for Air down two thousand 
five hundred miles of the route would 
create a general interest in the projec t ,  
and bring i t  in a conspicuous manner 
be fore the eyes of the people in Africa 
who were likely to benefit from it .  185  
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A more specific purpose of his flight was to assure 

the financial support of the Bri tish African Governments , 

especi ally South Africa . 186 By " showing the public that 

it was as practicable to keep to a time-table in Africa as 

it had been in India" , 187 Hoare returned to Great Britain 

content that "the framework was ready for the det ails  to be 

completed " .  188 Brancker , so active in the African route 

185.  AIR 19/1 3 5 ,  ' Ten Thousand Mi les in a Fortnight -
London to Malakal and B ack in the Easter Holidays ' ,  
April ,  1 929 . 1 5  page report by Hoare . See also "The 
Beginnings of the African Air Service " ,  in Hoare ' s  
Empire of the Air , pp . 301-08. Hoare was proud to 
claim that he flew on the first C airo-Indi a Imperial 
Airways flight as far as Delhi in January , 1 927. See 
Higham , Britain ' s  Imperial Air Routes , pp . 1 21 -22. 
Lady Hoare accompanied the Air Minister on both 
occasions . 

186 .  He was pleased to note that he met a flight of the 
S . A . A . F .  at Assouan that brought him a letter from 
General Hertzog "promising South African support for 
a future service " .  Hoare , Empire of the Air, p. 1 74. 

187. Ibid.  Hoare is  somewhat misleadinG here as Imperial 
Airways only commenced scheduled services to India in 
April ,  1929 .  But in operating the Cairo-Basra sector 
on a weekly basis , Imperi al Ai rways put up an " almost 
perfect performance '' .  Of 91 departures in 1927 , for 
example , only one was late.  See Higham, Bri tain ' s  
Imperial Air Routes , pp . 1 24-26. 

188. Hoare , "The Beginnings of the African Air Service " .  



negotiations and ever impressed with the urgency of British 

action in the face of foreign air activities , departed the 

scene in the fateful crash of the R.  101 setting out to 

pioneer another Imperial air service to India in 1 9 30 .  189 

With the departure from the scene of these two early 

giants in Bri tish civil aviation history , a chapter ends 

and another one begins. In Africa , their task had only 

just begun , but it was a task to be taken on by others . 

Hoare and Brancker had been instrumental in preparing the 

stage , providing the cast , and assembling the audience for 

the drama which was to unfold in Africa for a decade .  Yet 

it would be remiss to ignore at this point the contribution 

made to British African air transport development of a man 
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whose flights of survey thri lled an Empire . While the Air 

Ministry and Imperial Airways hammered out plans and policy, 

and while Hoare and Erancker attacked complacency in the 

House , in the p ress , and on countle ss spe akers ' platforms , 

Alan J .  Cobham let the aeroplane speak for itself. In a 

way in which Hoare or Brancker were unable to do , Cobham 

gave Imperialism its air dimension. Where British officialdom 

and its ' chosen instrument ' focussed attention on Indi a ,  

189 . Along with Brancker ' s  death , the R . 101 disaster marked 
the end of the era of �igh hopes �or the airship and 
Imperial  air route development . Government could now 
devote full attention to Imperi al Airways who 
fortunately had demurred at a Government suggestion 
in 1929 that they participate in the airship 
programme . For more on the end of t�e airships , 
see Higham, The British Rigid Airship, 1908-1931 . 
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Cobham made African air development his first priority. 1 90 

His work throughout the Empire won him fame and a legion 

of supporters . " I  hope he wi ll have a hundred sons " ,  wrote 

one , "and each of them a hundred more , so that in the second 

generation Great Britain will control the commercial air

routes of the world" .  1 91 C obham, aviation and Africa is 

the theme of the chap ter which follows . 

1 90 .  

191 . 

His long-distance flights to Ran�oon ( 1 924) and 
Australia ( 1 926) were important contributions to 
the development of those routes as they were 
significant in demonstrating aeroplane capabilities .  
Both flights added to C obham ' s fame and pre stige and 
gave British aviation a much-needed ' shot in the arm ' . 
See Cobham ' s  Sk�a�s (London , 1925) and Australia and 
Back (London , 1 6 , for personal accounts of these 
1II'ghts .  Nonetheless i t  i s  in Africa that Cobham 
made his mark through his efforts in East Africa , 
South Africa , and West Africa to develop air 
transport , his flight to the Cape in 1925 , his flight 
around Africa in 1928 , and two later trips to Central 
Africa in 1 929 and 1931 . See chapter III  for full 
discussion. 

Mark Kerr , Land, Sea and Air (London , 1927) , p .  337. 
Another adnlirer , A. F. Herbert , lauded Cobham and 
Churchill  together as men who " combine with an 
apparently inexhaustible vitali ty a habit of 
perpetual achievement . "  Punch , March 2 3 ,  1 927 , 
p .  318. 



CH.APrBR III 

ALAN COBHAM: FLYING IMPERIALIST AND 

·rHE CHALLENGE OF AFRICA, 1925-1933 

Who are these pilots 

Wagering hi story 

On the turn of one idea.  

Harold Rosenberg. 1 

Of the many pioneer airmen who contributed to the 

early development of British Imperial civil aviation ,  
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none surpassed and few equalled Great Britain ' s  ' Aerial 

Ambassador ' , Alan J. Cobhan. 2 F'or a decade he was the 

most famous and celebrated avi ator that Bri tish air history 

has ever known . A man of ideas , imagination , dedication 

1 .  "Voyage to the end of Night" in II . G .  Bryden , Wings , 
(London , 1942) , p .  238. 

2. Cobham ( 1 984-1973) needs little introduction to aviation 
hi storians . During the 1 920 ' s ,  Cobham won fame and 
acclaim for his air exploits in the United Kingdom and 
along the proj ected air routes of the Empire . In 1 924 , 
he won the King ' s  Cup Rac e (Handicap ) ; in 192 3 ,  1925 and 
1926 he was awarded the Bri tannia Challenge Trophy for 
" the most oeritorious performance in the air during the 
year " . He was awarded the Air Force Cross and Knighted 
for his ' trail-blazing ' of Imperial routes .  H i s  biographers 
have been loud with praise . See II . Harper , Twenty-five 
Years of Flyin� (London , 1929) , pp . 208-09 , W. Courtenay , 
Airman Friday London , 1937 ) , pp . 72-4 , and W. MacMillan ,  
Great Airmen (London , 1955) , pp . 1 57-75 for sample tributes .  
Cobham 1 s autobiography , Skyways (London , 1925) , unfortunately 
only takes his story up to 1924 . Until his death in 1973 
(The Times , October 22 , 1 97 3 ,  p .  17) , ne remained active 
with his successful Flight Refuelling Limited , and in 
the preparation of his memoirs . Interview wi th writer , 
Wimborne , Dorset , January 2 ,  1970 . 
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and ability , Cobham was unquestionably the pilot par 

excellence ; cautious but courageous , confident of skills  

and purpose , and passionate in pursuit of progres s  in the 

air. He loved flying , he believed in its future and the 

role he could p lay in determining that future . " Once a 

man i s  really bi tten with the fascination of flying'' , he 

wrote , " he is never able to shake off that irresistable 

lure " .  3 Others found the " lure " irresistable as wel l ,  

but none gave his heart and soul t o  flying a s  did Cobham. 

He put his passion to work and the resul ts of hi s l abours 

did more than anything else to promote the aims of civi l 

aviation and to develop in Great Bri tain and the Empire 

that sense of  ' air consci ousnes G '  Go necessary to bring 

flying to maturity. Samuel Hoare gave Bri tish air policy 

direction from 1 9 2 3  onwards , Sefton Brancker contributed 

incredible ene rgy and enthusi asm to the task of civil 

aviation promotion, but Cobham flew the Imperial highways 

of the future and demonstrated to an Bmpire that the 

aeroplane could claim a place in the development of 

Imperial transport and communicati ons . 4 

3. Cobham , Skyways , p .  75.  

4. The best general accounts of Cobham ' s  Imperial Flights 
remain his own tlY Flight to the Cape and Back (London, 
1 926) and Twent 'I'housand Mile s  in a F11 in Boat . 
Flight aroun ondon , 1 30 • 



Cobham believed in Empire , in i t s destiny as a 

political form designed to  promote the British me ssage 

and mission 01' peace and civilization in the world , and 
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he was committed to the idea that the aeroplane was to make 

an important contribution to Imperial aims of providing 

swifter and more continuous communication between the 
c: constituent parts of the Empire . 7 Before the Air .Ministry 

and Imperial Airways had faced realities and turned their 

ambitions from Europe to the Empire , Cobham had already 

flown the route s  to  Burma , South Africa and Australia.  6 

Proudly watching the Cobham displays , The Times agreed 

that " i t  is outside the mists  and cloud-swept area of 

North-We st Europe that the real possibilities of British 

aviation are to be found" . 7 Great Britain did awake to 

5.  Cobham' s enthusiasm for Empire and aviation c an be  noted 
in all his public statement s .  See , for example , 
"L ' Organisation des Transports A6riens dans l ' Empire 
Britannique " ,  Congres International et Inter-Colonial 
des Transports (Paris , 1931), pp . 271-99, "Britain's 
Opportunity in Africa" , Air,  I ( July , 1 928) , pp . 25-6 , 
and "Afri ca All-Red Flying Route " ,  British Empire 
Review,  XXIV ( September,  1 928) , pp . 236-41. 

6. In 1 924 , 1 925-26 and 1 926-27 respectively. See chapter 
II  for discussion of the shift in Bri tish civil aviation 
poli cy emphasis from Europe to Empire in 1928 . 

? .  The Time s ,  Empire supplement , May 24 , 1926 , p .  xi v 
The Times was a strong supporter of Cobham ' s Imperial 
exploits . His every flight was followed faithfully in 
almost daily reports from corre spondents.  For samples  
of The Times regard for Cobham , see  editions of  November 
1 3 ,  1925, p.  1 4 ,  February 1 9 ,  1926 , p .  1 3 ,  March 10 , 1926 , 
p .  1 5 ,  November 2 ,  1 927 , p .  9 ,  and J'une 1 ,  1928 , p.  1 5 .  



the promi se of civi l  aviation development in the Empire 

largely but not solely because Cobham and h i s  growing 

legion of supporters were able to argue that dreams had 

become reality. 
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Whi le the Cobham vision of Imperial air communi cations 

embraced the who le Empire , it was Africa that commanded the 

greater part of hl s attention. As early as 1921 C obham had 

flown from England to North Africa , and an 1 1 ,000 mile air 

tour in 1923 had included a trip up the Ni le as far as Wadi 

Halfa in an itinerary which covered half of Europe as wel l .  8 

These trips hnd only touched upon a small  part of the great 

African continent but they were sufficient to convince 

Cobham that Africa was ripe for air transport deve l opment . 

His first major African flight in 1 925 to the Cap e  was an 

expre ssion of that conviction , as were l ater flights in 

1927-28 , 1 929 , and 1 931 . 9 Out of the se important survey 

8 .  See C obham ' s  SkY!'fays , pp . 75ff . for accounts of hi s pre
Imperial air route flight s  in Europe , Morocco , Palestine 
and elsewhere . These were all ' hire-flight s '  ( e . g . , 
charter flights)  for De Havi l l and.  

9 .  There i s  no  publi shed materi al on the last  two of  these 
four maj or African flight s .  See unpubli shed reports by 
Cobham in the Board of Trade Civil Aviation Library 
(London) , ( 1 )  Extracts from Report on Journey made by 
Sir Alan Cobham from London through Africa by Aeroplane 
to Rhodesia , December ,  1 929 to J anuary, 1930 prepared 
by the Air Ministry , and ( 2 )  Cobham ' s  own Report on Test 
and Survey Flight from Rochester to Lake Kivu and Return 
with the Short ' V aletta ' Twin Float Monoplane fitted with 
three Bri stol Jupiter Engine s ,  22nd July , 1 931 to 1 st 
September , 1 9 3 1 . See al so material in BOAC archives 
( hereinafter BOAC ) .  Unnumbered file , Imperial Airways ,  
( hereinafter I . A .  File with Numbers where app licable ) 
Afric an Survey - A l an Cobham , 1 929- 30 . 
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flight s ,  Cobham Bained the knowledge and experience required 

to develop his own ideas on African air transport needs . He  

put forward sophisti cated proposals for the promotion of  air 

services  along the Cairo-Cape Town route , in South Africa , 

and in Bri t i sh West Africa.  10 He struggled with as much 

as he worked along side the Air Ministry , Imperi al  Airways , 

and the Bri tish Governments in Africa in ord er to accelerate 

African aviation development . He flew through Africa on 

their behalf , but behind the cheers and general praise for 

his efforts ,  there was a reluctance to provide the financial 

support his proposals demanded. As a pri vate promoter he 

was unable to marshall the capi tal which would have 

established Cobham as the leading air line operator in 

British Africa. Like others in Africa , he became aware 

too late of Great Britain ' s  total commitment to Imperial 

Airways , and Cobham was thus denied an opportuni ty to bui ld 

a Cobham- led 'empire of the air ' in Africa.  1 1  By 1 932 when 

the first Imperial Airways service reached Cape Town , Cobham ' s  

10 .  Initially,  Cobham concentrated on the Cairo-Kenya sector 
of the Cape route . See BOAC . Imperial Ai rways file , 
Report by Alan Cobham on London to Cape Town and Return 
Survey J!'light , November 16th , 1 92.? to March 1 3th , 1926. 
Also AIR 5/820 , chapter 1 2 ,  Imperial Airways Survey 
Flight , London-Capetown , A .  J .  Cobham , 16 . 1 1 . 2) .  -
1 7 . 2 . 26 .  See below for discussion of  air transport 
proposals on Cape route , in South and West Africa. 

1 1 .  See chapter II for the deve lopment of Imperi al Airways ' 
' chosen instrument ' status . In 1 9 ;)0 ,  Cobham and the 
Blackburn intere sts (Gladstone and the North Sea Aerial 
Transport Company) were persuaded to sell all their 
interests for cash and shares in Imperial Airways , 
undoubtedly a major disappointment for Cobham. 
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plans for an ' al l-red route ' through Africa were realized , 

but Cobham himself was but an interested bystander .  

Nonetheless , h e  had played an important part in  e stablishing 

the British air presence in Africa at a time when this was 
1 2  of pressing concern . The Cobham story i s  a key chapter 

in the history of civil aviation in Bri tish Afric a .  As 

flyer , as promote r ,  and as publicist  for the c ause of air 

transport development , Cobham brought aviation to Africa 

as none before or since had done . 

Cobham was one of the many pilots who emerged from the 

Great War determined to pursue a career in the new field of 

civil aviation.  His first pilot j ob was as a partner with 

1 2 .  AIR 2/ 322 . The Air Ministry from 1927 onwards was 
e specially concerned with Belgian p l ans to l ink their 
successful air services operation in the Congo with 
Europ e .  Belgium was " casting about for help " ,  either 
from Great Britain or Franc e .  See R.  Smyth-Pigott 
(British Air Attache , Paris )  to Air Ministry , March 30 , 
1 927. The Air Ministry considered Congo traffic an 
important factor in determining the feasability of 
establi shing a Cairo-Mwanza air service , but this 
meant ( 1 )  acting quickly to set up the service , or 
( 2 )  co-operati on with the Belgians along the Nile 
rout e .  ( 2) was out of the question for "we do not 
want a foreign civil aviation service to use even a 
terminal aerodrome in  Egyp t " . D . D . O . I .  to C . A . S . , 
May 1 8 ,  1 92? . 'l'his view rejected a Belgian proposal 
for a co-operative Cairo-Rej af-trans-C ongo-Broken Hill
Cape Town route at the same time as it  feared the Belg ians 
would turn to the French and , via the Congo , " draw the 
South African traffic away to French air communications 
as well " .  Brancker to Hoare , July 2 ,  1 92?. In short , 
the Air Ministry pressed for ( 1 ) ,  and with Imperial 
Airways not yet in the fie ld , were prepared to "assist 
Sir Alan Cobham in any way • • •  " . Brancker to Sir Phil ip 
Sassoon ,  under-Secretary of State for Air , August 1 2 ,  
1 927 . Cobham and the Blackburn interests were , in effect , 
the ' chosen instruments '  in Africa until 1 929 . For further 
discussi on of French and Be lgian ac tivi ties see be low and 
chapters IV-VII.  
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Jack and Fred Holme s in the Berkshire Aviation C ompany. 1 3  

Flying an AVRO 504K about the United Kingdom, Cobham 

carried 1 0 , 000 people on ' j oy-ride s '  at £1 per head. As 

C .  G .  Grey later observe d ,  many ex-R . A . F .  pilots were in  

the ' j oy-ride ' busine ss after the war , but i t  was Cobham 
1'·1 who made an ' i ndustry ' out of i t .  C obham flew with 

Airco as well be fore going into the employ of De Havil land . 

From thi s point on Cobham was moving al ong the road which 

led to his close association wi th Africa.  In 1 923 , flying 

a DH9C he made his three month trip with an American 

passenger through North Afri ca , the Middle East and Europe . 1 5  

In 1 924 , he flew a DH?O from London to 'rangier in one day, 

and two months later, set out on his  first ' Imperial ' flight 

to Rangoon with Brancker on board as passenger. 16 By 

1 3 . Cobham was a Royal Air Force flying instruct or at the 
end of the war. Jobs were few while pilots were in 
plentiful supply but C obham persi sted where others 
gave up flying to return to the ' normalcy ' of more 
conventional occupations . See his  Skyways for 
recollections of the immediate post-war year s .  

14. Grey , History of the Air Ministry, p .  166.  

15.  The passenger was a wealthy financier , one Mr .  Sharp 
who apparently enj oyed the adventure of flying . 
Cobham recalls this trip in Skyways . 

16. Departing London November 24 , 1 92i� , returning March 1 8 ,  
1925 , having covered some 1 7 , 000 mi les i n  220 flying 
hours in a DH50 . See brief  summary of these flights 
in Sharp , D . H .  An Outl ine of de Havi l l and Histor , 
p .  364. The D 0 was a four passenger biplane based 
on the earlier DH9.  E quipped with the 230 h . p .  
Sidde ley Puma engine i t  could attain a speed of 
1 1 5  m. p . h .  
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September 1 92 ) ,  the man whom G rey already referred to as  

" our leading commerc ial pilot" , 17 was in the final stages 

of preparation for a survey flight along the Cairo-Cape 

Town route , the first such attempt since 1920 . 1 8  

Some 21 Bri tish firms supported the flight inc luding 

Gaumont Fi lms , BP , Wakefield Oil , and De Havi lland , who 

supplied a modified DH)O for the survey.  1 9  The Air Ministry 

was interested as well and participated in the arrangements 

to provide cleared l anding strips and faciliti e s  enroute . 

Imperial Airways were something less than generous.  Writing 

to C obham, Woods Humphrey said "we agree to contribute £500 

towards the cost of your proj ected fl ight , • • •  and in 

consideration you agree that • • . : 11 

1 .  The flight wi ll be officially cal led 
' Empire League ' s  Imperial Airway Survey ' .  

2 .  The aeropl ru1e wil l  be painted with our 
colours and with our name on the fuselage . 

3 . You will  be accompanied by a high Air 
Ministry official or other Government 
official of  standing to be approved by us . 

17 .  Aeroplane , March 25 , 1925 , p .  276 . 

18.  See chapter I for bri ef account of C ape flight attempts 
in 1 920 . 

1 9 .  The Time s ,  November 1 3 ,  1925 , p .  14.  The Times regarded 
the flight as having been organi zed "primari ly as another 
demonstration of the hard service capabi lities of Brit ish 
aircraft . . •  " . The most important modifications to the 
DH50 were the provision of floats for water operat ion 
and the substitution of a 385 h . p .  Armatrong-Sidde ley 
Jaguar engine to provide extra power performance in 
the heat and high aerodrome elevations in Central and 
South Africa.  The seaplane was  de signated DH50J , the 
only one ever bui lt .  



'-� . In every communicat ion to the pre so , 
in every speech durin� or in connection 
with the flight you wi ll refer at least 
once to Imperial Airwnys , and generally 

1 66 

in lecture s ,  interview::; and cornmun.ications 
you wil l  obtain publ i ci ty f or us which wil l  
be gre�ter than the publi ci ty obtained for 
us by your London-India flight . 

5 .  Shou ld you write a book on the flight you 
wi ll  aloo  refer to our company the rein . 

6.  You will  present to  us  on  your re tu rn a 
confidentj al  report of the �orrunerc:i al  and 
technical aspects and posr ;ibi l j  tieR of the 
route with details of aerodromes and flying 
conditions . 20 

For very little support Imperial Ai rways asked a g re a t  
21  deal in return , but Cl>bham was agreeable .  In any case 

he was confident oi' the ultimate success of the venture ; 

Africa needed air transport and t.hi.s fl ight would impress  

a still  doubting public in  Africa and At home . Before 

leaving England he noted:  

The re are many parts of Afri c a  where at 
present great  commerc ial centres are only 
a few hundred miles apart , ye t i t  takes 
weeks to commWlicnte one wj. th thP. other 
by the existinB means , whereas by air it  
would be  only a matter of a few hours ' 
flying. In many cases it  would be faster 
than the pre sent means of t e legraphing .  
Our chief object i s  to  i�preso and bring 
home to the pub li c ,  by the successful 
completi on of t he flight , the fAct that 
aviation i s  progressing as a me ans of 
wor ld transport . 22 

20. BOAC . Imperial Airways file , U • .K . -Cape rrown Survey, by 
Cobham, 1 9?.5 . Woods Humphrey to Cobham , September 26 , 1 92�.  

21 . Ibid.  Enclosed correspondence . Both parti e s agreed to 
substi tute a "kinema operator" for the high Government 
official mentioned in Woods Humphrey ' s  statement of 
conditions of Imperial Airways support . 

22. Quoted in Benjamin Bennett , Down Afric:3 ' s  Skyways , 
( London , 1 9 32) , p .  45. 



Cobham was saying nothing very new ; Africa had vast 

distances to be covered and generally poor transport 

f acilities of any kind , in marked contrast to the United 

Kingdom and parts of Europe which were served by a 

reasonably efficient network of road and rai l services 

covering relatively short di stances.  In 1 925 , Cobham was 

but one who realized that the aeroplane ' s  one great 

advantage over other forms of transp ort , speed,  c ontinued 

to operate at a serious disadvantage in Great Britain. 

While the aeroplane could average a speed at least double 

that of most ground service s ,  the minutes  gained on short 

distances were more than lost in ground trave l time 

required to go from urban center to airfie ld location. 
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This situation would continue until such times as aeroplanes 

could fly a great deal faster than their ground competitors , 

and e ven then they would only be a serious form of transport 

when they could carry larger loads , operate in poor weather 

at night as wel l  as day , and the air line operators could 

offer gre ater frequency of service . For Cobham , what made 

Africa so singularly attractive was that the si tuation 

offered almost every advantage to the aerop lane . With 

great distances  to be covered , time-saving become s 

significant , and at one hundred mi les per hour , the 

aeroplane far out-sped any African ground transport 

service.  Moreover , again in contrast with the British 

situation , an aeroplane in Africa could operate in some 
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of the best flying weather in the world. 23 

On November 1 6 ,  1925 , Cobham and his crew took off 

from Stag Lane aerodrome , Edgeware , on a flight of survey 

which was to last almost four months and cover some 1 6 , 000 

miles.  24 After a five year lull , Cobham was ready to bring 

Afric a  into the mainstream of air progress . On December 7 ,  

he arrived at Heliopolis  ( C airo ) and on the 16th set out 

along the 5 , 520 mile ' all-red route ' to Cape Town . By 

January 1 3  Cobham reached Kisumu , wh ich for the moment 

23.  Between 1 922 and 1932,  more than 50 major flights were 
made into Africa including those made by British and 
French military aircraft . (See W .  E .  Johns , Some 
Mile stones of Aviation [London , 1 9 35) , p .  1 8)�obham 
was undoubtedly the leading figure in this  activity , 
and he contributed more than anyone e lse to destroy 
the myths concerning African weather,  especially in 
the tropics.  For the most part , Africa is fog-free 
and enjoys generally light winds at low leve l s .  The 
' rainy seasons ' cause more problems on the ground than 
they do in the air , and in any case only apply with any 
significance to the central portions of the continent . 
By 1 930 ,  Cobham was convinced that the Cap e  route 
service would be the ''crack air l ine of the world" 
unhindered by we ather except for "half a day 
occasionally" . Cobham quoted in East Afri c a ,  
February 1 3 ,  19 30 , p .  71 1 .  It was Cobham's efforts 
which brought to British attent ion the genuine 
possibilities  of commercial avi ation development in 
Africa by his demonstrations of aeroplane performance 
in hitherto thought to be difficult weathe r .  Good 
weather , traffic potential , time-saving over existent 
or absent transport facilities , and the factor of 
Imperial prestige and purpose combined to promote the 
British air presence in Africa . 

24 . See Cobham , My Flight to the Cape and Back for detai l s .  
For accounts and comments on Cobham' s departure , see 
The Time s ,  November 1 7 ,  1 925 , p. 1 4 ,  and Flight , 
November 1 9 ,  1925 , p .  768 . Cobham ' s  crew included 
A. B .  E l liot t ,  his mechani c ,  and B .  Emmott ,  the cine 
operator for the Gaumont Comp any . 
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Cobham saw as the southern terminus of " the great air line 

of the future that w i l l  run from Cairo to the Victoria 

N " 25 yanza. . .  • "Daily I bec ame more impressed " ,  he wrote , 

with the enormous opportuni ties  of a great 
commerci a l  airway that would link up Central 
Afri c a  wi th the Mediterane an . Here was a 
country where i t  would be possible to 
maintain a '100% efficiency regularity, • . •  26 

From Ki sumu , Cobham headed south through the high 

country of Central Africa by way of Tabora , Abercorn and 

N ' dola to Broken H i l l , a route that Cobham found to be 

" simply hopeless for a commercial  air route , owing to the 

impossibility of landing anywhere other than on thick bush , 

swamp or fo re �t for 97 per cent of the journey • • • .  " 27 

Sti ll , he could express general sati sfact ion about the way 

the fl ight ha.d prof)re ssed thus far . "We are now in Northern 

Rhodesia" , he wrote , 

in the middle of the wet se Bson , but 
curiously the ' dromes so far are not 
boggy , • • •  Both aeroplane and engine 
have behaved perfectly and the original 
supply organisation worked wi thout a 
hitch , for at every landing ground we 
found ample supplies of perfect B . P.  
spirit and Wakefi e ld ' s Castro l R.  28 

25 . Cobham , My Flight to the Cape and Back , p .  30 

26. Ibid. , p .  20 

27 . Cobham to C .  G .  Grey, January 26 , '1 926 , from Broken 
Hill , published in the Aeroplane , February 24 , '1 926 , 
p .  206 . 

28 . Ibid. , p .  205 . 
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By February 2nd , Cobham reached Pretoria ,  and on the 

17th , the long-sought goal of Cape Town . 29 It had been 

a long but exciting flight . From Cairo to Cape Town , 

Cobham had shown the aeroplane to British Afri c a ,  and 

sparked an intere st and enthusiasm all  al ong the route . 

At Malakal , " the native population came from afar to see 

an aerop lane for the first time " .  30 At Jinj a ,  " thousands 

of natives had assembled from all p arts of Uganda • • •  " .  31 

An " enthusiastic reception" greeted his arrival at Bulawayo , 

and at Pretori a ,  he was cheered by " thousands of peop le " .  32 

Johannesburg gave Cobham "the gre atest reception ever 

extended to an airman in South Africa" , including a flying 

escort of six South African Air Force DH9 ' s  over the Reef 

towns along the 35 mile route between Zwartkops ( Pretoria)  

and Johannesburg . 33 At Cape Town , Parliament suspended 

30 . 

31 . 

32. 

3 3 .  

Clearly , having taken three months t o  re ach the Cap e  
indicated that Cobham was unintere sted in setting any 
air record s .  He averaged 36 miles  per hour including 
stop s .  

Johns , Some Milestones of  Aviation , p .  1 52.  Johns may 
have meant Mongalla or Jinja , for Cobham recalls that 
the recently-prepared airfield at Mal akal bordered on 
a vi llage of  Shulluks [ sic)  who took no intere st in the 
aeroplane , and " I  was told they looked upon i t  as ' one 
of the mad things white men do ' " • My Flight to the Cape 
and Back , p .  21 . Nonetheless , the occasion was of 
sufficient interest to promote a ' war dance ' .  See 
pictures in ibid. , pp . 25-6. 

Ibid . , p .  29 . 

The Times , February 1 and 3 ,  1926 , pp.  1 2  and 16.  

L .  A .  Wyndham , The Airposts of South Africa ( Cape Town , 
19  36) ' p . 77 . 
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its sitting at 5 : 30 pm so that all members could be on hand 

to greet Cobham ' s  evening arrival .  34 Coincident ly, on the 

very day of his arrival , the Government estimates had 

disclosed an £8 , 000 subsidy scheme to support a p lan for 

air mail services in the Union wi th an as yet unnamed 

company. However , it was no secret that the Junkers firm 

were active ly exp loring commercial air opportunities in 

South Africa.  35 The Times expressed the British dismay: 

34 . 

3 5 .  

36. 

It is a me lancholy coincidence that , 
on the eve of Mr. Cobham ' s  arrival in 
Cap e  Town in an all-British machine that 
has accomplished so great a feat of 
endurance and reliability, the Union 
Government should be contemp lating the 
establishment of  a civil  air service in 
which German machine s would be  given 
exclusive monopoly. 36 

The Time s ,  February 1 8 ,  1926 , p .  1 4 .  

Ibid. See AIR 2/290 , Proposals by Messrs . Junkers for 
a.-sDuth Africa Air Servic e .  Vickers and the A ircraft 
Operating Company , as well as De Havilland , all British 
firms , had submitted tenders to the South African 
Government , but the Government was "happy with Junkers " .  
Earl of  Athlone (Governor General of  South Africa)  to 
Amery , November 7 ,  1925.  See too the Cape Time s ,  
February 1 8 ,  1 926 and March 1 3 ,  1926. See chapter VII 
for full discussion of South Afri c an situation.  

The Time s ,  February 1 9 ,  1926 , p .  1 3 . C .  G .  Grey, often 
symp athetic to German ambitions ( see  the Aero�lane , May 
20 , 1 925 , pp . 477-80 ) , was nonetheless pro-British through 
and through. Noting the South Afric an-Junkers 
negotiations , he wrote , 

The p atriotism of General Hertzog ' s  Goverrunent 
may be judged by this contract [ sic) . But as 
Hertzog was a Boer leader in the South Afri c an 
war , his attitude i s  comprehensible � 

He added , "doubtless the work wi l l  be done by British 
vehicles ultimately. Things generally end that way 
where efficient transport services  are necessary" . 
Aeroplane , February 24 , 1926 , p .  206. 
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The spectre of a German monopoly i n  South Africa  did 

not deter Cobham from fulfil ling his mission of prop aganda 

and prestige for British aviation in the Dominion. After 

the C airo-Victoria Nyanza rout e ,  he looked to South Africa 

as the most promising p art of Africa for commercial 

aviation development . At Kimberley, Bloemfontein , 

Johanne sburg , Cape Town and elsewhere in the Union , Cobham 

spoke to air enthusiasts as well as doubters and argued the 

case for the aeroplane there as no one had before . At 

Bloemfontein,  he pointed out that an aeroplane service 

from South to West Africa would be perfectly feasible as 

the service could connect with the mail steamers at Lagos 

and cut the South Africa-London mai l service by 10 days . 37 

At Cape Town he argued , with Briti sh aircraft manufacturing 

interests in mind , for greater use to be made of the light 

aeroplane . " In South Afric a  you have vast distance s " , he 

pointed out , " and tremendous isolation - disastrous isolation ,  

as far as the farmers are concerned - and salvation in thi s 

matter is  the l ight aeroplane " .  3B Curiously , the most 

exciting possibi lity, that of developing an aeropl ane 

route from London to Cape Town , Cobham ignored , "because 

that was an airship scheme . If people wi shed to go to Cap e  

Town , they would g o  by boat unti l  the airship came along" . 39 

37. The Time s ,  February 1 7 ,  1926 , p .  1 3 .  

38 . The Time s ,  February 1 9 ,  1926 , p .  1 3 . 

39 . The Time s ,  March 1 5 ,  1926 , p .  1 1 .  Within two ye ars , 
Cobham had changed hi s mind on a through aeroplane 



With an eye to commercial avi ation possibi lities in East 

Africa and South Africa , Cobham was first concerned with 

practical possibi lities rather than Imperi al chains of 

communications , and for this reason he saw African air 

transport development to grow out of what Samuel Hoare 

would call  " a  mosaic p l an" later in the year . 4o 

1 7 3  

On February 26th , after close to a month sp ent in the 

Union , Cobham set out on the return journey to London , 

adding intere st to the trip by racing the Union Castle 
41 mai l ship , Windsor Castle.  Re aching Cairo on March 7th , 

Cobham felt that he had achieved hi s primary go als ; "to  

popul arize aviation in the countri es  traversed , to ascertain 

whether civi l aviation is practically and commercially 

possible in Afri c a ,  and to test the behaviour of an air

cooled engine in the tropics " .  42 On March 1 3th, Cobham 

39. ( continued) route . When he and the Blackburn interests 
formed Cobham-B lackburn Air Lines in 1 928 , it was with 
" the definite obj ect in view of negotiating and 
organizing a company that would bring about a through 
air route from the Mediterranean to South Africa" . 
Cobham , Twenty Thousand Miles in a Flying Boat , p .  91 . 

40 . Ho are ' s  speech to the Imperial Conference quoted in 
The Time s ,  October 29 , 1926,  p .  9 .  

41 . Wyndham , Airposts of South Afri c a ,  p .  78 . Cobham won 
the ' race' by two days despite some de lays enrout e .  
Captain Strong ' s  Windsor Castle could steam day and 
night for the 5 , 300 mile sea journey ,  while Cobham 
could fly about eight hours a day and make 26 landings 
along the 8 , 000 mile air route home . 

42. Quoted in The Time s ,  March 8 ,  1 926 , p .  1 3 .  Later he 
argued a somewhat different view of the achievement . 

As a survey of the possibilities  of great 
intermediate air routes throughout Afri c a ,  
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landed at Croydon , the first British pilot and aeroplane to 

have flown to the C ape and back. He was received by the 

King , and a grateful Air Ministry awarded him the Air 

Force Cross  for his flight and other services to British 

. t '  4 3  avia ion. 

While the flight was an ' air spectacular ' in almost 

every way , Cobham was more concerned with its commercial 

appl ication. As he noted for the Royal Aeronautical 

Society, "it is not merely a que stion of flying , say ,  

from London t o  Australi a ;  that i s  not the real object of 

aircraft . The real obj ect i s  to transport something , such 

as passengers , goods or mai l s , quickly" . 44 The questi on 

42. ( continued) in its  commerci al significance , and 
as a contribution to our nati onal 
and imperial prestige the fli ght was 
of great importance .  

Cobham , My Flight to the Cape and Back , frontspiece . 

43.  Air Ministry ,  Re ort on the Pro ress  of Civil Aviation 
1925- 26 ,  Cmd . 07 1 , p .  14 .  obham found ing 
George V "keen" on the subject of civi l  avi ation (.tlz: 
Flight to the Cape and Back , p .  69) , whereas Hoare , 
although not sure of the King ' s  views on civil avi ation , 
c laimed the King was always pro-navy and "lukewarm" to 
aviation propo sals for the Air Force . See his  Empire 
of the Air,  passim. 

44. Cobham, "Long-distance F lying" , Journal of the Royal 
Aeronautical Society, XXX ( August , 1926) , p .  488. But 
Cobham was rapidly awakening to the economic problems 
of establi shing air transport services and argued for 
considerations other than traffic transport . General 
deve lopment of the country must be a more important 
object . "There i s  too much talk in these days" , he 
wrote , 

about air transport as a commercial 
proposition. I maintain that it  does 
not matter whether an air line pays or 
not as a transport proposition, so long 
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then remained as to how best to attain this obj e c t .  Here 

Cobham rested his case on the need for "organisation" , a 

methodological approach to civi l  avi ation development which 

governed hi s every plan to promote air transport in Afri c a . 45 

Cobham ' s  report to Imperi al Airways gave the company 

its first detailed assessment of the potential and practical 

possibi lities of air transport along the ' all-red route ' 

through Africa to the Cape . 46 Dividing the route into 

four sections , Cairo-Khartoum , Khartoum-Kisumu, Tanganyika

Northern Rhodesi a ,  and South Afri c a ,  Cobham argued that good 

possibilities for air development exi sted in all but the 

44 .  ( continued) as it opens up and helps to  develop 
the country over which it fli e s .  

Letter of support for the commencement of the North 
Sea Aerial and General Transport experiment al Khartoum
Kisumu air serVice , in East Africa , special Khartoum
Ki sum.u Airway Supplement , December 9 ,  1926 , p .  351 . 

45.  ''We need organi sation to make commercial flying a 
success " ,  noted Cobham. Quoted in F .  Yeats-Brown , 
" Mr .  Cobham on his recent Flight from the Cape to 
Cairo " , s;sectator , CXXXVI ( March 27 , 1 926) , p .  577. 
It was Co ham' s penchant for organisation , his  ' st aff 
work ' which won him so much admiration from hi s 
colleagues and supporters , and coupled to a 
thoroughness in preparation for every flight of 
survey,  organisation contributed greatly to his  
succe s s .  "He is  like a commander before a battl e .  
Not a detail e scapes that agile mind" , wrote one of 
his admirers. Harry Harper , Twenty-five Years  of 
F lying (London , 1929) , p .  208 . 

46. BOAC . I . A .  file . Enclosure . Report by Alan Cobham 
on London to Cap e  Town and Return Survey F light , 
November 1 6th , 1925 to March 1 3 ,  1 926 , 29 pages .  
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third sector , and he made a separate comprehensive proposal 

for the development of the Khartoum-Kisumu rout e .  47 The 

Cairo-Khartoum sector was , in Cobham ' s view , "the s afest 

air route in the world for an air transport line to work 

over" . 48 Except for the occasional haboob to interfere 

with vi sibi lity, the generally c l e ar ski e s  allowed an air 

line to operate 365 days a year . Moreove r ,  even night 

flying was possible ( and desirable as the route ' s  one 

drawback was the intense heat of the summer months which 

not only affected aerop lane engine p erformance but made 

for extremely turbulent flight especially in the lower 

leve l s ) , for the Nile acted as a clear highway to follow 

most of the way. 49 For thi s route deve lopment , Cobham 

had the support of the Khartoum Chamber of Commerc e . They 

agreed that a Khartoum-Kenya service would be of value to 

the Sudan , but it  would be of more value to Uganda and 

Kenya , and "they were more interested in an Air Line 

between Khartoum and Cairo , e specially as a mail service 

for letters and parcels , • •  " .  50 

47 . Ibid. , enclosure . ' Flying Boat Service : Khartoum and 
Lake Victoria Nyanza (Kisumu) ' ,  1 1  p age s .  

48. BOAC . I . A .  file . Report by Alan Cobham on London t o  
Cap e  Town , p .  6 . 

49. Ibid. , p .  1 0 .  Cobham was considering a seaplane service 
for the 1 , 200 mile route , and the Nile thus provided an 
almost continuous landing are a in the event of emergencies , 
even at night. The excepti on was the 1 60 mile cross
country leg away from the Nile  between Wadi Halfa and 
Abu Hamed made necessary to avoid following a particularly 
long westward curve in the river ' s  flow. 

50.  Ibid. , p .  1 1 .  
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Additional support came from the General Manager of 

Egyptian Rai lways , Abdel Hamed Soluman Pasha , who suggested 

that Aswan be omi tted on the itinerary ( originally,  Cairo

Luxor-Aswan-Wadi Halfa-Khartoum) , and this  would save up to 

two days flying on the route . In any c ase Aswan was only 

five hours by train from Luxor where Cobham was prepared 

to initiate the service rather than compete with the good 

overnight rail service from Cairo . 51 However , Cobham did 

urge a complete service along the whole 1 , 200 mile route 

between Cairo and Khartoum, seap l ane s to follow the Nile 

as far as Wadi Halfa , and an aerop lane service from there 

to Khartoum. 52 
Cobham ' s  proposals for the Khartoum-Ki sumu sec tor of 

the route were hi s first serious expression of interest in 

personally establishing an air service in Afric a ,  al though 

no doubt he was aware that Gladstone was simi l arly interested 

and had already entered into negotiations with the three 

British African Governments concerned. 53 Cobham ' s  scheme 

51 . Ibid. , p .  ? .  

52. Ibid. , p .  1 7 .  Cobham pointed out that an aeropl ane 
service from Cairo to East Africa  was practical provided 
that a three-engine aircraft was used. While this would 
enable larger loads to be carri ed , it would increase 
costs tremendously. Cobham cho se to come down on the 
side of safety with seap l anes and aeropl ane s where 
appropriate.  

53.  T.  A.  (Tony) Gl adstone had entered into discussions with 
the Governments of the Sudan , Kenya and Uganda in late 
1 924 . See below for deve lopments .  
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was an ambitious one , calling for an initial c apital 

expenditure of £82 ,412 to provide for a fleet of three 

' machine s ' .  54 His chief argument was that the 1 , 400 mile 

route could be flown in about 17 . 5  hours , or two days ' 

travel , a saving of 10 days over ground and Nile steamer 

service . 55 The major stumbling block to the scheme ' s  

establishment was the high annual charge demanded of the 

governments c oncerned. Even with full loads on every 

flight , a most unlikely proposi tion , expenditures would 

exceed revenue s by £29 , 959 , a sum which would have to be 

made up in subsidy. 56 

54. 

55.  

56. 

BOAC . I . A .  file . ' Flying Boat Service proposal ' ,  p . 6. 
Cobham had in mind a twin-engined amphibious machine or 
a wheeled machine t o  which floats could be added on 
p articular sectors of the rout e .  The machine would be 
equipped with a ?OO HP engine , have an endurance of 5 . 4  
hours , cruise at 80 m . p .h. , with two crew , 8 passengers 
and mails. 

Ibid. , p.  1.  Comparing times and fare s ,  the proposal 
noted that travelling first class from London t o  Mombasa 
by rail and steamer cost £90 and took 23 days . London 
to Khartoum required 9 days travel for £55 , and Khartoum 
to Rej af , 14 days and £45.  Khartoum to Rej af by air 
would cost £50 but take only 1 . 5  days ; Khartoum to 
Kisumu ,  £60 and two days. Thus , great time-savings 
were argued against a very small ri se in costs. 

Ibid. , p .  ? .  A more realistic anticip ated revenue in 
the first years was based on half-loads (four p assengers 
per trip and 250 lbs . of mail surcharged at 4d/oz . ) .  In 
thi s case , expenditures would exceed revenue by £61 , 254 , 
therefore requiring a subsidy in that a.mount . Cobham 
had obviously changed his mind on subsidy support at 
this point . Earlier , he had disagreed with G ladstone ' s  
proposal calling for government subsidies , suggesting 
that a surcharge on mail would suffice to balance the 
books. The Times , January 1 5 ,  1926 , p .  1 1 .  
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The whole proposal was strikingly similar to that being 

put forward by G l adstone , even to the point of suggesting 

that an experiment al service be run over the route with one 

aeroplane at a cost to the Governments concerned of about 

£,8 , 000 . 57 

Turning to the Mwanza-Bul awayo sector , or even as far 

south as Palapye Road , Cobham held out l ittle hope for the 

early establishment of an air service .  58 If the aim was 

ultimately to link East and South Afric a ,  Cobham forecast 

the deve lopment of a coastal route running Mombasa-Dar-es

Salaam-Moz ambique-Bei ra-Delagoa B ay-Durban-Port Elizabeth

Cape Town , with an aeroplane service to Mombasa and a 

seaplane service south from there . 59 

57. Flying Boat Servi ce proposal , p .  1 0 .  See below for 
G ladstone scheme . The suggesti on can be made that 
Cobham was influenced by the G l adstone propo sal s ,  but 
Cobham could draw upon actual experience which Gladstone 
could not . Cobham had flown the route , Gladstone had not .  

58. "Generally speaking" , he wrote , '' I do not consider that 
Tanganyika and Northern Rhode sia are practi c al countries 
for commercial flying in the present stage of aviation " .  
BOAC. I . A .  file . Report by Alan Cobham on London to 
Cape Town , p. 20 . Cobham argued that there was no 
traffic to speak o f ,  and , more importantly , forced 
l andings would be almost impossible in the huge forest 
and bush areas to be traversed . Thi s was a rather 
pe ssimi stic view even given the unreliabi lity of 
single-engined aeropl anes at the time . It i s  interesting 
to note that in Cobham ' s  proposals for the Khartoum-Kisumu 
service , he planned for 10 forced landings a year with an 
annual expenditure for aeroplane recovery of £ 3 , 000 . The 
most common causes of forced l andings were ignition 
trouble , breaking valve springs , broken fuel line s ,  and 
fuel short age . Ibid. , pp . 3-4.  

59 . Ibid. , p .  21 . Thi s was essenti ally the route to South 
Africa flown by Imperial Airways with the introduction 
of the Empire Flying Boat Service to Durban in 1936. 
See chapter IX . 
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To Cobham, South Africa was particularly attractive , 

and while there he had looked closely at the prospects of 

di amond and gold transport by air , widely considered to be 

a lucrative source of potential traffic revenue . 60 With 

generally good flying weather , good terrain, and a strong 

economy to support air transport , Cobham was convinced 

that any air service could provide a highly competitive 

transport system. As to diamonds and gold , hi s investigation 

was both disappointing and encouraging. At Kimberley, he 

studied the diamond situation : 

A lot has been talked about transporting 
di amonds by air , thus saving interest on 
the money involved. On talking the matter 
over with a De Beer ' s  manager ,  this does 
not appear to be the case , for the diamonds 
are grouped into separate month ' s  outputs ,  
and it takes a month to sort each batch . 
Further to thi s ,  the output and release 
of diamonds is restricted so that there 
i s  no hurry whatsoever to get them on the 
market and no necessity to try and save a 
few days by transporting by aeroplane . 61 

60 . Hoare , addressing the annual meet ing of the Victoria 
League , noted that Mr. Samuel Evans , chairman of Crown 
Mines Limi ted in South Africa ,  had drawn attention to 
the great savings in transport costs which would emerge 
with a regular air service . "Some 44Yc! mi llion pounds ' 
worth of gold and 12}2 mi llions of diamonds were involved" .  
The Time s ,  July 2 ,  1927 , p .  14.  Brancker argued that one 
ton of gold a day was assured traffic if a regular air 
service was provided. The Time s ,  November 3 ,  1 927 , p . 1 1 .  

61 . BOAC . I . A.  file . Report by Alan Cobham on London to 
Cape Town , p .  26 . 
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Thus , unless an air transport service could offer rates 

considerably lower than existing surface transport , the 

diamond interests were not to be persuaded to use the service . 

Gold shipments ,  however ,  were a promising load revenue 

for air transport . Cobham explained;  

I went into this que stion [ time-saving] 
very deeply with the Chamber of Mines 
regarding the transport of Gold by thi s  
route , with a view to shortening the time 
of transit of the gold and thus save the 
interest on the money involved. 

The Mines told me that they thought 
aviation would be a good thing for the 
country , and as long as it cost them no 
more to transport their Bullion by air 
than it did by rail at present , they 
would willingly use the Air Service , 
so that the money that was saved by the 
saving of interest on the bullion could 
all go to the extra cost of transporting 
by air .  In other words , as the intere st 
on a few days ' output was about £100 , the 
saving of a day in every week ' s  delivery 
( the gold goes by the weekly boat) would 
be about £5 , 000 per annum . This they 
said , could be spent in the extra cost 
of flying the gold, therefore 4 or 5 days 
a week saved would mean that there would 
be a little subsidy of at least £30 ,000 
per annum for an air service . 62 

In conclusion ,  Cobham argued that the Government in the 

Union should offer a mail contrac t ,  and to assure the success 

of the air service , send all letter mails  by air with a 

compul sory surcharge to guarantee revenue for the air l ine . 63 

There is no doubt that the report provided Imperial 

Airways with the first set of important data concerning 

62. Ibid. , p .  28. 

6 3 .  Ibid . , p .  29 . 
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African air transport possibilities . Although Cobham had 

left a great deal unsaid ,  64 and hi s personal interest 

promoted a tendency to over-simp lication of some of the 

problems to be faced , i t  was nonetheless a superb report 

upon which Imperial Airways and the Air Ministry could 

build plans for future African expansion .  For Cobham , 

the report not only signalled his intere st in Africa ,  but 

it established his expertise to which Imperial Airways , the 

Air Ministry , and the Blackburn interests were to turn time 

and time again over the next few years . 

Although Cobham ' s next flight of survey was to Australia ,  

he was not ignoring Africa.  65 In  November , 1926 , he regi stered 

64 . Cobham provided Imperial Airways , the Air Mini stry,  and 
the aeroplane manufacturing industry (his  reports were 
made available to the Society of Bri tish Aircraft 
Constructors by the Air Ministry only after persuasion 
that this was in the best interests of the industry; 
see AVIA 2/346 , Re Circulation of Reports on Civil and 
Survey Flights to the S . B . A . C . , 1 928) with first class  
reports on aeroplane performance and technical dat a ,  
and operational conditions . But Cobham had ye t to 
learn the air line business and hi s reports lacked much 
necessary commercial information. See AIR 2/290 . Woods 
Humphrey to Smit , July 1 2 ,  1926 . Cobham did "useful 
work " but no commerc ial information "whi ch we consider 
is so essential • • • •  " 

65. He departed Roche ster in the DH50J June 26 , 1926 , and 
after 14 days in Australia,  arrived back in London 
August 1 ,  a 28 ,000 mile trip he had been p lanning even 
as he was on his way north from Cape Town a few months 
before . Interview with writer , January 2 ,  1 970 , at 
Wimborne . See Cobham' s Australia and Back for personal 
story . There was , however , no intention of establishing 
an air line along the route ; his air line ambitions 
remained in Africa.  
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Alan Cobham Aviation Limited as a private company with a 

nominal capital of £1 ,000 whose obj ects were to " carry on 

the business of manufacturers of and dealers in aeroplanes ,  

airships , aerobuses , and all other machines or devices for 

aerial navigation , or for the carrying in the air of 

passengers or goods , proprietors of aviation ,  teaching 

and training schools  and aerodromes ,  etc . " .  66 In short , 

Cobham had gone into the ' flying business ' and from this 

point on , his activities in Africa and elsewhere expanded .  

Early in 1927 , The Times reported that a company ' financed ' 

by Alan Cobham Aviation was establi shing a Johannesburg

Durban air transport service with hopes of commencing 

operations in September or October . 67 Cobham withdrew 

his support a few months later , finding the South African 

66. 

67. 

Aeroplane , December 1 ,  1926 , p .  674. The Company was 
incorporated November 22 . Of 1 , 000 £1 shares , only 
three were issued to the directors , Cobham, E .  M. 
Merchel ,  and Lt . -Col . Warwick Wright . See details in 
AIR 2/340 , Round the World Flight by Sir Alan Cobham , 
1 927-1930.  (Cobham was knighted following his 
Australian flight ) .  

The Times , February 1 5 ,  1 927 , p .  1 1 .  Maj or Ali stair 
Miller ,  the South African aviation promoter , had been 
in London to discuss matters with Cobham and also to 
drum up support for opposition to German advances in 
South Africa .  The proposed company was to have a 
guaranteed capital of £30 ,000 to run a passenger and 
freight service with De .. Havilland aeroplanes . 
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Government terms unacceptable , 68 but he kept alive his 

south African interests and in early 1 928 was negotiating 

to transport Rhodesian gold by air to Germiston , and to 

provide other air transport services in the Union with 

African Airways Limited. 69 

In the summer and early fall of 1927 , Cobham was busy 

arranging what was to be his greatest flight , a flight of 

survey around the entire African continent . 70 This flight 

68. 

69. 

70 . 

AIR 2/ 322. Brancker to Sassoon , August 1 2 ,  1 927 . 
Miller had accepted the South African Government terms 
( an annual subsidy of £8 ,000) , but Cobham had backed 
down claiming that the service would then have to 
operate at a loss . 

The Times , March 1 7 ,  1928 , p .  1 1 .  A number of interests 
were busy in trying to develop the gold transport service ; 
Cobham , Miller , and the Rhodesian Aviation Syndicate at 
Bulawayo were acting together in the matter . In the 
meantime , Miller was acting as technical adviser to 
a newly-formed air line , African Airways Limited, which 
was promoting a Johannesburg-Durban air service along 
with the Rhodesian gold transport service , and it was 
proposing to open the Johannesburg-Cape Town route by 
November. Cobham joined the Board of Directors , but 
the company fai led in July " owing to lack of public 
support" .  See The Times , March 1 9  and July 20 , 1 928 , 
pp . 9 and 1 3 ;  also Aeropl ane , May 30 and July 25 , 1 928 , 
pp. 790 and 234. For more detailed di scussion , see 
chapter VII.  

AIR 2/340.  Originally Cobham had proposed a ' round the 
world flight ' to advertise British aviation , but he was 
unable to raise the necessary financing nor obtain Air 
Ministry support . Cobham was already in debt to the 
Air Ministry for expenses and costs incurred on his 
previous flights .  In  1 9 31 , Cobham again put forward 
a proposal for a ' round the world '  crui se , but the Air 
Mini stry c ould not spare a Singapore II flying boat and 
Cobham never did make his world trip . See AVIA 2/1 882 , 
Prop osed Round the World Cruise and Request for Loan of 
Singapore II  - Sir Alan Cobham , 1 2 . 1 . 31 - , corre spondence . 



was to have "the definite purpose of fostering Empire air 

line s in the African continent " .  71 In Cobham ' s  view,  the 

flight " marked a vital point in the history of African air 

transport " .  72 For one thing , its succ ess argued that all 

of British Africa was open for air transport exploitation , 

including the hitherto forgotten colonies in We st Africa.  

The fact that Lady Cobham and her two canari es made the 

trip in modest comfort suggested that African conditions 

were amenable to commercial air transport development . As 

wel l ,  the flight marked a turning away from the concentration 

on the internal air line promotions of Hoare , Cobham , Gladstone 

and others to the serious study of a through route from Cairo 

to Cape Town. Finally, as Cobham pointed out , by successfully 

completing the trip , ''we were encouraged to go ahead with our 

plans , and the support of the various Governments concerned 

in air-route development in Africa was a direct re sult " .  7 3  

On November 1 ? ,  1927 , Cobham and crew lifted off the 

water at Rochester to set course on the Sir Charles Wakefi eld 

Flight of Survey,  a flight which would take almost seven 

?1 . 

72 .  

73 . 

The Time s ,  November 2 ,  1927 , p .  9 .  A s  wel l  i t  was 
intended to demonstrate the utility of a flying boat 
( a  Short Rolls Royce Singapore I )  along the African 
routes . 

Cobham, Twenty Thousand 1'1.iles in a Flying Boat , p .  5 .  

Ibid.  See this work for a general personal account of 
�' adventure ' ;  also an abbreviated story in "Round 
Africa with Cobham" , a publicity pamphlet published 
by The Gaumont Company to advertise the eight reel 
film made of the flight . 
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months and cover about 22 , 000 miles.  74 In February, 1928 , 

Cobham was in Kenya where he joined hands with Tony Gladstone 

to promote the Khartoum-Kisumu line and to plan the 

extensions of this route north and south to Cairo and 

the C ap e .  75 

74. The Sir Charles Wakefield Flight of Survey was so named 
because , in Cobha.m' s  view, Wakefield made the trip 
possible.  "There was a time before the start of the 
flight " ,  he wrote ,  

when I thought the trip would not be 
possible , owing to the huge financial 
responsibility involved,  but , as in the 
past , Sir Charles Wakefield • • •  , came t o  
the rescue , • • •  Lord Wakefield is an ardent 
Imperialist . He believes that air transport 
is one of the most effective means of 
bringing the people of the world in 
closer touch , • • •  

Twenty Thousand Miles in a Flying Boat , p .  5 .  The 
Shortl!ros . flying boat *Singapore* was an all-metal 
machine loaned by the Air Council.  It was powered by 
two Rolls-Royce ' Condor ' engines which developed 700 
HP each, and with a full load , the aircraft c ould 
cruise at 120 m . p . h .  with a range of 1000-1 1 00 miles.  
Besides Cobham and his wife , the crew included Captain 
H. V .  Worrall of North Sea Aerial , s .  R .  Bonnett of 
Gaumont , and two engineers , C .  E. Conway and F. Green. 
The flight ended back in Rochester, June 11 , 1928. 

75 . The Times , February 1 5 ,  1928 ,  p. 1 3 .  Cobham was not 
yet prepared to put forward a proposal for a service 
south from Kisumu or Mwanza , but a merged Cobham
Blackburn proposal for an Alexandria-Kenya service 
was set before the G overnors of Uganda and Kenya,  and 
Sir George Schuster representing the Sudan , at a meeting 
in Nairobi , February 1 7 .  See AVIA 2/351 , Kenya. Civil 
Aviation , 24. 9 . 28- . Encl . ,  Report on the Progress 
of Civil Aviation in Kenya Colony and Protectorate during 
the period 1 Jan 28 - 30 Jun 28. Cobham believed this 
service could be in operation 1 2  months after negotiations 
were completed, and a full C ape route running within 
three years of that . The Times , February 20 , 1928 , 
p .  1 1 .  
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As noted earlier , Gladstone was the first airman to 

take an interest in establishing an air service between 

Khartoum and Kisumu in 1 924. On his own initiative , he 

had approached the Governments in East Afri ca and the Sudan 

on the possibilities of establishing an air mail service 

which would ultimately develop into a London-East Africa 

service . All the Briti sh Governments expressed an interest 

and promi sed modest financial support . 76 Gladstone joined 

forces with the North Sea Aerial and General Transport 

Company, and serious negotiations began with the British 

African Governments concerned. 77 By April ,  1 925 , there 

76.  

77 . 

Bennett , Down Africa ' s  Skywa�s ,  pp . 48ff . The Sudan 
was prepared to contribute £ , OOO , and Kenya and 
Uganda , £2 , 500 each . As Gladstone was proposing 
initially to operate between Khartoum and Kisumu ,  
Tanganyika was not willing to contribute to the 
service unless extended to Mwanza at the southern 
end of Lake Victoria.  At  this point Gladstone was 
hoping to establish a permanent service , not an 
experimental one . 

The North Sea Aerial Navigation Company had been formed 
in Apri l ,  1919 as a subsidiary of the Blackburn Aeroplane 
and Motor Company. In October , 1 91 9 ,  the company was 
re-registered as the North Sea Aerial and General 
Transport , Limited to operate air services between 
England and the continent . See Stroud , Annals , pp . 26 , 
29 , 3 3 ,  39 . In 1924 , R.  B .  B lackburn \ 1885-1955) took 
an interest in an African route , probably with the hope 
of linking such a service ultimate ly to hi s proposals 
for a Greece-Egypt service . From 1 924-1938 ,  Blackburn 
worked with the Greek Government in e stabli shing Greek 
air services and the Greek Nat ional Aircraft factory 
at Phaleron , near Athens . See B lackburn Aircraft 
Limited, The Blackburn Story, 1909-1959 (Brough , 
Yorkshire , 1960), pp . 22-3 and passim. 



was agreement in principle that an experimental service 

should first be run over the route . 7S A DH50 seaplane 
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was ordered as negotiations dragged on between the Colonial 

Office , the Bri tish African Governments ,  and Gladstone and 

the B lackburn interests . Not unti l  November 1 5 ,  1 926 was 

the DH50 delivered with hopes that the experimental service 

would begin in January, 1927 , 79 and not until November 30 

was formal agreement reached among the interested partie s . 80 

?8 . The Time s ,  April 1 3 ,  192 5 ,  p .  9 .  The experimental 
service was estimated to cost £11 , 000 ; with the Sudan , 
Kenya and Uganda contributions of £7 ,000 , Blackburn was 
willing to put up the rest.  See too Aeroplane , April 
1 5 ,  1925 , p. 366. 

79 . During this period , Gladstone sought support for hi s 
scheme . In December , 1 925 , he addressed a j oint meeting 
of the East and South Africa sections of the London 
Chamber of Commerce .  He pointed out that he hoped to 
expand the current proposal into a permanent scheme 
linking up with an Imperial airship service at Cairo , 
thus bringing East Africa within six days of London. 
He anticipated a subsidy of £60 , 000 per year would be 
required based on the service carrying half-loads on 
the average . The meeting endorsed his proposals and 
sent a supporting resolution to the Colonial Office to 
pass on to the forthcoming meeting of the East Afri can 
Governors in Nairobi . The Times , December 1 9 ,  1925. 
An early 1 927 start to the experimental service was 
anticipated by the Air .Ministry. Air Ministry, ReJort 
on the Progress of Civil Aviation , Cmd. 2844 ( 1 92? , p . 45 .  

80 . Air Ministry , Report , Cmd. 2844 ( 1 927 ) , p .  45.  The 
agreement called:for ( 1 )  1 2  flights to be made in each 
direction , ( 2 )  a seaplane to be use d ,  ( 3 ) the Nile to 
be followed to Lake Victori a ,  thence eastward to Kisumu, 
and (4)  the 1 , 400 mile  route was to be flown in two days . 
It was hoped that initially the service would run at about 
1 2  day interval s  until May , with a break in March and April 
for overhaul . See too , Kenya , Uganda and the Sudan , North 
Sea Aerial and General Trans ort Limited. A reement as to 

between hartoum and isumu. London , November 
, n a ition, e company was to have a monopoly 

on the route for five years after the experimental service 
had terminated. 
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The ' launching ' of the seaplane and its subse quent 

christening as ' Pelican ' , generated considerable enthusiasm 

in many quarters . East Africa published a special Khartoum

Kisumu Airway supplement to mark the occasion and t o  make 

public the many messages of support received for the 
81 project . Amery wrote ; 

The launching of the seaplane designed 
to survey the Khartoum-Kisumu route 
marks nothing less than a new epoch 
in the history of communicat ions in 
tropical Africa . • •  82. 

Sir John Maffey, Governor-General of the Sudan , noted; 

The financial c ontribution made by the 
Sudan Government to the Khartou.m-Kisumu 
air service is  practical evidence of our 
deep interest in this great experiment • • • •  
We turn the first page of a new chapter of 
the romance of the Nile • • • •  83  

Sir William Gowers , Governor of  Uganda and the keenest 

of Great Britain ' s  ' men on the spot ' for air transport 

development , added ; 

81 . East Afric a. Supplement , December 9 ,  1 926 , pp . 350- 5 3 .  
The proposed time-table was published , the first Khartoum 
to Kisumu flight to commence on January 3 ,  1927 , the 
first return flight on January 1 1 . Night- stops were 
planned at Mongalla southbound and Shambe northbound. 
Among the supporters of the project were Cobham, C .  G .  
Grey, Handley Page , Van Ryneveld , Wakefield ,  Brancker , 
and Earl Buxton . For reports on the launching of the 
' Pelican ' , see The Times , November 1 6 ,  1926 ,  p .  1 1 , and 
Flight ,  November 18, 1926 , pp . 749- 50 . 

82. East Africa .  Supplement , December 9 ,  1 926 , p. 351 . 

83 .  �· 



I have never assi sted in the birth of an 
infant enterpri se in transport in Tropical 
Africa of the future health and long life 
of which I felt more confidence than I do 
in that of the air service between Khartoum 
and Lake Victoria • • • •  84 
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Others were more precise in spe lling out their hopes .  

Sir Harold Mackinder , Chairman of the Imperial Economic 

Committee , had made a prophecy, according to East Africa,  

that " the East African Territories are the natural link 

airway from Egypt to Australia" , and the hope was that thi s 

new service would prove this to be the case . 85 Lord Buxton 

"expressed the hope that , with the rapid development of air 

transport , he would soon be able to pay a Saturday to 
86 Monday visit to Entebbe • • • •  " 

Neither panegyric prose nor high hopes  were sufficient 

to salvage the service from the disasters which struck it 

down from the start. On the very first survey flight , 

Gladstone wrecked the aircraft after striking a submerged 

obj ect in the Nile . 87 A R . A . F . - loaned machine was likewise 

84. Ibid.  William Frederick Gowers ( 1 883-1 948 ) was Governor 
o-r-'rrganda from 1925 to 1 932 and thus a maj or p articipant 
in the decisions to establish the British service to the 
Cape . A fellow East African official enthusiast was Sir 
Edward Grigg ( 1 879-1 955) , Governor of Kenya . Gowers , in 
attendance at the christening of the ' Pelican ' , was 
"convinced that civi l  aviation must come " .  Quoted in 
The Times , November 16, 1926 , p .  1 1 .  

85.  East Africa.  Supplement , December 9 ,  1926 , pp . 354-55 .  
86 . The Time s ,  December 9 ,  1926 ,  p .  1 1 .  
87 . Bennett , Down Africa ' s  Skyways , p .  61 . Bennett writes 

that the first survey flight took place November 26 , 1 926 . 
This is  most unlikely; the ' Pelican '  had to be shipped out 
to Khartoum from England , re- assembled and tested, and there 
was hardly enough time to do all  thi s after the launching on 
November 9th. Stroud. (Annals , p . 70 )  gives the date of the 
first crash as January 2, 1927 . 



lost on Lake Victoria after completing a few flights and 

the service was suspended witil October,  1 927 . 88 In 
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October two passengers were carried on the resumed service 

witi l  the once-repaired ' Pelican '  crashed for the last time 

during a test flight at Kisumu. 89 In less than a week , 

The Times could report that negotiations were under way 

between Cobham and the Blackburn intere sts . 90 

88. The R . A . F .  machine was a Fairey IIID. Mail was carried 
from Kisumu to Khartoum and return on several flight s .  
See Foreign Office , Sudan No.  1 ( 1 929) , Report on the 
Finances, Administration and Condition of the Sudan in 1922. Cmc!. ;284 (1928-29) , p .  60 . The G.P.o. had 
announced that mail s  for the air service from Cairo 
to East Africa ( the R . A . F .  handled the Cairo-Khartoum 
sector) would be accepted as of March 24 , 1 927 , for a 
surcharge of 6d . per ounce . The Time s ,  March 4 ,  1 927 , 
p .  16 .  Thi s second crash on the service , piloted by 
Oxley Boyle who had come out to Khartoum with Gladstone , 
did not dismay East African air service supporters . The 
lead editorial in the East African Standard ( March 1 9 ,  
1 927 , p .  9)  saw the two disasters as "a te st of faith" , 
and reminded its readers that this was only an 
experimental service . The Nairobi Chamber of Commerce 
re-affirmed its support . Ibid. , March 26 , 1 927 , p .  10 .  
Hugo Dunkerley , editor of the East African Farm and Home 
Journal , wrote to Grey that he remained confident of the 
ultimate success of Gladstone ' s  effort s ,  but admitted that 

the bad luck which they have had has rather 
shaken the faith of some of the people who 
do not know the difference between a tail
skid and a prop ! 

Quoted in the Aeroplane , Apri l 27 , 1 927 , pp . 458 , 460 . 

89. The ' Pelican ' had been repaired at the B lackburn plant 
in Greece . The two passengers on the fl ight were Viscount 
Gage , Permanent Secretary at the India Office , and M. 
Allard , aeronaut ical advi sor to the Be lgian Government 
enroute to the Congo to advise an extension of Congo air 
services t o  Rejaf (Sudan) . The third crash brought about 
an official cancellation of the air mail servi ce . See 
The Times , October 10 and 1 8 ,  1 927 , pp . 1 3  and 16.  

90 . The Times , October 22 , 1 927 , p .  1 1 .  
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Without question , Cobham had followed the misfortunes 

of Gladstone with interest if not sympathy. Before setting 

out on his ' round Africa '  tour , he had been interested to 

develop a Mwanza-Bulawayo l ine to connect with the Khartoum-

Ki sumu service , but circumstances now appeared to f avour a 

grander design to link Cairo to Bulawayo , and possibly 

South Africa , a design of which Cobham could be a maj or 

part . Clearly, G ladstone and the Blackburn interests were 

in major difficulties ;  costs for the experimental Khartoum

Kisumu servi ce had already exceeded e stimates ,  only five of 

the 24 flights called for in the agreement had been completed,  

and there seemed little chance that operations could proceed 

without some outside assistanc e .  91 As wel l , there was a 

general re luctance on the part of the British African 

Governments to entertain any further proposals by G l adstone 

and company unti l a more thorough study of East African air 

91 . AVIA 2/1 857 , Note of a Meeting held at the Co lonial 
Office on Friday the 10th June to discuss the working 
of the Khartoum-Kisumu Air Route . This meeting , some 
four months before the last crash of the ' Pe l ican ' , 
brought out the bad news that already close t o  £1 3 , 000 
had been spent . Kenya , Uganda and Tanganyika all  agreed 
to provide up to £1 , 000 each for completion of the 
survey, although under no obligation to do s o ,  Sir 
Edward Grigg pointing out that "having already spent 
considerable sums" the project should be completed , as 
this would at any rate , " keep the matter alive pending 
consideration of the grant ultimately of a subsidy for 
the permanent service " .  The October crash decided the 
fate of the Blackburn efforts in Africa ;  further 
financial support from the · African Governments was 
out of the question , so Blackburn turned to Cobham 
in the hope that his influence might keep East African 
interest alive . 
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transport requirements and po ssibilities had been made . 

By late 1927 , the Air Mini stry, the Colonial Office , and 

the British East African Governments were beginning to 

think beyond Gladstone ' s  ideas for a Cairo to Kisumu ,  or 

possibly Mwanza ,  service , and were looking at the idea of 

a through service to the Cap e .  92 At the same time , 

aviation enthusi asm and an expansion in local  air 

activity, combined with Gladstone ' s  effort s ,  had promoted 

great interest in air transport , particularly in Kenya . 

The moment was never more opportune for Cobham to arrive 

on his ' Round Africa ' flight . 9 3  

92 . 

93 . 

Ibid.  The 1 927 Coloni al Office Conference and the 
above-noted June meeting at the Colonial Office had 
already discussed the question of  sending out an Air 
Ministry ' expert ' ,  possi bly Colonel Edwards , to report 
on aviation matters in East Africa .  On December 1 ,  
F .  Tymms , Air Ministry Superintendent was instructed 
"to proceed as soon as possible by the Nile route so 
as to make yourself acquainted with the local condi tions " .  
Air Ministry Order 769468/27/J . D . C . A . , 1 Dec . 1927 cited 
in AIR )/1424 , ' Civi l Aviation in East Africa .  Report on 
Investigation, 1928 ' (Tymms Report] , p .  3 .  At the same 
time , all  parties c oncerned " looked for an e arly 
extension to the south to link up wi th Rhodesia and 
th� Union of South Africa ' .  Grigg quoted in ibid. , 
p .  325.  

Tyro.ms and Cobham arrived in East Afri ca about the same 
time . The Tymms Report noted that in early 1928 there 
were six aeroplanes and five licensed pilots in Kenya 
( p .  3 12) . The growth of air enthusi asm was noted in 
the Air Mini stry ,  Report on the Progress of Civil 
Avi ation , 1 927 , p .  54. See too AVIA 2/296, Kenya -
Commercial Avi ation. Suggestion to establish Air 
Routes and for Light Aeroplane Club , 1 5 . 3 . 27- , and 
chapter V for discussion. 
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In early February, Cobham and Gl adstone co-operated 

to develop a joint proposal for an Alexandria-Mwanza air 

service ,  Cobham first flying three return flights over the 

Khartoum-Kisumu section to comp lete the original North Sea 

Aerial undertaking . 94 In Nairobi , Cobham presented the 

air transport proposal to the E ast African Governors '  

Conference then sitting ,  and to the Hilton Young Commission. 95 

The scheme called for a weekly AlexRndria-Mwanza service 

requiring an annual subsidy of £1 30 , 000 employing multi

engined landplaneo throughout . 96 The proposal did not 

pass without some serious cri tici sm , but Kenya agreed to 

94 . The Time s ,  February 1 5 ,  1928 , p .  1 3 . On one o f  these 
flight s ,  Cobham carried two Ameri can women passengers 
between Khartoum and Mongal l a ,  the "first persons to 
take part in a non-stop commercial passenger flight 
across that part of Africa" . Reported in the New 
York Time s ,  April 1 0 ,  1928 , p .  31 . Cobham-Bl a"C'K'burn 
Air Lines Limited grew out of thi s co- operative venture . 
It was incorporated April 24 , 1 928 with a nominal capital 
of £1 , 000 , divided into 1 , 000 £1 shares of which only two 
were issued. The Directors were Cobham , Gladstone , 
B lackburn , and C .  E .  Ward. See AIR 2/340 , enclosure , 
for detai l s .  

95. AIR 5/1424. �ymms Report , pp . 4 ,  39 . The Times , 
February 20 , 1928 , p .  1 1 . 

96 . AVIA 2/351 , Kenya . Civil Avia tion , 1928 , enc losure . 
Cobham had not given up the idea that seaplane s would 
be better on the Cairo-Khartoum sector , but the proposal 
was attempting to reduce capital and servicing costs by 
empl oying one type of aircraft for the who le route.  
See Tymms Report , pp . 47-8.  Blackburn must have 
agreed with Cobham in presentation of the j oint 
proposal , but it laid to rest development plans 
for the Blackburn Nile Flying Boat , a commercial 
version of the Blackburn ' Sydney ' .  
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contribute £1 5 , 000 per year for five years , Uganda , £10 , 000 

per year for the same term, and Tanganyika , £10 ,000 per year 

if assurance could be made that the air line would extend to 

Mwanza or Dodoma , or some other point on the rail l ine . 97 

The Sudan , on the other hand , had to be persuaded that it 

would benefit from the establishment of civi l aviation, 

before Sir George Schuster promised a £6, 000 per year 

contribution. 9B The Sudanese obj ections were several . 

The history of the experimental service had been most 

disappointing , and the Sudan Government wanted to satisfy 

itself as to the standing and capacity of the operating 

97. The main general criticism was that the proposal was 
very vague as to details of capi tal and other expenditures ,  
and Cobham was urged to submit a revi sed proposal . AIR 5/ 
1 424 . Tymms Report , p .  39 . A meeting in Nairobi , February 
1 7 ,  brought about agreement in principle on the Kenyan and 
Ugandan contributions , and Sir Donald Cameron in Tanganyika 
agreed to conditional support on March 8 .  AVIA 2/351 , 
enclosure , Report of Nairobi meeting .  See Norman 
Macmillan , Great Airmen (London , 1 955 ) , p .  166 ,  in 
which he incorrectly details the financial support 
promi sed to the Cobham-Blackburn company ; he states 
that Kenya offered £2 ,000 per year , Tanganyika £1 5 , 000 , 
and EgYl't £1 6 , 000 per year for five years . These figures 
appear in an otherwise good profile of Cobham , "Trailb lazer 
for Airlines" ,  pp . 1 57-75.  

98.  Schuster ( 1881 - ) w.as acting as financial advisor to 
the Sudan. His major office was as Economic and Financial 
Advisor to the Secretary of State for the Colonies ( 1 927-
1 928) , and in that capacity he was active in all  African 
air negotiations during thi s  peri od . He was also a member 
of the important Hilton Young Commission on closer union in 
East Africa ,  1928. The ' promise ' of £6 ,000 from the Sudan 
was later reduced to a statement that " the Sudan Government 
might possibly consent to provide £5 ,000 a year , • • " . AVIA 
2/1 857, East African Air Service , Note of a Meeting held 
at the Colonial Office , May 31 , 1 928 , p .  5. 
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company. It questioned the wisdom of the idea that the 

company should be allowed a 1C°fe profit .  And i t  noted that 

the Sudan would benefit least from the service as the time-

saving would be less and there was but a limited amount of 

traffic in mai l s  or passengers which could bear the extra 

transport costs involved in using an air service . 99 In 

addit ion , the Cobham proposals required a major investment 

in ground fac i lities  and organi zation, of which the Sudan 

share alone was estimated by Tymms to be £21 ,000 . 100 

It  was evident that the East African and Sudanese 

subsidy contributions fell far short of Cobham ' s requested 

£1 30 , 000 , a figure which the Air Ministry agreed was "not 

capable of substantial reduction " . 101 Even an Air Ministry 

contribution of £30 , 000 per year left the proposal disastrously 

short of the required support . 102 At thi s point , there was 

little  possibility of the C obham-Blackburn company continuing 

with the project as i t  stood , although Cobham could still  

expand the proposal to  include the route from Mwanza to the 

C ape and perhaps with the addi tional subsidies and traff ic 

from the south produce a scheme that would be economically 

viable .  1 0 3  

99 . Tymms Report , p .  41 . Tymms pointed out that a ' profi t ' 
was necessary in order to attract capital , and ultimately 
persuaded the Sudan that i t  would benefit from civi l 
aviation. In terms of expenditure on development , the 
Sudan was reluctant to commi t itself further "until the 
ful l  results of the Gezira scheme c an be more clearly seen" . 

100.  Ibid. , p .  40 . Estimates el sewhere were Egypt , £12 , 000 , 
Uganda , £5 , 500 , Kenya , £1 2 , 800 , and Tanganyika , £2 , 700 . 

101 . AVIA 2/1857. Note of meeting , May 31 , pp . 2- 3.  
102.  Ibid . , p .  2 .  
103 .  Ibid. , p .  3 .  
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In late February, Cobham c ontinued southward on the 

' Round Africa ' fl ight , searching , as he had in 1926 ,  for 

an acceptable routing through the difficult country of 

Central Africa . From Kisumu , Cobham flew the ' Singapore ' 

to Mwanza ,  then over land to Lake Tanganyika (Uji j i ) ,  down 

the lake to Mpulunga , and then eastward to Vua and Fort 

Johnson on Nyasa Lake , a route quite different from the 

one he had followed in 1 926 . 104 From Zomba , he wrote at 

length to Gladstone , happily reporting that ''Governor Sir 

Charle s  Bowring has taken deep interest in our scheme " , 

but whi le there i s  general support throughout Nyasaland 

Colony, there i s  little money avai lable . 105 Regarding 

the route from Kisumu, Cobham wrote , 

It i s  pretty evident now from all the 
interviews that I have had with various 
folk that the best l ine for our route 
wil l  be via Nairobi through Tanganyika 
to Rungwe , and from there to an aerodrome 
which wi ll  be found more or less on the 
shore s of the Nyasa Lake , in the region 
of Nkata Bay. This is a good harbour 
where fuel could be landed,  and I understand 
that the main road is  going to run through 
t o  this place . From thence to Fort Johnson 
and from there to an aerodrome which wi l l  be 
found on the west of the road between Blantyre 
and Matope . It i s  too great a distance to fly 
from Rungwe to Fort Johnson non-stop , and i t  
is  anticipated that the�e wi l l  b e  great business  
between Southern Nyasaland and Sali sbury and 
Rhodesia .  106 

104. See map , p .  1 9 3 .  
105.  AVIA 2/314 , Civil Avi ation in East Africa , Reports by 

Mr .  F .  Tymms on his African Tour , 26. 1 . 28- . Enclosure 
Cobham to Gladstone , March 2 ,  1 928 . Governor Bowring 
( 1872-1945)  promised to cable to England " their 
wil lingness to support the scheme in every way" , and 
requested that Tymms extend hi s study to Nyasaland. 

106. Ibid. � 
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Cobham expected big development in the region of Fort 

Jameson, so argued for the route to le ave Nyasa Lake , head 

to Fort Jameson ,  thence to Matope , Sali sbury ( and perhaps 

the railway head at Shamva ) ,  and Bulawayo . 107 Although 

following a flying boat route himse l f ,  Cobham was not clear 

as to whether a seaplane or l andplane service was be ing 

considered ,  but it would appear that he was holding to the 

multi-engined landplane service he had proposed for the 

Alexandria-Kisumu sector. 108 

From Nyasaland , Cobham proceeded overl and to Beira , 

then southward via Lourenco Marques to Durban. Here the 

' Singapore ' had its first major overhaul of the f light , 

and from here Cobham flew to Johannesburg , Bulawayo , 

Salisbury and Livingstone to survey the various routes 

107 . 

108 . 

Ibid.  On this routing , the important Broken Hill are a 
would have to be served by a ' feeder ' air s ervice . 

From the evidence , Cobham appears to have changed his 
mind several time s  a s  t o  whether landplanes or flying 
boats could best serve the African route needs . On 
the Nile route he had argued for seaplanes at first , 
then l andplanes in his formal proposal for a service , 
and back in England after the ' Round Africa ' flight , 
it was reported that he was submitting costs estimates 
to the Air Ministry , and British aircraft manufacturers 
were being asked for estimates for a three engine 
flying boat , capable of 1 20 m . p . h .  at 14 ,000 feet 
with a 4� hour endurance . The Time s , July 26 , 1 928 , 
p .  9.  As Imperial Airways discovered,  as ai rcraft 
increased in size , weight , and therefore required 
larger and stronger runways on land , capital  costs 
and maintenance c ould be reduced by using flying boats 
and natural water runways . The l andplane-seaplane 
controversy l asted almost a decade . See chapters IV 
and IX for Imperial Airways African operations . 
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and to discuss air matters with officials and supporters . 109 

As well , Cobham was staking a claim for the Cobham-Blackburn 

company with which Imperial Airways would have to deal when 

the time came to  establish the Cairo-Cape Town route . 1 1 0  

From Durban , Cobham proceeded t o  Cape Town , the 

terminal point of the proj ected African Airways Johannesburg 

route and the larger Cobham dream of a through route from 

Cairo or Alexandria. 111 From Cape ·rown , Cobham turned 

109 .  "Round Africa with Cobham" , p .  6 .  Neither the Northern 
nor Southern Rhode sian governments made any firm 
commitments at thi s time , although the latter was 
prepared to follow Kenya ' s  lead. Cobham was visiting 
at an opportune time as a growing interest in c ivil 
aviation was developing in the Rhodesias , espec ially 
at Bulawayo . See J .  McAdam, "Birth of an Airline " ,  
typescript in possession of writer , pp . 2-6. 

110. By early 1 929 , a letter in the Bulawayo Chronicle 
(January 24) noted that the Rhodesian Aviation 
Syndicate would be absorbed by a new comp any ,  the 
Rhodesian 4viation Comp any,  to be affiliated with 
Cobham-Blackburn Air Lines who have a "large interest" 
in the new concern. See chapter VI for discussion. 
As in East Afric a ,  Imperial Airways were then c ompelled 
to negotiate air rights with Cobham-Blackburn in 
developing the Cairo-Cape Town route . Agreement was 
reached in February, 1929 , with the Cobham-Blackburn 
company surrendering the bulk of its  claim. See 
BOAC , I . A .  file No . 88 , Cobham-Blackburn Air Lines 
Limited - Company I"Iatters , 1928-3 3 ,  Memorandum Woods 
Humphrey to Gedde s ,  April 14, 1930 ,  for detai l s .  

1 1 1 .  Cobham still had hopes of  developing the ' al l-red rout e ' 
as a Cobham-Blackburn enterpris e .  In addition to 
seeking financial support from the African governments 
en route , he hoped to persuade Union C astle Steamship 
Line to p articip ate in the scheme . The latter could 
have provided Cobham ' s  airline with a firm base in 
Cape Town, an established network of booking fac ilitie s ,  
traffic experience and reputation. Union C astle 
rejected the opportunity. Cobham interview with 
writer , January 2 ,  1970 . See also MacMillan, Great 
Airmen, pp . 166ff . 
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north to follow the coast to Nigeria.  He  described the 

route for Gaumont ; 

For hundreds of mile s , this dried-up 
coastline is uninhabited , waterless and 
treeless , a desert of sand dunes wherein 
lie hidden untold quantities of diamonds -
the big diamond fi eld , the discovery of 
which has been recently reported in the 
Press . The endless surf offered no refuge 
on this cruel coastline . We made a temporary 
landing at Luderitz - an artificial township 
where fresh water is 6d. a gal lon, plant life 
is  unknown , and the only products are fish 
and diamonds - and then we came , after 1 , 700 
miles of desolation , to the first sign of 
vegetation at Porto Alexander , • • •  1 1 2  

Cont inuing northward , Cobham arrived in Lagos in Apri l ,  

after following what he described as " that perfect paradi se 

for flying boat s ,  the coastline of Nigeria " .  1 1 3  This was 

the first of many West African ' surprises ' for Cobham as 

he flew a route which took the ' Singapore ' to Takoradi , 

Bingerville (Abidjan) , Freetown ,  Bathurst and northward 

to home , carefully studying the route and the prospects 

for air transport development in order to formulate proposals 

for air services in the British West African Colonies .  "We 

had speculated much" , he later wrote , 

1 1 1 . 

1 1 2 .  
1 1 3 .  

( continued) thus not following precedents of interest 
shown by steamship companies in Australi a ,  for example , 
nor anticipating later civil avi ation interest by E lder 
Dempster and the French line , Chargeur Reuni s ,  in West 
Africa.  See chapter X for Elder1 s\:J'est African ai r line 
operation .  British shipping lines become more interested 
in air line activity in the mid-thirties ,  especially on 
the pro jected trans-Atlantic routes . See AVIA 2/1 965 , 
Shipping Companies in Relation to Imperial Airways , 
Limited , 1 9 36. 
"Round Africa with Cobham" , p. 9 .  
The Times , April 1 2 ,  1928 , p .  1 1 .  Cobham was impre ssed 
by the many sheltered l agoons which mark the Nigerian 
coastline , perfec tly suited for flying boat operation. 



a s  to the conditions that we would encounter 
along the West Coast .  We had heard terrible 
tales about an awful climate , and hardships 
that we should have to encounter.  We were 
told that our engines would boil and that 
our machine would never fly owing to the 
trying atmospheric c onditions . We were 
given to understand that there was little 
or no shelter from the permanent rollers , 
and that to fly along the West Coast during 
a tornado , or worse still during the rainy 
season, was simply asking for trouble . 1 1 4  

Here , as elsewhere in Africa,  Cobham was able to 
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destroy at least some of the fe arful myths about a continent 

still ' dark ' to many. 1 1 5  Despite an unexpected mechanical 

delay in the Ivory Coast and metal corrosion problems , 

flight along the West Coast of Africa proved no more trying 

for Cobham and the flying boat than conditions elsewhere . 

114. Alan Cobham , "I1Y Flight around Africa" , Elder Dempster 
Magazine , VII ( October , 1928) , 84. 

1 1 5 .  Many of the se ' myths ' concerned the weather and general 
climate of West Afri c a ,  long-thought to be unhealthy 
for Europeans and a decided deterrent to settlement . 
As late as 1932, a pilot who had visited the British 
West African colonie s  noted seriously; 

Topees must be worn after 8 a . m . until 
1600 hours • • • •  The sun must be respected 
all the time . I t  i s  the greatest enemy 
of mankind on the we st coast and three 
minutes in the sun without a topee i s  
the e quivalent t o  a hit on the head with 
a 20 lb. hammer. 

W. G .  Pudney ,  "Flying Conditions on the West Coast of 
Africa" .  Advance proof of lecture to the Royal 
Aeronautical Society (London) , October 20 , 1932 , in 
Ghana National Archives (hereinafter GNA) , Gold Coast 
file , C . S . O . 1 758/30 , - Visits of Aircraft ( other 
than R . A . F . ) to the Gold Coast , 30 . 9 . 30 - 18 . 7 . 39 ,  
encl .  3 .  Extracts in Flight , October 27 , 1932 , pp . 
1001-03. In 1920 , another pilot had noted that flying 
could be attempted only in the early morning and 
evening because the mid-day sun 



Cobham left West Africa in a mood of enthus iasm , and on 

return to England , even envisaged an air line route which 

would circumnavigate the African continent . 1 1 6  But his 

main focus of concern was for aviation development in the 

four British We st African Colonies , which , with the exception 

of the bienni al R . A . F .  flights to Nigeria , had thus far been 

ignored in Imperial air policy thinking . 1 1 7  Cobham believed 

that both the traffic and the need were there and must be 

exploited , hopefully by Alan Cobham Avi ation Limited. 1 1 8  

Cobham ' s  proposals for air transport deve lopment in 

West Africa were prepared during the summer and autumn of 

1 928 , and in December and January , 1 929 , they were submitted 

1 1 5 .  ( continued) causes air di sturbances so great that 
flying not only become s most arduous 
and dangerous , but the strain put on 
the machine is so great that she has 
to be re-rigged after every f l ight , • • •  

In addition , he pointed out that no flying c ould take 
place for two months of the rainy season nor for the 
three months of the Harmattan. GNA , Accession No . 
2548/58 , S/L Wood ' s  Report on Possibilities of Aviation 
in the Gold Coast Colony , Ashanti and Northern 
Territories ,  M.P. 1 721 5/20 , September , 1920 . 

1 16 .  The Time s ,  June 30 , 1 928 , p .  1 1 .  Cobham was addressing 
the Forum C lub , and he argued that there was plenty of 
traffic available and the air l ine could be in operation  
in  three ye ars . 

1 1 7 .  Neither the 1 925 nor the 1927 R . A . F .  West Afri can 
flights had flown beyond Nigeri a ,  although one later 
flight flew as far west as Bathurot . See chapter VIII 
for more detai led discussion on R . A . F' .  flights in We st 
Afri ca .  

1 18 .  It  should be  noted that in  West Africa , Cobham was 
acting on behalf of Alan Cobham Aviation Limi ted , not 
Cobham/Bl ackburn , a partnership only active in East 
and Central Africa.  



to the four Colonies and the Coloni al Office . 1 1 9  In the 

case of Nigeria and the Gold Coast , these were the first 

serious proposals since the Woods Report in 1 920 ; for 

Sierra Leone and the Gambia ,  they were for the first time 

included in an aviation development scheme . 1 20 In all 
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four case s ,  Cobham was proposing the development of internal 

air services with potential expansion of operations into an 

inter-Colonial air service , and therein lay a problem for 

Cobham ' s  pl ans as the Colonies were primarily interested 

at thi s  stage in an Imperial connection with Great Britain . 1 21 

1 1 9 .  AVIA 2/401 , Proposals for Experimental Air Service in 
British West African Colonie s .  A lan Cobham Aviation 
Ltd. , 1929 . C. E .  Ward (Cobham Avi ation) to Coloni a l  
Secretaries , Gambia ,  December 21 , 1928 , Sierr a  Leone , 
January 1 ,  1 929 , Gold Coast , January ? ,  1 929 , and 
Nigeri a ,  January 3 ,  1 929. 

1 20 .  In 1 92 5-24 , the Aircraft Operating Company submitted 
proposa ls  to the Nigerian Government only for an air 
survey costing about £250 , 000 . No  action was taken 
on the proposal.  At the same time as the Cobham 
proposals were being submitted , the Aircraft Operating 
Company had put forward another proposal for a Nigerian 
operation , and L . H . G .  Walford of Walford Lines Limited 
had approached the Air Ministry with a proposal to 
develop a West Coast service from Dakar to Joharuiesburg 
or Cape Town for an annual subsidy of £27 3 , 000 . AVIA 
2/401 . ' Aviation in West Africa ' .  Notes for Meeting 
at Air Ministry , September 1 8 ,  1929 , pp . 1 - 2 .  The 
Cobham and Wal ford proposals both inc luded Si erra 
Leone and the Gambia . 

1 21 .  AVIA 2/401 . Enclosure , Sir Edward Denham (G overnor of  
the Gambia)  to  Lord Passfield ( Secretary of State for 
the Colonie s ) , July 31 , 1929 . "Th is Colony i s  anxious 
to come into any Imperial scheme for developing the use 
of aircraft and to combine with the other West African 
Co lonies in the matter" . S .  B .  Gosling , (Postmaster
General of the Gold Coast)  wrote that air development 
might be worth while  if a l l  of Bri tish West Africa  
used a service connec ting with the French Dakar
Toulouse air mail service , but otherwise there was 
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What Cobham was proposing was unquestionably more practical 

given the slim financial resources of the Coloni es and the 

priorities which the British Government had established in 

the laying down of Imperial air rout es .  Basically , Cobham 

argued that the Colonies should support not only an air 

transport network of services , but a complete air organization 

which would do air survey , air taxi , Government charter,  

training and air transport work . Alan Cobham Aviation would 

require a monopoly status with certain guarantees from the 

Governments that air work from all  potential sources of 

revenue would be directed to the company. 1 22 Cobham did 

not request subsidy support , but asked each West African 

Government to  post a bond , in effect a guarantee that the 

company would receive payment for a predetermined number 

121 . ( c ontinued )  little traffic to  warrant the costs for 
"local or inter-Colonial mai ls " .  Ibid. , Gosling to  
Coloni al Secretary , Gold Coast , February 26 , 1 929. 
A more widely held view in Government circles was 
that avi at ion was interesting ,  even exciting ,  but 
too costly for the Colonies to entertain proposals 
at the time , even for local services . As the Governor 
of Sierra Leone pointed out , "Our immediate paramount 
need is not super-rapid communi cation by aeroplane but 
motor road communic ation, • • •  We require a l l  our resources 
to push on with this important work . . •  " .  Ibid. , Sir 
Joseph Byrne to Amery , February 9 ,  1 9?.9. 

1 22.  AVIA 2/401 . The Cobham proposals are detailed in the 
Ward-Coloni al Secre tari es ' correspondence of December
January, and summarized in Tymms to  F . G .L .  Bertram 
( Deputy Director of Civil Aviation , Air Ministry ) , 
minute 3A , ' Proposals by A l an Cobham Aviation Ltd. 
and Aircraft Operating C o .  Ltd .  for Air Surveys in 
West Afric a ' , May 7 ,  1929 . 
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of flying hours per year. 1 2 3  Initially , two Hawk Moth 

seaplanes would be employed in Nigeri a ,  two Moth aeroplanes 

in the Gold Coast , one Moth aeroplane in Sierra Leone , and 

one Moth seaplane in the Gambia ,  a total of seven aircraft 

which would fly 1 , 9 3 3  hours per year , supported by a total 

annual bond of £27 , 000 . 1 24 

The West African response to the Cobham proposals was 

disappointing . Nigeria , while setting aside £ 3 ,000 in the 

Annual Estimates for civi l  aviation , preferred to defer any 

decision until the Air Ministry studied the situation ;  the 

Gold Coast was prepared to co-operate with "any agreed 

scheme for a West African air mail  service " but would not 

agree to contribute £8 , 000 "in the absence of weighty 

military or Imperial reasons " ;  Sierra Leone would only 

1 2 3 .  

1 24 .  

Ibid. Cobham wanted a five year agreement in each 
rroI'Ony , and argued that the scheme could be self
supporting. In his proposal letter to Nigeri a ,  Ward 
noted that " this company could operate 45 , 000 miles 
( 500 flying hours ) per annum at a cost of £9 ,000 , and 
provided the Government could guarantee that the 
c ompany would receive work from all sources to earn 
this total , the enterprise would pay its way " .  
Almost identical language was used in the correspondence 
with the Gold Coast , Sierra Leone and the Gambia .  

In addi tion to  Nigeri a ,  the bonds requested were 
£8 ,000 for 500 hours flying in the Gold Coast , £6 , 000 
and 600 hours in Sierra Leone , and £4 ,000 and 333  hours 
in the Gambia.  Ibid. , Tym.ms ' Minute , May 7 ,  1 929 . See 
also The Time s ,  British West Africa Number , October 30 , 
1928 , p .  xv1i , article by Cobham , "Aviation and the 
Futur e " . 'l'he Air Ministry agreed to the estimate 
figures ,  but pointed out that no provi sion had been 
made for ground organization and facilities , nor the 
cost of acquiring and clearing l and for aerodrome s .  
AVIA 2/401 . Tymms to Bertram , May 7 ,  1929 . 



contribute £1 , 000 "and this mainly for military purposes" ; 

and the Governor of the Gambia felt no thing could be done 
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in the Gambi a alone but was " anxious however to participate 

in any Imperial scheme and finds it regrettable that all the 

West African Colonies do not combine to organise an air 

service " .  125 

With the general rejection of his proposal s ,  Cobham ' s  

work in West Africa was at an end. As with his l abours in 

East Afri c a ,  Cobham ' s  proposals appeared to act as a catalyst 

to activate Air Ministry and Colonial Office response.  Their 

submission was indeed opportune for the proposals came at a 

time of growing British Government concern with French air 

activities in West Africa.  Cobham ' s  demonstration that 

flying was a feasible proposit ion in West Africa  was partly 

responsible for the Air Ministry deci sion to extend the 1929 

West African flight to the Gold Coast and to desp atch an 

officer to survey possible l anding sites at Accra , T amale 

and Kumasi . 1 26 Flight Lieutenant Gayford ' s  report under-

lined local concern with British inactivity t o  date ; 

1 25.  Ibid. , ' Aviation in West Africa ' .  Note s ,  pp . 3-4 . 

1 26. GNA , Accession No . 31 97/58 , Royal Air Force - Visit 
to the Gold Coast , 1929 . Enclosure . See also 
Accession No. 3182/58 , Air Service in the Gold 
Coast : Proposals (Alan Cobham Avi ation Ltd. ) ,  CO 
despatch to Governor , June 25 , 1 929 , noting 
preparations for Gayford ' s  vi sit and 1 929 R . A . F .  
flight . 



In all Colonie s  I was consci ous of great 
confusion which existed in the minds of 
residents , official and unofficial , as 
to the difference between Service and 
Civil Aviation , and most people imagined 
that I was there to inaugurate a Civil 
Air Line to England . Great resentment 
was expressed on the subj ect of the 
almost total non-appearance of British 
aircraft and adverse comment was made 
on the fact that in most places the 
only aircraft seen had been French , 
Spanish or Portuguese.  1 27 

Cobham had argued that all the Colonies occupied a 

strategic position with regard to Imperial military policy , 
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in fact this  was one of the strongest arguments put forward 

for establi shing air organizations in the several Coloni e s . 1 28 

At a meeting of Air Ministry and Colonial Office officials 

in September , 1 929 , held to discuss the Cobham proposals ,  

the meeting was agreed 

as to the necessity for air communications 
being establi shed by British interests as 
early as possible wit!hin and to [ my italics] 
our West African Colonies particularly in 
view of French activiti es in that region. 1 29 

1 27.  AVIA 2/401 . Extract from A . M. file S . 24487 , ' Tour 
of West African Colonies '  by F/L Gayford , n .d .  

1 28.  Ibid.  For example , Ward to Colonial Secretary , 
Nigeria , January 3 ,  1 929. "Nigeria occupies an 
important strategic posi tion on the West Coast , 
and foJ· the pui·pose of defence alone it would 
appear desirable to have the use of aircraft in 

1 29 .  

" an emergency ,  • • •  

Ibid. Enclosure 1 9A .  Notes of a Meeting held 
1Bth September , 1929 . 
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In the light of the new interest in aviation in British 

West Africa ,  the meeting decided to act upon a Nigerian 

request to send out an Air Ministry representative to study 

West African conditions and report on air requirements .  1 30 

As a second step in developing West African aviation , in 

1930 the Air Ministry then called for tenders of the 

estimated costs of running an inter-Colonial service 

to link with the French air mail line at Dakar . In a l l ,  

five British companies were asked for estimates , including 

Alan Cobham Aviation, but in the absence of Imperial 

financial support ,  the story for the moment ends at that 

point . 1 31 

It is  quite clear that Cobham never pursued his interest 

in West Africa  to the extent he did along the Cape route , 

possibly because he was more interested in developing large-

scale air line operations than local air organizations , and 

he had concluded that a B athurst-Nigeria line "had little 

1 30 .  

1 31 .  

Ibid. The Air Ministry represent ative was W .  A.  
Campbel l ,  whose report wi ll be discussed in chapter 
VII I .  

Ibid. Minute 50A , W .  A .  Campbell ( C . A . 4 ,  AM) to 
Bertram, January 11 , 1 9 30 . Enclosure 53A ,  AM letter 
to Alan Cobham Aviation, January 1 7 ,  1 930 . Tenders 
were also asked of National Flying Servic es , Imperial 
Airways Ltd. , Aircraft Operating Company ,  Ltd. , and 
Air Survey C o .  Ltd. Estimates were asked for a weekly 
return service Dakar-Bathurst-Bolama-Freetown-Port 
Robert-Cestos River-Grand Bassam-Takoradi-Adda-Lagos
Forcados by seapl ane with a 600 lb. payload , and an 
aeroplane feeder service , Lokoj a-Kaduna-Kano . See 
chapter VIII  for subsequent developments in West 
Afri c a .  
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chance of success at the present time from a commercial 

point of view" . 1 '2 He never staked any strong claims in 

West Afric a ,  and , indeed, upon his return to  Great Britain 

from the ' Round Africa ' flight , East and Central Africa 

once more rece ived the larger part of his interest and 

enthusiasm. The urgency of establishing the Cairo-Cape  

Town route was  the main thrust of  a speech in July, 1928 , 

to the Briti sh Empire League , a speech whi ch won enthusiastic  

response and recommendations of support for Cobham addre ssed 

to the British G overnment . 1 3 3  Wri ting in Air , Cobham 

pleaded for Great Bri tain to act in Africa before others 

did ,  and he called for a subsidy of £1 , 000 ,000 spread over 

five years , "}4 the price of a battleship " .  1 34 However , 

1 32.  

1 33 .  

1 34 .  

GNA . Acc . N o .  31 82/58. Encl osure CSO 1 3294 , December 
1 2 ,  1928 , Cobham to Colonial Secretary , Gold Coast ,  
August 1 ,  1 928 . 

Cobham, "Afric a  ' All-Red ' Flying Rout e " , British Empire 
Review, XXIV (September , 1928 ) , pp . 236-41 . Among the 
several aviation recommendations made by the League was 
that 11 all assistance should be given to Sir Alan Cobham 
in materializing his scheme for an ' all-red ' flying 
route round and through Africa , and thAt for thi s 
purpose His Maje sty ' s  Government might well be urged 
to subsidise this Air Line " .  See too editori al support 
in The Time s ,  July 26 , 1 928 , p .  9 .  

Cobham, "Britain ' s Opportunity in  Africa" , �' I 
( July , 1 928 ) , pp . 2,-6. The editor of Air was 
Brigadier General P . R . C .  Grove s ,  a constant criti c  
o f  the state o f  Bri tish and Imperi al aviation ,  both 
military and civi l .  See , for exam:ple , h i s  "The Air 
Situati on'' , Air , I ( December , 1 92'?) , pp . 7-10 , and 
"The Influence-or Aviati on on International Relations " , 
Journal of the Royal Institute of International Affairs , 
V! (May, 1927), pp . 133-52. 



even as  Cobham was arguing for Bri t i sh action in Afri ca , 

the Air Ministry and Imperial Airways had rece ived the 

British G overnment go-ahead to proceed with the C a iro-
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Cape Town route development , and nego ti a t i ons with Cobham

B l ackburn Air Lines and the Afri can admi nistrati ons began . 1 35 

With the Bri t i sh G overnment decision to  stand by i t s  

commitment t o  Imperi fll  Airway_s , the Cobham-B lackburn hopes 

of developing the Al exandria-Ki sumu-Bulawayo route were at 

an end , but they were not prepared to retreat from the 

scene quietly . Imperial Airways and the Air Minis try both 

were pre ssed into hard and l engthy negotiations as  to  the 

terms of the ' t ake- over ' .  Hoare appointed Sir Herbert 

Hambling to chair the settlement proceedings , whi l e  Sir 

H arold Howett , a London chartered 8Ccountant repre sented 

the Cobham-B lackburn intere s t s .  The two negotiators were 

old friends , a factor which suggested the settlement might 

be re ached amic ably. Hambl ing ' s  opening statement to the 

first meeting of the int erested parties likewise sugge sted 

that the Cobham interests would re c e ive o fair de al  for 

their surrend er of exclusive rights a long the rou te . 

"Gentlemen" , he remarked ,  " there i s  only one way to settle 

thi s .  That i s  for those who take over to  behave generously " . 1 36 

1 35 .  See above , chapter II , and be low , chapter I V , for 
di scussion of nee;otia tions wi th t. l i e  A.fric.an G overnments 
c onc erned . See too AVIA 2/422 , Afri can Air Route 
Negotiations wi th Dominion and Colonj Rl Authorit i e s , 
21 . b . 29- . 

1 36 .  Quoted in Mac.Mi l l an ,  Gre at Ai rme n ,  p .  1 66 .  Sir Samu e l  
Instone acted on behalf of  !mperi o l  Airways . 
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The Air Ministry ,  in support of Imperial Airways , was less 

convinced of the need to be generous . In a note to the 

Dominions Office , the Permanent Secretary , C .  L. Bullock , 

pointed out that , 

We are anxious that Cobham shall get a 
square dea l ,  but I am bound to say that 
in my personal view he and tho se associ ated 
with him are inclined to assess their pioneer 
work and the value of the good will  they have 
acquired on the African route somewhat on the 
high side . For example , the KhRrtoum-K isumu 
service was as you know a complete failure • • • •  

Again, there is  no patent ( so to say) in thi s 
African project , but the Cape to Cairo service 
has been envisaged by everybody who has ever 
attempted to think out Imperi al air routes 
from the very earliest days of civil aviation. 1 37 

Bullock made no attempt to disgui se his marked parti ality 

for Imperial Airways 1 38 and he was especially ant agonistic t o  

the Cobham group . Early i n  1929 , in a 10 page brief to the 

Secretary of State , Bullock complained that , 

Imperial Airways have been the victims from 
t ime to time of a campaign of misrepresentation 
by would-be competitors . For example , Cobham 
and others associated wi th him in Blackburn 
Cobham Air Lines [ sic) assiduously spread 
prejudiced reports amongst Members of 
Parliament on all sides of the House at 
the time when his company was in competition 
with Imperial Airways for the contract for 
the African services .  1 39 

1 37 .  AVIA 2/1 857 , Christopher Lloyd Bullock to J . A .P.  
Edgcumbe ( Dominions Office ) ,  November 5 ,  1 928 . Thi s 
AM file contains a great deal of the AM-Cobham-Blackburn 
correspondence dealing with the African route . 

1 38 .  See his  general review of air policy and re lations of 
the AM to Imperial Airways in AIR 1 9/1 37 , British C ivi l 
Aviation Policy and Imperi al Airways. Some Facts , 1929 . 

1 39. Ibid. He noted that Handley Page had been attacking 
Imperial Airways as well .  



No doubt Cobham had been at work to rally support for 

the Cobham-Blackburn claims in Africa even in the face of 
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Government determination to see Imperial Airways monopolize 

the Cape route.  But , there i s  e qually no doubt that Imperial 

Airways had done the same thing only its  efforts were rewarded 

with success . Bullock ' s  views , if they can be taken as being 

fairly representative of the Air Ministry attitude towards 

the Cobham-Blackburn group , were hardly ' fair ' considering 

that but a year before , and in the absence of Imperial 

Airways interest in Africa , Cobham ' s  work was followed 

with keen apprec i ation , and Brancker was advocating British 

support to ward off French and Belgian ambitions on the 

route to Cape Town. 140 
By December , 1928 , Imperial Airways was able  to report 

to the Air Ministry that negotiations with Cobham-B lackburn 

Air Line s were successful , and in February , 1929 , a formal 
141 agreement was reached. The principle features of the 

' Rambling Settl ement ' were ( 1 )  that a new company be formed 

called Imperial Airways (Africa) Limited , with £100 ,000 

capital ; ( 2 )  the new Company was to have 50 ,847 preferred 

ordinary shares subscribed in cash by Imperi al Airways , 

28 ,853  preferred ordinary shares subscribed in cash by 

Cobham-Blackburn , and 20 ,000 preferred ordinary share s 

140 . AIR 2/322 , Enclosure . Brancker to Sassoon , August 
1 2 ,  1927 . 

141 . See comment in The Time s ,  December 6 ,  1928 , p .  21 . 
Also AVIA 2/422. Enclosure . Cobham-Blackburn/Imperial 
Airways Agreement , February , 1 929 . 



given to Cobham-Blackburn in consideration , with all these 

shares limited to a maximum dividend of 1 <Yfe ;  ( 3 ) 300 

deferred shares were issued equally to Cobham-Blackburn 

and Imperial Airways to take company profits after the 10% 

214 

paid out on the preferred ordinary shares ,  but there was as 

well a provi sion for the Air Ministry to share in the profits  

after the 1<Yfe was paid out ; (4)  additional capital  required 

was to be provided by Imperial Airways taking out ff'fe 
debentures ;  ( 5 )  the new Company was to have six directors , 

three from each party , and as Cobham-B lackburn Air Lines 

had four , two nominated by Cobham and two by Bl ackburn and 

Gl adstone , Cobham agreed to drop one nomination in return 

for £2 ,000 compensation to be paid by B lackburn .  Directors 

were to be paid £500 per year ;  and ( 6 )  in addition , Imperi a l  

Airways was t o  p ay Cobham-Blackburn £10 ,000 in cash,  £4 ,000 

to Cobham and £6 , 000 to Blackburn and G l adstone . 142 

In all , it was a reasonable settlement for all parties 

concerned , although from the Cobham point of view it must 

have represented a poor , albeit financ i a l ly rewarding , 

142. BOAC . I . A .  file No . 88 , memorandum Woods Humphrey to 
Gedde s ,  April 14 , 1930.  In negotiations of  the 
Directors ' contract s ,  Cobham , as a new Director , 
reluctantly gave up his right to give lectures as 
Imperial  Airways argued that this would mean taking 
away time from his primary job.  In retrospec t ,  thi s 
would appear to be an attempt to prevent Cobham from 
any further promotion of his own ambitions in Africa .  
In summary , Cobham-B lackburn Air Lines received the 
equivalent of £30 ,000 for their ' rights ' on the C ape 
Town rout e .  
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compromise between his ambitions and the need for cap ital 

support . The result was his surrender of any control or 

management of the proposed air route devel opment . 1 4 3  The 

terms were suffic iently weighted to the advantage of Imperial 

Airways that by 1 9 30 ,  Cobh�m, Blackburn and Gladstone readily 

agreed to sell  their intere sts in Imperial Airways (Africa ) 
Limited to  the parent company in return for £24 , 750 cash 

1 44 and £25 ,000 in £1 shares in Imperial Airways . 

The proceedings of the negotiations from beginning to 

end were carried out in a straightforward businesslike 

manner , but they did not dissuade some detractors of 

Imperial Airways , especi ally in East Africa where there 

had been considerable support for Gladstone and Cobham, 

from voicing concern over its  undisguised monopolistic 

ambitions . Bullock noted that in Kenya part icularly,  " there 

is a disposition to grumble at what i s  styled an ' Imperial  

Monopolistic concern ' " ,  445 grumbling whi ch expressed the 

fears of some local interests as much as it saw the Cobham-

143.  As Woods Humphrey pointed out , " i t  is set out in 
several place s ,  and in unmi stakable terms , that 
Imperial Airways are to have the complete control 
and management of the line " . AVIA 2/422. Enc l osure . 
Woods Humphrey to Sir Sigmund Dannreuther (A . M. ) , 
May 30 , 1 9  30 . 

1 44 .  BOAC . I . A .  file No . 88 , Woods Humphrey memorandum, 
April 14 ,  1 9 30 ,  and brief to Gedde s ,  August 6 ,  1 930 . 

145 .  AVIA 2/422. Enclosure . Bullock to Gedde s ,  June 6 ,  
1 930 . 



B lackburn ' take-over ' as a ruthless display of air 

. . l "  1 46 1mper1a ism. In a letter to the Air Ministry , Woods 

Humphrey shrugged off the matter while  di sclaiming any 

monopoly intentions other than those necessary to assure 

the success of the Cairo-Cape Town air rout e .  " I  believe 

that in some quarters " ,  he admitted , 

i t  i s  thought that , by some myst i c  power 
of monopoly ( which probably the same 
misguided people imagine we have ) ,  
Imperial Airways has shamele ssly 
squeezed those i nterests out of their 
j ust dues for the pioneer work which 
they carried out . 147 

Woods Humphrey went on to stress the Imperial Airways 

position;  

I have had many discussions with you on 
the subj ect of unified control [ my  italics)  
• • •  it  will  be  clear to you that that i s  the 
reason for our making i t  beyond any shadow 
of a doubt in our Agreement with Cobham
Blackburn that Imperial Airways have the 
complete contro l and management of the 
line .  148 

216 

146. At least some of thi s ' anti-Imperi al Airways ' expression 
in  Kenya came from promoters of internal air transport 
schemes l ike Guest and his  National Flying Services and 
L.  Mansfield Robinson and Brit i sh East Afri can Airways . 
The Kenya Government wanted a seat on the Board of the 
new company to assure Kenyan interests were being taken 
into account . See AVIA 2/422. Dannreuther to Under
Secretary of State for the Colonies , July 28 , 1930. 
A fuller di scussi on of Kenyan atti tudes to air transport 
development wi ll  be found in chapter V. 

147 . AVIA 2/422. Woods Humphrey to Dannreuther,  May 30 , 
1930 .  

148. Ibid. 
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From the out set of the Imperial Ai rways/Cobham-Blackburn 

negotiations , the Air .Ministry certainly supported the ' chosen 

instrument ' ,  but how the two companies  arranged matters was of 

less concern than the urgency of some action being taken on 

the route .  Bullock complained that both of the air transport 

interests had been " so dilatory" and that until such time as 

a definite proposal came from Imperial  Airways " and/or the 

Blackburn-Cobham interests" , the whole question of 

inaugurating a Cape service was being held in abeyance . 1 49 

Hoare regarded the delay in the receipt of Imperial Airways 

proposals as "most unfortunate"  and queried the lengthy 

negotiations with Cobham-Blackburn . 1 5° And when the first 

proposal for Imperial Airways (Africa)  at last reached the 

Air Ministry in late January , 1929 , Hoare had to reject it 

on the grounds of it being " impracti cable politically" , and 

he requested an immediate revision with no more de lays . 1 51 

149.  AIR 2/322 . Bullock to D . C .A . S . , October 1 0 ,  1928. 

1 50 .  AVIA 2/1 857 - Hoare to Beharrell  ( Imperial Airways ) ,  
January 28 , 1929. 

1 51 .  Ibid. The proposal called for a service which would 
terminate in Johannesburg , but that for the first 
two years a service would operate only as far as 
Kenya . Hoare was sure that South Africa would not 
be prepared to support such a scheme financially, 
and without that support , the whole Cairo-Cape 
project was in difficulty. As wel l ,  Hoare did 
not want South Africa to develop the Cape Town
Johannesburg sector . See chapter IV for further 
discussion . 



Whatever were the feel ings of Cobham for Imperial 
Airways , he was still  prepared to continue to play a part 
in developing the Cape rout e .  There remained a great many 
ques tions unanswered , and probably the most important one 
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of all was whether the route should be flown with aeroplanes 
or flying boats. In December , 1 929 , Cobham set out on a 

one-way air trip to Sali sbury for Imperial Airways in a 

DH 61 , 'Youth of Britain ' , to determine the aerop l ane 

capabilities of the rout e .  1 52 Once again , Cobham provided 
the detailed aircraft and route information so vital to the 
planner s  back in London. He cal led for a flying boat 
operation as far south as Kisurnu ,  then an aeropl ane 

servic e  south from there . As he had done previously , 

he s tre ssed the utility of the Nile whi le pointing out 

the inadequacy of existing aerodromes at Luxor , Wadi Halfa , 

Khartoum, Malakal and Mongalla , and the general absence of 
interme diate emergency landing grounds , especially in 
Uganda .  The route south of Kisumu ,  he noted , was going 
to p r ovide the most difficulties , especially the still 

l arge ly unchart ed M ' beya-M 'pika sector . Cobham advocated 

two main workshops to handle repairs and overhauls of 

1 52 .  BOAC . I . A .  fi le . African Survey - Alan Cobham, 1 929-
30 . Report on Journey made by Sir Alan Cobham from 
London through Africa by Aeroplane to Rhodesia , 
continuing to the C ape and homeward by ship , December 
1 0 ,  1 929 to February 10 , 1930 ,  62 page s .  Cobham flew 

8 , 404 miles in 97 hours 22 minutes in the air. A Mr. 
Hartman and a Mr. Chalker flew as crew. In Salisbury , 
C obham handed over the aeroplane on January 7th to 
Wooley Dodd of Imperial Airways.  The aerop lane crashed 
just a few days l ater . 

�------------------
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aircraft , one at Alexandria ,  the other at Johannesburg , with 

possibly a minor depot at Ki sumu or Nairobi . In all , it was 

a first-class report of the route by a man who now knew it 

better than anyone else . 1 5 3  

However Cobham had much more t o  say about the Cape 

route than his formal reports to Imperial Airways and the 

Air Ministry indicated. In two short briefs sent to the 

Secretary of State for Air , he voiced his optimism for the 

future of the route and at the same time expre ssed his 

concern for the slowness  with which the route was being 

developed , especially at the South Afri can end . 1 54 Here 

he was p articularly cri tical of Imperial Airways , for the ir 

apparent naivety in dealing with South Africa , and their  

first proposals to  commence operations only as  far as Mwanza 

or Ki sumu. 1 55 He pointed out that 

1 5 3 .  Board of Trade , Civil Aviation Library ( London) , 
unpublished extracts from Air Ministry Report on 
Journey made by Sir A lan Cobham from London through 
Africa by Aeroplane to Rhodesi a ,  December ,  1 929 -
January , 1930 , pp . 1-25 .  

1 54. AVIA 2/422. Cobham t o  Thomson , February 26 , 1930.  
Enclosure s ( 1 )  ' Notes on Policy suggested for Imperial 
Airways ( Africa) Ltd. ; In the Operation of the Route 
from the Political Angle ;  Dealing Primarily with South 
Africa and also with British East Afric a ' , seven page s ; 

( 2 )  ' Notes and Suggestions in relation to Tactics to be 
Adopted in South Africa Regarding the Operation of the 
Air Route ' ,  ( strictly confidential ) , nine page s .  

1 55 .  Ibid. Enclosure ( 2 ) , pp . 1 - 2 .  Cobham was concerned that 
tli'e""reports going back to England from the Imperial 
Airways-Air Ministry survey party in South Africa would 
be misleading . They (Wooley Dodd , Tymms and Gladstone ) 
" appeared to be most jubilant over the solidity of the 
South African arrangements " .  CobhRm shared Hoare ' s  
worry about the Imperial Airways plan to operate 
initially to East Afric a .  See above , footnotes 1 50-51 . 



. • •  statesmen , business people and the public 
have been educated to think of a transport 
route from the Cape to Cairo and any l ine 
that did not strictly come under the category 
of Cape to Cairo would fall short of the public 
ideal and would suffer greatly in consequence .  1 56 
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Thus , Imperial Airw�ys p lans to operate only the northern 

section of the route at first did not s quare with this ' ideal ' , 

and the most important consequence of thi s was that South 

Africa might renege on its promised £80 ,000 a year subsidy 

support and initiate its own services on the southern section 

of the route . Cobham was convinced thAt there was growing 

discontent with Imperial Airways and the British connection 

in South Africa , and considerable opposition from the newly

formed Union Airways , "which has the sympathetic backing of 

the Nationalist Party and the public " .  1 57 To meet this 

challenge , he urged that Imperial Airways commence operations 

in South Africa , and 

if the line could be establi shed between 
Capetown and Broken Hill before the end of 
the year , much ground would be captured and 
our position consolidated against attacks 
from the opposition. A lthough the opposi tion 
is  dormant at the moment , it is  already strongly 
established and I feel that it is up to us to 
peg our prior claims in the public mind by 
starting the route from the South and Imperial 
Airways should hoist their flag in South Africa 
as quickly as possible . 

I know that I am absolutely correct in 
saying that if today we wanted to get subsidy 
for a through air route scheme from the Union 
G overnment , we should not stand the remotest 
chance • • • •  1 58 

1 56. AVIA 2/422 . Cobham to Thomson . Encl osure ( 1 ) ,  p .  1 .  
1 57. Ibid.  Enclosure ( 2 ) , p .  4 .  
1 58. Ibid. , p .  2 .  



Cobham noted that the subsidy had been used as a 

"rec ent elec tion platform issue " ,  and warned that the 

signed agreement was not sufficient security, nor would 

it be until Imperial Airways actually brought the route 

221 

into operation. 1 59 In his view , the key to the difficulties 

in South Afri ca was winning the support of the general public 

for the Imperial pre sence , and he proposed two more plans 

which would consolidate Imperial Airways place in the 

Union. One was to offer Sir Pierre van Ryneveld the post 

of Manager , Imperial Airways (Africa) , in South Africa , 1 60 

and the other was to organize a flying propaganda scheme 

involving a tour of the country by large aeroplane with 

Cobham in command , simi lar to tours he had already made 

in the British Is les . 161 Such a tour could be of great 

1 59. Ibid. , pp . 3-4 . The Government was compelled to meet 
the argument that a large sum of money was being 
allocated in support of a British air line serving 
Imperial purposes , when South African enterprise had 
been struggling to develop air services in the Union 
with only miserly Government support . There was the 
question as well as to whether Imperial Airways should 
be allowed to operate within the Union ( e . g . , Johannesburg
Cape Town ) in preference to a local carrier. See chapters 
IV and VII for further discussion. 

1 60 .  Ibid. , pp . 4- 5 .  Cobham came out with this idea after 
discussions with the Imperial Secretary , Captain C lifford , 
and while sure that van Ryneveld would not accept , "it  
would be a most dip lomatic move" which should be 
" discreetly broadcast " . As well , it might have taken 
something away from South Africa ' s  demands for a seat 
on the Board of Imperi al Airways (Africa ) .  With 
permission of the South African Government , van Ryneveld 
did join Imperial Airways in South Africa " temporarily" 
in 1930 . See The Times , August 30 , 1 9 30 ,  p. 9. 

161 . Ibid. , p .  6.  Cobham made a successful ' tour ' of Great 
Britain in the summer of 1929 , one of several promoti ons 
in which Cobham played a maj or role in trying to develop 
British air consciousness . See Courtenay , Airman Friday, 
passim. 



benefit to British aviation generally , 162 but would have 

the more important task of ral lying support from all over 

the Union. 

The mere fact of the air route would not 
be sufficient , as only a fraction of the 
population would see the aircraft and a 
smaller proportion would have the opportunity 
of usi ng it , but the idea of a tour from town 
to town , giving the populace a chance of a 
short passenger flight in an up-to-date air 
line r ,  with the example bein� set by the 
municipal authorities , would , in six months , 
do as much to make the country airmind ed as 
six years of one single air route by itself.  163  
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This last  idea was most appealing to Cobham for it 

involved him in the role he loved best , flying and spreading 

the air gospel to the uninitiated . Unfortunately ,  neither 

Imperial Airwa;>S nor the Air Ministry , nor the British 

aircraft industry for that matter , were quick to seize 

upon the ide a ,  and when at last Cobham did arrange the 

tour in late 1 9 3 2 ,  the most propitious moment had passed , 

and the tour was less  than successfu l .  1 64 

162. As Cobham saw it , at least part of h i s  task was to sell  
B rit ish aircraft and to swing South African interest 
away from the Fokker and Junker competitorG . Junkers 
had been promoting their interests since 1 924 , while 
concern was expressed at a recent General Motors 
purchase of a substantial interest in the American 
At lantic Aircraft C ompany , concessionaires for Fokker 
aircraft in Ameri c a .  See AVIA 2/422. Telegram, British 
Representative in South Africa to Under-Secretary of 
State for Dominion Affairs , October 26 , 1 929 , in which 
he quotes Union Airways ' Maj or Mil ler regre tting no p l ans 
for Bri tish aircraft but "British manufacturers have shown 
themselve s  so slow to seize opportunities they invariably 
mi ssed marke t" . 

163 .  AVIA 2/422. Cobham to Thomson. Enclosure ( 2 ) , p .  7 .  
164.  BOAC . I . A .  file No . 88 . In Octobe r ,  1932 ,  Cobham 

purchased a DH 66 Hercule s  and spares from Imperial 
Airways for £5 ,000 with arrangements for a re-purchase 
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For all his concern about the situation in South Africa 

and the general impatience with the apparent del ay in 

starting the route he noted in the Union and East Africa , 

Cobham was still able to paint the future of the African 

route in the rosiest of hue s .  Speed meant success in Africa , 

where almost everywhere trave l from point to point meant days 

or even weeks . It was not just a quest ion of being able to 

travel or send mail  to and from London in a matter of days 

that mattered , but the benefi ts  to be enj oyed within Afri ca 

itself.  " It i s  the internal lines of Communication" , he 

wrote , 

that i G  going to be of the greatest value 
to the public and the operating company 
alike ; that direct link from Colony to 
Col ony and town to town whi ch scarcely 
exists at the present time • • • •  A man in 
Johanne oburg can be in Broken Hill  in 
;o hours ; Salisbury is but two days from 
Nairobi and only four days from Khartoum. 
The Southern Highlands of Tanganyika will 
be but one day from Nairobi • • . •  1 65 

164.  ( continued) for £ ? , OOO less  1 7/6 per  engine hour . 
Cobham organized a propaganda scheme to visit 70 
towns in the Union with a ' flying circus ' .  Things 
did not go very well . "Poor Cobham" , wrote one 
observer , 

I felt so sorry for Lady Cobham , whom I 
saw at the Cape . She wao having a very 
trying time . They have lost a tremendous 
amount of money over their circus . 

H .  G .  Brackley ( Air Superintendent , Imperial Airways ) 
to wife Frida , February 22 , 1 9 � 3 ,  quoted in F .  Brackley , 
Brackles : Memoirs of a Pioneer of Civil Aviation 
(Blakeney, Norfolk , 1952) ,  p .  ?92. 

165.  AVIA 2/4 2 2 .  Cobham to Thomson . Enclosure ( 1 ) ,  p .  2 .  



C obham s aw great promi se i n  a number of sec t ors of the 

route ; J ohannesburg to Broken H i l l , Nairobi to Uganda , 

C a i ro to Khartoum , and B e lgian Congo traffic from Juba 

northwards . 
166 

He argued as we l l  for the deve l opment of 

several ' fe eder ' l i n e s ; espe c i a l ly Bul awayo- V i c t o r i a  F a l l s ; 

Blantyre-Sali sbury , and Johanne sburg- Durb a n ,  all route s  

which were l a ter deve lop e d .  
1 67 In short , Cobham had in 

mind a fully-d eveloped network of B r i t i sh air transport 

servi c e s  a l ong the great C ap e  Town to Cairo h ighway of the 

a i r ,  a dre n.m of Impe r i a l  a i r  exp a n s i on which he had held 

since his e arly days of flying in Afri c a .  �he imp a t i ent 

Cobham had to wait a few ye ars be fore seeing this dream 

re a l i z e d ,  and by that time he was no longer party or 

partner to the scheme . 

Cobham made one last survey f l ight through Africa i n  

1 9 31 ,  flying a Sh ort S . 1 1  V a l e t t a  th ree-engined twin float 

1 66.  Ibid . , pp . 2- 3 .  He s aw businessmen and offic ials 
making the most use of the routes , but added that 

From Cairo t o  Khartoum in two days w i l l  
speedi ly become a tour i s t  route for 
vi sit ing the Sudan and to Luxor in 
four hours at five thousand feet over 
the N i l e  will be the touriat method of 
re aching Theb e s .  

1 67.  Ibid . , p p .  4 - 7 .  Rhode s i an and Nyasaland A i rways 
developed the Bulawayo-Vi ctoriR F o l l s  rout e , and 
t ook over the Sal i sbury-B l antyre servi c e  from 
Chri st owi t z  Air Servi c e s .  Union Ai rways deve l oped 
the J ohanne sburg-Durban sector , a service c ont inued 
by South African Airways from 1934 onwards . 
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aircraft to explore a possible alternative route via the 

African Lakes for the Air Ministry. 168 Despite mooring 

probl ems everywhere , he reported that both the aircraft and 

the route had good possibilities , perhaps as a ' feeder ' route 

to the main trunk service .  I f  he harboured any i l l-feeling 

towards Imperial Airways now that his  status had been 

reduced to a mere shareholder in the company , he returned 

happy and impre ssed with the newly-establi shed Imperial 

Airways organization in Africa ,  whose staff , he noted , 

"were full  out t o  make th e ai r route R. succes s ,  even under 

the most trying circumstances " .  1 69 Cobham was , after all , 

an Imperialist as wel l  as an airman , and he must have glowed 

with quiet pride to see the frui ts of his earlier labours 

developing along lines which were building into an Empire 

of the Air  in Africa.  Except for the one tour of South 

Africa in 1 932- 1 9 3 3 ,  Cobham ' s  fertile mind was already 

168. Board of Trade , Civil Aviation Library, unpub lished 
Air Ministry Report on test and Survey Flight from 
Rochester to Lake Kivu and Return , July 22 , 1 931 -
September 1 ,  1 9 31 . The f light followed a ' water ' 
route via Lakes Albert , George , Edward , K i vu and 
Tanganyika.  Cobham commanded a crew of five : W .  Bell 
o f  Shorts and F.  H.  Spencer of Bristols to report on 
the aircraft and engine performance ,  P. Parish of 
Marconi to handle the radio equipment , and two 
photographers , S .  Bormett of Gaumont Films and 
A .  O .  Russell , sponsored by Lord Wakefield to take 
' still ' photo s .  Gaumont made a film of the flight , 
"With Cobham to Kivu" , which reportedly received a 
good reception in London. See Afri can World ,  August 
1 3 '  19 ?2 ' p .  1 1 5 .  

169 .  Report on Test and Survey Flight , pp . 29- 30 . 
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cRsting nbout for new worlds to con�uer at home and in the 

Empire . 1 7° After 19 33 , Cobham was no longer on the Briti sh 

African scene , but neither his expl oits nor his ideas were 

forgotten in the years leading up to World War I I .  Focusing 

hi s  attention on the Empire with a spe cial  interest in 

British Afri c a ,  Cobham was able in a few short years to 

awaken and stir up an ai r-mindedness  in the Uni ted Kingdom 

and Africa ao no one before had been able to do , and by his 

demonstrations and reports ,  he inspired confidence and won 

a legion of supporters for his  efforts and ideas . 171 

In the expanding world of air transport , Cobham made 

history with his  Imperi al f lights , but at the same t ime he 

was a man thrust into prominence by the circumstanc e s  of the 

moment . Commercial  avi ation was slowly but steadily emerging 

from its  pioneer period to command attention as a new form of 

transport , a commercial  proposi tion , and an arm of  Empire . 

170 .  H e  s aw the problem o f  crossing the North Atlantic as 
another great Imperi al  air communications problem and 
turned much of his  attention to the idea of in-flight 
refue l ling .  In 19 31 he was appointed as consultant to  
the Iri sh Trans-Atlantic Corporation,  a company which 
studied the problems of Atlantic crossing with Air 
Ministry co-operation until  1 935 .  See Higham , Britain ' s  
Imterial Air Routes , pp . 188-89 . From this point on , 
Co ham's main interest was in-flight refue l l ing . See 
Alan Cobham and Marcus Langley,  '"rhe History and Progress 
of Refue lling in 1'' light " ,  J·ournal of the Ro�al Aero
nautical Society,  XLIV ( July , 1940), pp . 55 -603. At 
home , Cobham organized the short- lived Cobham Air Route s  
Limited , with a capi tal o f  £ 30 , 000 ,  to operate a Croydon
Portsmouth-Bournemouth-Guernsey I s l and service . The 
company wa$ sold to Olley Air  Service  after two months ' 
operation. Stroud , Annal s ,  p .  1 22.  

171 . See Courtenay , Airman Friday,  p .  7 2 .  Brancker , after 
Cobham ' s  Australian flight ,  remarked that "no man in 
the world has done so much to demonstrate to the human 
race what can be done by avia tion" . Quoted in Wyndham, 
Airposts of South Afri c a , p .  (y.  



Cobham was caught up in as much as he generated the 

excitement of the time s ;  he was a ' man on the spot ' for 

the Empire but especially for Africa during a period when 

Great Britain was at last awakened to its opportunity and 

challenge in African air transport deve lopment . When The 

Times l amented;  

It  is  a little startling ,  and even a 
little humiliating ,  to reflect that 
after twenty-three years of fl ight 
no two parts of the Empire are 
connected by a civi l  air servi c e ,  1 72 
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Cobham was at work trying to promote such a project in East 

Africa.  Whi le General Groves was pointing out that of 

55 , 000 mi les  of air routes in the world , Great Britain ' s  

share was a pitiful 1 , 090 miles , 1 7 3  Cobham was in British 

Africa , proposing Imperial route development from Cape to 

Cairo and local air services in Bri t i sh West Africa . While 

other fliers flew into Africa and complained about the lack 

of a British air presence , Cobham was doing something about 

' t  1 74 l • Even at home in the United K i ngdom , Cobham did more 

1 72 .  The Times , November 1 ,  1926 , p .  1 5 .  

1 7 3 .  The Time s ,  March 26 , 1928 , p .  23 , quoting a Groves ' 
Liverpool speech on the 24th. Germany led European 
air route devel opment with 14 , 662 mi l e s , �ranee had 
8 , 900 including her route to Dakar . Adding the Cairo
Basra route , Great Bri t ain ' s  tota l s  were still  only 
2 , 226 mile G .  

174.  Lady Bai ley flew through Afri c a  in 1928 and wrote for 
The Tim e s  that 

It is a t  once B proud and di sheartening 
reflection that while the first flight to 
the Cape was made by Sir Pierre v�n Ryneveld 
in 1 920 and other nations a r e  forging ahead 
faGt with their policy of peaceful penetration , 
the Empire i s  s t i l l  without a single air line 
in Africa.  
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to bring the age of aviation to the public at l arge than did 

the Air Mini stry or Imperial Airways , because Cobham brought 

the aeroplane to their very doorstep s .  175 

From the time of his first maj or air survey in Africa 

in 1 925-1 926 , Cobham won praise and support from near 176 

and far . 177 Fame did not mean fortune , but more important , 

it meant recognition and opportunity for Cobham , the aeroplane , 

and Afric a .  In part because of Cobham, in part because o f  a 

growing Imperial air interest in Great Britain , and in part 

because of an awakening interest in the aeroplane in Africa , 

the development of British African air c ommunications was 

set in motion and Imperi al Airways and regional air carriers 

could begin the monumental task of accommodating civil 

1 74 .  

175.  

1 76. 

1 77.  

( continued) Quoted in Bennett , Down Afric a ' s  Skyways , 
p .  1 1 5 .  See also The Time s ,  April 12, 1928, p .  1 1 . 
Lieutenant Patrick Murdock , who flew England-Cape Town 
in 1928 , remarked on the gre at time- saving which could 
be effected in the Sudan by aeroplane , and added , " I  
c annot understand why England does not turn her eye s  
more i n  this direction" . Quoted i n  Bennett , Down 
Africa ' s  Sk�ays , p .  140 . Commander Glen Kidston ,  
after a 19� flight to the C ape , argued "We are the 
laughing stock of the world , • • •  It is up to the Post 
Office and the Air Ministry to do something about the 
air mail s ;  • • •  " Ibid . , p .  1 96.  

Cobham ' s  most successful aviation propaganda campaign 
took place in the United Kingdom from April 1 2  to 
October 1 6 , 1932. He gave flying displays in 170 
towns , and it proved to be a " l arge and successful 
operation" . A . M. , Report on the Progress of Civi l 
Aviation , 1 9 32 , p .  13. 

See Ae roplane , March 1 7 ,  1 926 , pp . 273-78 ; Flight , 
March 18, 1926 , pp . 1 5 3-61 ; and The �ime s , March 1 0 ,  
1926 , p .  1 5 .  
In the United States ,  for example , Cobham ' s  first 
African flight was described as " one of the greatest 
air voyage s ever made " .  New York Time s ,  March 14 , 
1 926 , p .  6 .  
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aviation into the African network of transport and 

communications . 

Beginning with Cobham, a new Imperialism began its 

work in Briti sh Africa ,  an air Imperialism whose prime 

purpose was to build an ' Empire in  the air ' , a British 

Empire . Following in Cobham ' s footsteps ,  Imperial Airways 

approached the task as the Imperial agent of that purpose . 

Because of Cobham , Imperial Airways , and the countless 

others from G reat Britain and Europe , who flew across the 

vastness of the African continent , by 1 932 , the dawn of a 

new era could be marked .  By that year , as one air historian 

has expre ssed it , 

Every inch of Afric a ' s  vast terrain has 
been examined from above ; old myths have 
been exploded ; Africa is dark no l onger .  
And i t  was the aeroplane that turned the 
spotlight on its mighty heart . 1 78 

He might have mentioned that for much of Bri tish Africa , 

it was Cobham who flew the aeroplane that ' opened ' Afric a  

from above . Aviator , explore r ,  pioneer and promote r ,  these 

all described Great Britain ' s  most ce lebrated ' Flying 

Imperialist ' . He was a man of ideas and imagination , a 

lover of Empire and Africa , for whom he gave of his skills 

and energips .  He lived for flying , and expre ssed his faith 

with incurable optimi sm. But the African challenge was 

178. Johns , Some Mi lestone s  of Avia tion , p. 1 5 .  

1 79 .  In air matters , Cobham beli eved that all things were 
possible ; as often as not , he was right , but progre ss 
and development never did proceed apace wi th Cobham ' s  



probably greater than even he dared imagine , and having 

done the important pioneer work , the re sponsibility for 

African air transport development was passed on to the 

Empire ' s  ' chosen instrument ' ,  Imperial Airways. From 

1929 onwards , Imperial Airways set to the task of making 

the Cape to Cairo dream come true , and by 1 932 , the vision 

passed down from the days of the ' scrambl e  for Afri c a '  to 

Cobham be came real ity. 180 

179. ( continued ) confidence . In 1 9 32 ,  for example , he 
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was qui te sure that " in a few years , aeropl anes would 
be trave lling at 1 , 000 m . p . h .  - right around the world 
in one day. Quoted in Master of Semphil l ,  "Commercial 
and Civil Aviation" , United Empire , XXIII (April , 1 932) , 
p .  204 . 

180.  The idea that an ' all-red route ' from Cairo to Cape 
Town would bind the British Empire in Africa by rail 
emerged during the years of the ' scramble ' and 
subsequent partition of Afri ca by European powers 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centurie s .  
With Tanganyika mandated to Great Britain after World 
War I ,  the idea found new expres sion and support , and 
with the development of the aeropl ane , a new and more 
promising dimension. See below, chapter IV for brief 
di scussion. 



CHAPTER IV 

IMPERIAL MISSION : ESTABLISHMENT OF 

THE ROUTE TO CA.PE TOWN, 1928-1934 

The thing our mariners began 
These shall pursue , their enterprise 
The last adventure left to man -- 
To build an Empire in the skies .  

231 

Leonard Taylor , 1 939 . 1 

On J anuary 20 , 1 9 3 2 ,  the first scheduled Imperi al 

Airways air service departed Croydon airport for Cape 

Town. As the leader in The Times not..ed , it was " an Imperial 

event of outstanding importance " .  2 At long last , Cairo and 

Cape  Town , the twin citadels of Imperial power in Afri ca ,  

stood at either end of an " all-red rout e "  running the 5 , 600 

mile length of the continent . For the proponents of air 

progress , the establi shment of an Imperial Airways service 

linking Cape Town to Cairo and ultimately to London was a 

triumph of modern technology and its sti l l  new progeny , 

1 .  "Wings of Youth" in NightuFlight and other Verse 
(London, 1 9 39 ) , p .  1 .  

2 .  The Times , January 20 , 1 9 32 ,  p .  1 3 . The leader also 
took issue with the " critics who shrugged their 
shoulders and prophesied fai lure " after a trial 
C hristmas mai l  flight a month before had arrived 
a day later than scheduled time . 
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the aeroplane . Air transport had succeeded while its  rivals 

below on road and rail thus far had failed.  Moreove r ,  the 

aeroplane was able to accomplish what the established 

maritime link between Cape Town and London could not do.  

Not only was South Africa to be brought into swi ft commwiication 

with the Imperial metropoli s ,  but so too were the important 

British settlements scattered along the route in the African 

interior . This latter consideration had been central to Cecil 

Rhodes '  "Cape to C airo" dream of more than three decades before , 

when he had supported the idea of a gre at trans-Africa rai lway 

running along the backbone of the continent . As  Rhodes and 

many others had seen, commWlications meant Imperi a l  strength 

and wiity and their improvement was especially crucial to the 

maintenance of Bri tish p ower in remote centres of interior 

Africa .  "'rhat being the case " ,  wrote Burchall in 1933 ,  " an 

air line can do a l l  that Cecil Rhodes wanted , and do it 

faster " .  3 

The idea of linking Cape  Town to C airo in a chain of 

communicati ons was an old one , as old as the British presence 

in Africa itself .  I t  was the by-product of the grander dream 

of seeing all  of Africa from the Mediterranean to T able Bay 

a part of the British Empire , a possibi l i ty first forecast 

3 .  H .  Burchal l ,  "Air Services i n  Africa " ,  Journal o f  the 
African Society, XXXII  ( January , 1 9 3 3 ) , p .  57. Burchall 
was General Manager ( Commerci al ) and l ater Deputy 
Director-General (East ) of Imperi al Airways . 
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and feared by one Dr. Jose Maria de Lacerda e Almeida , a 

Portuguese exp lorer on the Zambezi in 1796. 4 

Despite Lacerda ' s  fears , the idea of a British Empire 

in Afri ca won litt le support in Great Britain until  the 

latter part of the nineteenth century, although the thrust 

of Bri tish exploration and missi onary work in the interior 

was unwi ttingly preparing the grounds for the idea to take 

root . 5 By the 1 870 ' s ,  however , even before the " scramble 

for Afri c a "  was ful ly under way and a future British 

presence throughout Afric a  assured , interest in  the Cape 

to Cairo scheme became more noticeable .  A monograph by 

Sir Richard Burton in 187 3 dealing wi th early Portuguese 

4. Dr.  Lacerda advanced the idea to the Portuguese Government 
on hearing that the British had taken the Cape Colony. 
See Sir Harry Johnston , " My Story of the Cap e  to C airo 
Scheme " ,  in Leo Weinthal , ed. , The Stor of the Ca e to  
Cairo Railwa and River Route rom 1 -1 , vo • 

on on, , p .  • so 01s  ap ae , e Ca�e-to-
C airo Dream (New York , 1 936) , p .  26 . Lacerda die 
attempting to secure Portuguese communications east-west 
across southern Africa in an effort to thwart what he saw 
to be the ultimate Bri tish aim .  His work i s  set out in 
The Lands of Cazembe Lacerda ' s J ourne to Cazembe in 1 8 

on on , 1 
5.  Johnston, "My Story of the Cape to Cairo Scheme " ,  pp . 67ff . 

He traces the his tory of the idea from Lacerda to Lord 
Sali sbury ' s acceptance , noting how the case for the 
scheme was strengthened by Ibraham Pasha ' s  opening of 
the Nile rout e ,  the j ourneys of Burton , Speke and Grant 
in east equatorial Afri c a , the exp lorati ons of Petherick 
and Baker in the Upper Nile , Disraeli ' s  purchase of the 
Suez Canal , the work of Livingstone in Nyasaland and 
Kirk in Zanzibar , and the military expedition to 
Abyssini a .  
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activi ties in Africa brought attention to Lacerda ' s  forecast 

for the first time . 6 In 1876 , Sir Edwin Arnold coined the 

phrase "Cape to Cairo " in a pamphlet inspired , i t  seems , by 

the explorer Stanley ' s  letters to the Daily Telegraph from 

Uganda . 7 Colonel J. A. Grant , the veteran explorer 

supported the idea as well , and by the 1880 ' s ,  the ubiquitous 

Harry Johnston had populari zed both the idea and the "Cape to 
8 Cairo " slogan. As the nineteenth century drew to  a close , 

there was no longer any question of whether or not Great 

Britain would have an African empire . The question was how 

best  to bring the scattered holdings together so as to 

devel op a sense of Imperial communi ty and security,  and 

thus further the cause of advancing British civili sation 

to the most remote corners of its  now sprawling empire . 

To some , the answer appeared to  lie in the construction 

of a great trans-continental railroad running northward 

from Cape Town. Thi s  was the visionary scheme of Cecil 

Rhodes ,  a scheme , wrote one sceptical observer , 

6. Ibid. , p .  67 . 

7.  Arnold was the principal leader writer for the Daily 
Telegraph . The converse of the "Cape to C airo" phrase 
had been introduced the year before in a proposal for 
a trans-continental telegraph system. See H . B . T .  
Strangways , "Tel egraph from Cairo to C ape Town" , 
En,lish Mechanic and World of Science , XX ( November 26, 
18 5) , p .  278. Also Raphael, The Cape-to-Cairo Dream, 
p .  409 . 

8.  Raphae l ,  The Cape-to-Cairo Dream , p .  409.  



so grand and bri l liant that it captures 
the swift imagination , and the l aggard 
judgment cannot catch up • • • •  Nothing quite 
so spec tacular has been done in hi story 
since the time of Alexander the Great . 9 
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With less hyperbole , another observer argued that the 

"railway is  intended to make Africa finally and predominantly 

British " . 10 Wi thout question, thi s was the prime if not the 

sole motive behind the whole idea.  The aim then , as  later , 

was poli tica l ,  not commercial , and clearly at the turn of the 

century , railways had caught both the imagination and the 

ambiti on of the Empire-minded , much as the aeroplane would 

do two decades later.  The "Cape to C airo" dream was indeed 

an imaginative proposal . The problem remained how to 

translate that dream into an Afri can reality. 

The beginnings of the Cape-Cairo rail route date back 

to 1857 when a 54 mile l ine was bui lt  to connect  C ape Town 

to Wellington . 11 By 1900 , considerable progre ss had been 

made in southern Africa , Egypt and the Sudan. A line ran 

9. 

1 0 .  

H .  G .  Prout , "The Cape to Cairo Railroad" , Munsey' s 
Magazine , XXI ( April , 1899) , pp . 1 1 3-14.  Prout was 
impressed but doubtful if the scheme c ould ever be 
c arried out . 

S .  P.  Verner ,  "The Cape to Cairo Rai lway'' , Liberia 
Bulletin (No.  1 6 ,  1 899 ) , p .  33 .  And Lord Milner ,  
speaking of the railway idea , noted , "in that way a lone 
could the scattered centers of civi lisati on in the heart  
of Africa be united into one country , and effectively 
brought within the influence of the British Empire " .  
Journal of the Society of Arts ,  LV (December 21 , 1 906) , 
p .  106. 

1 1 .  Sir Charles Metcalfe , "My Story of the Scheme " ,  in 
Weinthal , The Stor' of the Cape to Cairo Railway and 
River Route , Vol. , p .  95 . 
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northward from Cape Town to Bulawayo , another ran south from 

Cairo to Aswan , and much of the connection be tween Wadi Halfa 

and Khartoum had been completed. In al l ,  some 2 , 575 miles 

were in operation or in the final stages of c onstruction . 

Still , a lengthy and diffi cult 3 , 0 35 miles remained to 

separate the Empire in the Sudan from Rhodesia .  12 By the 

1930 ' s ,  when Imperi a l  Airways opened up the Cape-C airo route 

in the air , the railway dream had progressed little since the 

beginning of the century , despite the flurry of construction 

activity in the 1920 ' s .  1 3  

The reasons why the airl ines succeeded where the 

railways fai led are several , but basically the question 

was one of economics . At the beginning of the century , 

estimates of the cost of continuing rail construction 

12 .  Prout , "The C ape to Cairo Rai lroad" , p .  1 1 4 .  

1 3 . See map in Raphael ,  The C ape-to-Cairo Dream , p .  398 . 
A gap sti ll separated Aswan from Wadi Haifa ,  but a l i ne 
had been built  southward from Khartoum to Kosti and 
westward to E l  Obeid.  In the south , the l ine from the 
C ape  ran north beyond Bulawayo to Livingstone and 
Lusaka , connecting to the Congo line at E l izabethville  
and on to  Bu.kama . While the 1 920 ' s  in Afri ca were 
characterised by a great amount of rai l cons truction, 
most progre ss was made in the building of feeder lines 
serving the hinterlands by linking them to coastal ports . 
See J .  W .  Spiller ,  Coloni al Railwa s 1 2 -1  8 ( London, 
1 941 ) ,  for summary. or brie surveys o regional 
developments , see H. A. Morrice , "The Deve lopment of 
Sudan Communications " ,  Sudan Notes and Records , XXX 
( Parts 1 & 2 ,  1 949 ) , and R. E. Robins , "Development 
of the Transport System and i t s  Part and Position in 
the Hi story and Development of East Afri ca " ,  Uffanda 
Journal , XIV ( March,  1950) , 1 29- 38 . See also ailey,  
African Survey , passim. 
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ranged up to £10 ,000 per mi le , a figure sufficiently 

staggering to deter government and private investor alike . 14 
Moreover , there was little promise of re turn on this 

investment . There would be few through passengers , bulk 

goods and produce would fol low the l ateral rai l lines to 

the coastal ports and shipment by sea , and with high 

overhead costs to bear , the Cape-Cairo rai l line could 

anticipate an annual deficit wel l  in excess of a mil lion 

pounds . 1 5  The sheer physical obstacles to railway bui lding 

in central Afri ca were , of course , problems in themselve s .  

Neither climate nor terrain lend themselves easily to road 

or rail construc tion and maintenance .  1 6  

14.  Verner , ''The Cape t o  Cairo Railway" , p .  35.  

1 5 .  Prout , "The C ape to C airo Railroad " ,  p .  1 1 4 .  Thirty 
years later, another critic dismissed the whole proj ect 
as a dream because of so little traffic possibilities .  
See A .  Demangeon , "The C ape  to C airo Dream" , Living Age , 
CCCXXXV (January , 1929 ) , 365-68 , 398 . Thus , there is a 
certain continuity to the chief criticism and maj or 
deterrant of the Cape-Cairo rail scheme . A reluctance 
to p ay the price  and commercial consi derations overrode 
the probable political benefi ts whi ch would be derived. 
Whether or no t the railway would have advanced African 
"development " remained questi onable ,  but see Sir Robert 
Williams , "The Cape to C airo Railway from the Point of 
View of African Devel opment" , Journal of the Central 
Asian Society ,  IX ( 1 922) , 147-66. 

16. See H .  F .  Varian , Some African Mi lestones (Oxford , 
1953) , for an unsophisticated account of railway 
building problems in central Afri c a .  Vari an was 
involved wi th the Benguela  railroad project . 
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Given , then , the priorities of African development 

dictated by Whitehall , the massive investment required with 

little hope of return , the limited traffic potential of the 

route , and the problem of construction itself , it was not 

surprising to find the rai lway dream remain j ust that , 17 
even after 191 8 ,  when , with the acquisition of Tanganyika , 

the "all-red" route was again a distinct possibi lity for the 

first time since 1890 , and the Empire now included the great 

red swath through Africa the e arly rail enthusiasts had 

always dreamed it would be . 18 The departure of the Germans 

from East Africa signalled a change in Briti sh fortunes 

there , but coincident with this change came the aerop lane 

to challenge the railways at the very time when the idea of 

the continental line was again a moot que stion. 1 9  Almost 

1 7 .  Nonetheless , since the time of Chamberlain a t  the Colonial 
Office , Whitehall had pressed for railway construction to 
s atisfy regional needs in East and West Afri c a ,  particular ly 
the lines from Uganda to the coast and in Nigeria .  For 
discussion of some pre-war plans in Afri ca , see Ronald 
Hyam , El in and Churchill at the Col onial Office 1 0 -
1908 ( ondon , 1 , pp . 43 , -4 . 

18. The Anglo-German tre aty of 1890 had made German East Africa 
(Tanganyika) coterminus with the Belgian C ongo thus blocking 
a through Briti sh c onnection from Rhodesia to Kenya . In the 
House , William Burdett-Coutts stormed at the idea that " a  
few miles of territory far from the coast , a t  the farthest 
end of the German possessions could stand in the way of a 
great work of civilisation" . Quoted in Raphae l ,  The C��e
to-Cairo Dre am , pp . 2 3-24.  In 191 9 ,  Tanganyika was man ated 
to Great Britain by the League of Nati ons and the dream of 
an "al l-red" route restored . 

1 9 .  Illustrative of this point was the publi cati on o f  Weinthal ' s  
multi-volume work , The Stor of the C a  e to C airo Railwa 
and River Route , in he many contri ut ors trace the 
idea and the progress a long the route and air most of the 
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from the moment when the Wright brothers had made the first 

successful powered flight , men ' s imaginations had soared 

with visions of what air machines of every kind would do 

in the future , and the possibi lities suggested Africa as  

elsewhere . In the same year that Bleriot made the first 

flight across the English Channel , the poet of Empire , 

Rudyard Kipling , saw a future in whi ch large airship-like 

flying machines would be departing London with mail and 

passengers for the corners of the Empire , acro ss the 

Atlantic , to Australia , and to Africa . 20 

The Great War interrupted the expansion of either 

rai l or air ide as for the Cape-Cairo rout e ,  but as well 

as bringing Tanganyika into the Empire , it brought British 

mil itary aviation onto the scene and the opportunity for 

airmen to gain firsthand knowledge and perspectives of the 

chal lenge of the "all-red" route .  Salmond ' s  prop osal for 

an airline from C airo to the C ape  was the first serious 

suggestion that such an operation was possible , and while  

it  never went much past the doors of  the Air  Ministry , the 

notion that aerop l anes ,  not locomotives , would make the 

Cape to Cairo dream come true was born , and it was eventually 

19.  ( continued) proposals and plans rej uvenated in the 
aftermath of war . In addi tion to Johnston and Metcalfe 
f,reviously cited , see e specially, Sir Robert Williams , 
'My Story of the Scheme" ,  Vol . I ,  pp.  105-20 .  

20 . Rudyard Kipling , With the Night Mai l  ( New Y ork , 1909 ) .  
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to grow into the reality of Imperial Airways ' success a little 

more than a dec ade later.  21 The chall enge to railroad hopes 

became more apparent with the success of the Van Ryneveld

Brand flight to the C ape in 1920 . 22 It inspired one writer 

to comment , 

By 1950 , passengers in a hurry , and probably 
mails , wi ll  doubtless be conveyed from London 
to Cape Town by air • . • •  there can no l onger 
be any question as to the practicability of 
establishing an aerial service over the C ape  
to C airo route , or  as to its  materialisation 
at a date which will  probably be many ye ars 
earlier than 1 9 50 .  23  

Another observer looked ahead one hundred years and 

found ; 

Thus in the year  of the great era of transport 
2022,  we stand in the saloon of the splendid 
electrically-driven (possibly by wire less 
transmi ssi on) airship of the League of Nations , 
surrounded by supermen of science , accompanied 
by our attendant airplane , and moving easi ly 
along the Nile Valley with Cairo and the 
Pyramids in the haze behind us . 

21 . AVIA 2/1 706 . " Imperial Air Transport Company" - Draft 
Charter , February 6 ,  191 9.  Also AIR 2/1 20 .  Proposal 
to send Major Court Treatt and Survey Party to Rhodesia  
re  Aerial Route from C airo to the C ape . For di scus sion 
of the Salmond proposal , see above , pp . 31- 33 ,  and for 
the route survey , pp . 55-65. 

22. See 
Van 
the 
the 
pp . 

above , p .  68 and footnotes 1 41-43,  chap t er I .  Note 
Ryneveld ' s  own account of the flight , "The Story of 
London-Cape Town Flight" , in Weinthal , The Story of 
Ca7e to C airo Railway and River Route , vol. I, 
29 -313 . 

2 3 .  G .  H .  Lepper , "Anticipations of the C ape  to C airo Route " ,  
i n  Weinthal , The Story of the c a5e to Cairo Rai lway and 
River Route , vol. III , pp . 449-5 . Lepper also 
confidently predicted more than one all-rail route 
to the C ap e .  
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Further south , this enthusiastic optimist no ted a stop 

at the "equatorial forest city of Ituri - the junction of 

the Trans-Continental Airship Line and the Stanleyvi lle

:Mombasa connection" . And l ater , at E lizabethvi lle , "we 

compare no tes with airship passengers from Morocc o ,  the 

Sahara and West Africa ,  and airmen from the south" .  24 

These comments in the early 1 920 ' s  were indicative of the 

boundless confidence which inspired not a few men and 

women to keep faith in the future of aviation. Alan 

Cobham and the others who fir st flew in Africa and along 

the C ape-Cairo route were the pioneers of change , not only 

in ways of transport and communications , but in habit s  of 

mind. Without men of imagination who forecast so much 

and so well what the future would hold , and the men who 

flew and worked to make that future a fact , the drive to 

establish the Cape-Cairo route would have had to await a 

much later date before an air service was put on anything 

like a regular basis . 25 At the time , the twelve year 

interval between the Van Ryneveld-Brand flight and the 

24. T .  Alexander Barns , 11What the Route will be like One 
Hundred Years Henc e 11 , in ibid . , pp . 45 3-54. 

25 . See above , chapters II and III  for background to p lans 
to initiate the C airo-Cap e  route by air. A regular air 
service requires a great deal of planning and organisat ion. 
Without Air Ministry and Imperial Airways on the scene , it 
is doubtful whether private air transp ort operators could 
have succeeded in establishing the route for some time to 
come . A more l ikely possibility would have been a French
Belgian effort through the Congo . 



establi shment of the Imperial  service seemed to be a 

frustrating story of inac tivity, procrastination,  and 

Treasury parsimony at every turn . 26 In retrospect , 

however , the story i s  one of rapid success against gre at 

odds .  In a remarkably short time , air transport had 

achieved what rail transport had failed to do , even after 

a hundred years of effort . 27 

Although Imperial Airways had received their mandate 

to develop the Cairo-Cape Town air service idea in 1928 ,  

a host o f  questions had t o  b e  asked and answered and a 

great many problems met and resolved before the first 
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26. Lord Herbert Scott , in his presidential addre ss  to the 
London Chamber of Commerce in 1929 , exp ressed this 
frustration . Noting that Great Britain had not a 
single commercial air service in Africa ,  he added , 
"By this time we should have had an Empire service 
to Cairo , with branches to Cape Town, India ,  Singapore , 
Australi a ,  and the Far East " .  The Time s , April 25 , 
1 929 ' p .  1 3 .  

27 . At the time of writing , in 197 3 ,  there i s  little evidence 
to suggest that a C ape-Cairo rail route will ever become 
a reality , although , even with an Empire gone , such a 
line would probably be of greater use now than in the 
1 920 ' s . There is always the possibi lity of a maj or 
highway system being bui lt to rep l ace the existing 
haphazard system and to compete with as well as  
complement the role of  the airline s .  Roads never 
rivalled rail s  in the C ape  to Cairo dream, although 
their deve lopment throughout Afri ca has made them a 
serious competitor . In the 1 920 ' s ,  some daring 
motorists did drive the route ( travelling by water 
as well) . The Court Treatts made a lei surely trip 
northward from the Cape in 1924-1 926 . See Stella 
Court Treat t ,  C ape to C airo (London , 1 927) , and two 
Ameri cans , Mr .  and Mrs . Felix Shay , drove south from 
C airo in 1924 , taking 1 35 days to reach the C ape . See 
Feliz Shay , "Cairo to Capetown Overland " ,  National 
Geographic Magazine , XLVII (February , 1 925), pp . 1 24-
260. 
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flights would depart their terminals in London and Cape 

Town . 28 Like the rai lways be fore them, Imperi al Airways 

bad to overcome political and financial difficultie s , come 

to grips with the varied natural obstacles which Africa 

throws up in the path of the transport pi one er , and try 

to succeed before French and Belgian rivals pre-empted the 

Brit i sh claim to southern Afric an traffic .  29 Unl ike their 

predecessors ,  Imperi al Airways had to do all  thi s whi le 

dependent upon the Air Ministry, Coloni al Office , Dominions 

Office and Foreign Office for the necessary preliminary 

arrangements ,  the British aircraft industry for the 

equipment required, and the Post Office for guaranteed 

28 . See above , pp. 1 1 5-1 51 for background di scussion. 

29 . The persistent rumblings of Franco-Belgian p lans to 
initiate a trans-African route gave a certain impetus 
to British plans for the Cape route . The Belgians had 
explored the possibility of a Sudan connection as early 
a s  1928 . FO 371/1 3124 ,  Egypt and Sudan ( 1 928) , J 362 3 ,  
"Proposed Belgian Air Service across Africa " . MacMichael 
( Khartoum) to Lloyd (Cairo) , November 25 , 1 928 . In 
October 1 929 , French plans had developed to the point 
that an experimental air service del ivered the first 
air mail to Madagascar . The Time s ,  November 1 ,  1929 , 
p .  1 5 .  The Foreign Office kept an especially watchful 
eye on developments .  See , for example , FO 371 /14076 , 
Political (Western) Franch ( 1 929 ) , W1044 , Granville 
( Brusse ls)  to FO , February 4, 1929 , FO 371 /14917 ,  
Political (Western) France ( 1 930 ) , W5538 ,  Granvil le 
to FO , May 30 , 1930. A general cut-back in aviation 
funds delayed what would have otherwise been an early 
start on the Franco-Belgian route across the Sahara 
and the Congo . See FO 371 /1 7285 , Political (Western) 
Belgium and Luxembourg ,  ( 1 933) , W1 385 ,  Annual Report 
on Be lgium and Luxembourg for 1 9 32 ,  section viii , 
"Aviation" . 
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their air services in Europe and on the Indian route . 30 
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The main problem facing the "chosen instrument " on the 

African route was the now familiar one of obtaining adequate 

subsidy and other financia l  support.  In estimates submitted 

to the Air Mini stry early in 1929 , Imperial Airways anti cipated 

the need for a subsidy of over a mil lion pounds spread over the 

first six years of service to bridge the gap between expected 

costs and revenue . 31 Beginning with South Afric a ' s  agreement 

to a handsome contribution in March , by late summer ,  Imperials 

were assured of at least this amount of support . 32 Yet , at 

thi s early date , much of the thinking on the Cape route was 

still speculative ; passenger traffic figures were as much a 

30 . For a general if brief survey of Imperial Airways ' 
activities in Europe and on the route to the Far East 
during thi s period , see Higham, Britain ' s  Imperi al Air 
Routes , chapters VI and VII I .  

31 . AVIA 2/1857 , p art I ,  enclosure . For six years o f  service 
(first year A lexandria-Mwanza only) , Imperi al Airways 
estimated revenue of £1 , 240 , 21 3 ,  costs of £2 , 31 8 , 1 44 ,  
meaning a subsidy requirement of £1 ,077 , 931 . Dismore 
to Air Ministry , February 27 , 1 929 . 

32. CAB 23/60 , 1 1 ( 29 ) 1 2 ,  Cabinet meeting of Mar ch 1 3, 1 929 . 
Hoare was able to announce the South African contribution 
of £80 , 000 p . a . , although apparently , the amount of support 
was not made publi c .  As late as December , the Aeroplane 
( December 1 1 , 1929 , p .  1 356) could only mention "reports 
from Johannesburg" of a £,400 , 000 subsidy. The colonies 
and the Sudan had pledged a total of £57 ,000 p . a . by 
September . See various enclosures AVIA 2/422,  African 
Air Route Negotiations with Dominion and Colonial 
Authorities , 1 929. 
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reflection of hopes as  probabilities , the post office 

authorities could only point to the total mai l flow between 

Great Britain and Africa , and guesswork guided the estimates 

of how much of this would go by the more costly air service . 33  

As  wel l ,  while some study and experience had provided 

considerable information on the route as far south as 

Mwanza , neither Cobham nor the R . A . F .  had explored fully 

the ' commerci al possibilities ' of the route further south , 

the designated C 3 ,  C4 and C5  sections . 34 Finally,  while 

a guaranteed subsidy and the expected revenue would meet 

Imperi al Airways ' capital and running cost s ,  operations 

could only commence when adequate ground facilities were 

established to assure the route ' s  succes s .  Under the 

agreements with South Africa and the Colonies , the 

responsibility for most of the ground services rested 

33.  In his report on civil  aviation in East Afri c a ,  the 
Air Ministry ' s  Frederick Tymms guessed an air line 
might attract 10 passengers a week at first out of 
some 3 , 500 first class passengers trave lling the 
C airo-Khartoum route annually and another 1 5 , 000 
trave lling between Europe and East Africa each year . 
The Post Office estimated that 1� of Kenyan and 
Ugandan mail would depart by air , 1 5% of Tanganyika ' s . 
Tymms was more hopeful , figuring on 5<1� of East African 
outbound mail by air.  AIR 5/1424 , Civil Aviation in 
East Africa , Report . Pages 1 00-114  deal with traffi c .  

34 . Imperial Airways and the Air Ministry designated the 
Capetown service the ' C '  service , divided into five 
sections : C1 Cairo-Khartoum, C2 Khartoum-Ki sumu , C 3  
Kisumu ( or Mwanza) -Ndo l a ,  C4 Ndola-Johannesburg , and 
C 5  Johannesburg-Capetown. 
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with the local government s ,  and there was no question but 

that the determination of the airline ' s  ne eds , al ong with 

the preparation of the necessary ground facilities , would 
35 

be a lengthy as we ll as costly process . 

Imperial  Ai rways approached the task in a spirit of 

incurable optimism. There was a confidence that the route 

would be ready , the new aircraft delivered and in place , 

and staff in the field to commence the great operation on 

the C1 and C2 secti ons by early 1 930 . 36 Events and 

circumstances of the next few years were to erode but not 

erase much of this op timism as the airline faced up to 

African reali tie s .  Imperial Airways had to launch and 

sustain its African operat ion while dealing with the always 

difficult Egyptian situation , 37 the mounting criticism in 

35 . See below for discussion of route survey and requirement s .  
Also AVIA 2/452 , London-C ape Town Air Service - Reports 
from Survey Party. 

36. Imperial Airways had hoped to c ommence operations on the 
northern section by June 1 ,  1930 , and to open the southern 
sections to the C ape by December 1 ,  despite Hoare ' s  
insi stence that all parts of the route be opened '' as 
nearly as may be simultaneously" . AVIA 2/1857 , Hoare 
to Beharrell , January 28 , 1929 . See above , p .  21 7 .  
New aircraft , the Handley Page 4 2  and the Atalanta class , 
were not avai lable for the African route until  late 1 932 
and e arly 1 9 3 3  respectively. As Higham has pointed out , 
another problem was to train 25 station managers . 
Britain ' s  Imperial Air Routes , p. 1 54.  

37. Although the Egyptian authorities had signed an agreement 
with Imperial Airways in August ,  1 9 31 , continued 
negotiations on cabotage rights delayed formal and final 
authorization until  May , 1932 ,  at which point Imperials 
had full rights to operate to , from, and through Egypt 
with all manner of traffic .  AVIA 2/1 880 , p art I I ,  
Dismore to Bullock , June 8 1  1 932.  Dealings wi th Egypt 
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Kenya , Southern Rhodesia and South Africa , 38 and the problems 

of aeroplane delivery schedule s .  39 All these factors made 

for a maj or challenge , and it was to the credit of Great 

Britain ' s  "chosen instrument " that it never lost its sense 

of mission and purpose in Africa.  

In October ,  1 929 , the j oint Air Ministry-Imperi al 

Airways-Cobham/Blackburn route survey party , led by the 

Air Ministry ' s  Frederick Tymms , set out for South Africa , 

arriving in Cape Town November 1 1 .  40 The appointed task 

37. ( continued) had become more difficult with the bre aking 
off of Great Britain-Egypt negotiations on political and 
o ther matters in May , 1 9 30 ,  but the Air Ministry and the 
Foreign Office pressed Imperial Airways from the start 
to obtain an early agreement or run the risk of getting 
no agreement at all .  AVIA 2/1857 , part II , J .  Murray 
(FO) to Bul lock , October 24 , 1929. 

38 . The criticisms , mainly expressed through the African 
press , focused on the delays in starting the servi ce , 
aircraft problems after the service had begun , and , in 
South Africa , concern that the money used to subsidize 
Imperial Airways might have been better used to deve lop 
South African aviation. See , for example , Ca7e Time s ,  
October 24 , 1 9 30 ,  cutting enclosure in AVIA 2 1879, 
part I .  As early as July , 1 930 , the Air Ministry was 
worried about the "press rumbling s " , and called on 
Imperials to do something , even send out an aircraft 
t o  start " some sort of local operations " .  AVIA 2/1857 , 
part II , Brancker to Woods Humphrey , July 1 5 ,  1 930 . 

39. AVIA 2/1879 , part I ,  Air Mail Services in Africa.  Woods 
Humphrey ,  "Memorandum Regarding the Commencement of the 
England-Capetown Service " ,  July 1 ,  1 931 . It notes the 
"excessive delay in delivery of new aircraft , and the 
non-completion of the essential ground services" as the 
main reasons for slowness  in extending the route to 
Capetown. 

40. Noted above , pp . 1 50-51 . For a short description of 
the survey party ' s  work , see Jones , The Time Shrinkers ,  
pp . 90 , 93-9 5 . 
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that lay ahead of the team was a formidable one . Thi s was 

to be no mere survey of the route for the team had to handle 

detailed and often difficult negotiations with the local 

governments as wel l .  While all the African governments 

concerned had expre ssed their wi llingness  to support the 

British route to the Cape , the details of routing , 

facilitie s ,  and like matters had yet to be finalized. 

This was the responsibility of Tymms and Wolley Dod in 

particular , and , as the "men on the spot " ,  they were 

charged to woo and win the critics of the scheme , especi ally 

in South Africa , and convince the various administrations 

that local as we ll  as Imperial interests would be served 

by the outlay of money for the often costly ground support 

service s .  41 

In all , it was a j ob well done , although � took a great 

deal longer to comp lete than either the Air Ministry or 

Imperial Airways had anticipated. 42 In mid-November ,  

41 . The bulk of Tymms ' correspondence dealing with the route 
organisation may be found in AVIA 2/452 and AVIA 2/422 
respectively. For Wolley Dod ' s reports , see BOAC , I . A . 
file , C ape Town to C airo Survey,  1 9 50 .  A s  J ones has 
noted (The Time Shrinkers , pp . 93-94 ) , " there were 
almost daily conferences and vi sits of inspection • • • •  
mi litary and c ivic authorities had to be c onsulte d ;  
towns vied with each other to become recognised stopping 
places • • • •  numerous meetings with the leaders of commerce I I  

42 . The Air Ministry had anticipated that the survey c ould be 
comp leted in three to four months , and within three months 
of that , the northern section of the route a s  far south as  
Mwanza could be in operation. The survey took some six 
months and it was nearly nine months after that that the 
northern sect ion was opened. 



Tymms could report that the Union Government had approved 

the whole scheme in principal and a change in the routing 

from Beaufort West to Victoria West agreed upon. 43 On the 

commercial side , Tymms ' investigations finally dashed the 

long-held hopes of attracting the lucrative South African 

gold traffic to Europe , pointing out what Cobham and others 

before had not unde rstood , that as the Reserve Board 

purchased the entire gold production, go ld in transit 

was counted as reserves with no loss of interest while 

in transit .44And , whi le still in South Africa ,  Tym:ms was 
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able to wire the Air Mini stry that Northern Rhodesia  had 

agreed to a route change that would omit a stop at Livingstone 

and provide an add itional service to Southern Rhodesia at 

Salisbury. 45 

4 3 .  AVIA 2/452 , Tymms to Bulloch , November 1 5 ,  1 929 . 

44. E arly in Decembe r ,  Dr. Samuel Evans , chairman of Crown 
Mine s ,  Ltd . , and a director of Rand Refining , had 
sugge sted that air transport would save some £60 , 000 
a year in interest on gold shipped from South Afric a  
t o  England and India .  AVIA 2/452 , enclosure 9a , 
December 6 ,  1 929 . Tymms pointed out that Evans was 
dealing wi th a hypothesis  only , and beside s ,  Union 
Castle had a monopoly on gold shipments .  However,  
diamonds l ooked promising providing " absolute 
regularity and delivery on specified date guaranteed " .  
AVIA 2/452 , Tym:ms t o  Bulloch , December 1 8 ,  1 929. 

45.  AVIA 2/452 , Tymms telegram to Bulloch , November 1 5 ,  1929. 
The original planned routing called for three stops in 
Northern Rhode sia - Ndola , Broken Hi l l  and Livingstone -
and only one in Southern Rhodesi a ,  Bulawayo . Southern 
Rhodesia had c omplained of the omission of Salisbury. 
AVIA 2/422 , Governor Rodwel l  to Dominions Office ,  
September 20 , 1 929 . The new agreement cal led for stops 
at Mpika and Broken Hill in Northern Rhodesi a ,  and 
Salisbury and Bulawayo in Southern Rhodesi a .  
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By January, 1 9 30 ,  the survey team had only reached 

Salisbury , with the most difficult parts of the route to 

the north yet to be studied. 46 There , Tymms reported 

faithfully on the reluctance of Sali sbury and Bulawayo 

to pay the costs of their ground establishment s ,  but he 

noted with satisfaction the publication of Southern 

Rhodesia ' s  Aviat ion Act , and the interest of Nyasaland 

in a Blantyre-Sali sbury feeder service to link the small 

colony to the Imperial chain. 47 

Throughout January , February and March , 1 930 , Tymms 

led his team northward into Tanganyika , disappointed , no 

doubt , but undaunted by the loss of the DH61 sent out by 

Imperial Airways with Alan C obham to speed up and facilitate 

the survey work on the difficult section through Northern 

46. The sector from Broken Hill northwards to Mwanza had 
notoriously poor ground communications . One c orrespondent 
suggested that it might t ake months to travel by land from 
airport to airport . The Time s ,  November 23 , 1929 ,  p .  1 1 .  

47 . AVIA 2/452 , Tymms to Bertram , January 1 3 ,  1930.  The 
Rhode sian pre ss reported both Salisbury and Bulawayo 
demands for Government support in financing the building 
of ground fac ilities .  See the Rhodesia Herald , January 
1 1 ,  1 930 , p .  4 .  The Rhodesia Weekly Review (January 1 2 ,  
1 930 , pp . 1 ,  2 ,  16) , noted, 

In the first p lace , the Imperi al Airways 
represent a private commercial undertaking . 
It wants to make a profit out of its venture 
and to assist it to do so it is sugge sted 
that Salisbury spend £15 , 000 • • • •  

The Southern Rhodesian Aviation Act can be noted in C olo�y 
of Southern Rhodesia Government Gazette , vol .  VIII , No. : 
January 1 0 ,  1930. Tymms agreed with W. B. Davidson Houston 
( Chief Secretary ,  Nyasaland) that a Blantyre feeder service 
would be advantageous . Air transport could link Salisbury
Blantyre in 3� hours , as opposed to up to �� weeks by 
ground transport in the rainy season. 
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Rhodesia and southern Tanganyika.  48 In March , Tymms ' party 

had reached Tanganyika ,  and on the now familiar ground covered 

in an earlier survey,  the team was able to move more swiftly 

through East Africa and the Sudan to reach Cairo on May 6. 49 

At this point it was quite clear to both the Air Mini stry 

and Imperi al Airways that the air service could not begin in 

June as  had been planned,  nor even by September of  1930 as 

the Air Ministry had hoped a year before . 50 The reports 

of the survey party had indicated from the start that the 

work to be done on the ground to assure a safe and regular 

air service was extensive and would take time and money to 

c omplete . Hangars had to be constructed at Alexandria ,  

Khartoum , Kisumu ,  Broken Hi l l , Johannesburg and Cape Town, 

48. 

49. 

50 . 

Cobham flew out the ' Youth of Britain ' to Salisbury where 
he handed it over to Wolley Dod. The Imperial Airways 
aeroplane crashed at Broken Hill shortly after and no 
replacement aircraft was available.  See above , pp . 218-
19 on Cobham ' s flight . Also The Time s ,  November 2 3 ,  1 929 , 
p .  1 1 ,  and January 20 , 1930 , p .  11. 
Jone s ,  The Time Shrinkers , pp. 94-95 . For Tymms ' e arlier 
survey , see below ,  chapter V.  Like Nyasaland , Tanganyika 
l ooked forward to feeder services to take "full advantage 
of opportunity" . See descriptive and favourable editori al 
c omment in the Tanganyika Standard (Dar e s  Salaam) , March 
1 2 ,  1930 ,  pp . 1-2. 

The Memorandum by the Secretary of State f or Air to 
Accombany the Air Estimates (Cmd. 3509, March 8, 1930) , 
admit ed that a start in June was impossible , but six 
months before , the Air Ministry had advised Imperial 
Airways that they hoped the northern section of the 
route could be opened "as soon as p ossible after 1 st 
September,  1 930 , • • • •  " . AVIA 2/422 , Dannreuther 
( Deputy Secretary , Air Ministry) to Imperial Airways , 
September 1 3 ,  1929 . 
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along with workshops at the three maj or terminal s ,  Alexandria ,  
Ki sumu and Johannesburg . 51 Wireless stations with both long 
and short wave equipment had to be built at Kampal a , Moshi , 
Dodoma, Mbeya , Mpika , Broken Hil l , Salisbury , Bulawayo , 
Johannesburg , Victoria West and Cape 'rown. 52 In all , some 
26 air stations had to be readied , with Imperial Airways 
required to erect Rest Houses or "Re freshment Bungalows" as 
well  as staff quarters at eleven of them. 53 In addition, 
nearly all the maj or and secondary landing grounds needed 
repair and improvement , an available supply of water , 
provisions , fuel ,  oil and spares had to be as sured at 
strategic points along the route , floodlights for night 
landings were required at Cape Town , Germiston and Salisbury , 54 

51 .  

52 .  

53 .  

54 . 

AVIA 2/420 , Egypt-South Africa  Air Service . Provision of 
Hangars and Workshop s ,  1929. Tymms minute , June 1 7 , 1929 . 
See too , for example , detai led correspondence in AVIA 2/ 
496 , Cape-Cairo Air Route - Provision of Hangar and 
Ground Facilities at Broken Hill ; and , AVIA 2/497 , Cape
Cairo Air Route - Provision of Hangars and Slipway at 
Ki sumu, 1930 .  
AIR 5/1425 . A . M. , The Pro�ress of Imteri al Air 
Communications , 1930, p .  2 • On the gypt-Suaan sector, 
the air service could use the existing R . A . F .  wireless  
facilities on the 900 meter band . Long wave transmitters 
were to be sufficiently powerful to maintain communications 
with aircraft for 7Cffo of the distance to the next facility. 
Short wave transmitters were to be of such power to 
c ommuni cate point to point with the next two stations 
north and south. 
"The London-Cape Town Air Route " ,  Imperial Airways 
Gazette , III  (Septembe r ,  1930 ) ,  p .  3. 
See correspondence in AVIA 2/454 , Cairo-Cape Route Night 
Lighting Equipment , 1929 , and AVIA 2/604 , Cairo-Cape Night 
Lighting Equipment , 1932- . For much of the period , 
Imperials were handicapped by the lack of floodlights 
at most airports .  It often meant embarassing delays 
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marine craft , sl ipways and other equipment had to be  sited 

along the Khartoum-Kisumu sec tor of the route to acc ommodate 

the flying boat operation , 55 and all this had to be arranged 

and constructed against a background of sure knowledge as to 

the manifold difficulties of flying aeroplanes in Africa.  

In short , even after all the facilities required were in 

place , the running of the Cairo-Cape Town air service would 

still have to come to grips wi th the harsh facts of African 

weather , the high terrain of the African plateau , and the 

great Sudd area in the Sudan , all familiar and all  major 

problems to the pioneers . 56 

54 . ( continued) if a flight could not p lan to reach the 
next point before dark , or an exciting night landing 
situation . The airline could not or would not provide 
the fac i lities  itself , and the local governments were 
reluctant to spend any more than already provided. 
The Air Ministry was able to "lend" floodlights for 
Khartoum and Nairobi , the latter "the best p lace for 
a light as the runways have a nasty bump which pilots 
much dislike " .  AVIA 2/604 , D. A.  Allen to Bertram , 
June 6 ,  1935.  

55 .  Initially, the company ordered seven river launches from 
the British Power Boat Company . See Higham , Britain ' s  
Imperial Air Routes ,  p .  1 5 5 .  

56. See Frederick Tymms , "Civil Aviation in Afri ca " , Ro�al 
Air Force Quarterly, II  (January, 1 931 ) ,  147- 5 3 ,  an 
11The Airway across Africa " ,  Airways , VII (January, 1931 ) ,  
579-81 . Note also earlier di scussions ; H . R . M. Brooke
Popham, "Aerop lanes in Tropical C ountries" , Aeronautical 
Journal , XXV ( November, 1 921 ) ,  563-8 3 ,  and R. M. 
Drummond , "The Cairo-Capetown Air Route and Problems 
of Air Operation in Tropical Africa" , Aircraft , V 
( August ,  1 926) , 316-32.  
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Once the survey had been completed and the needs known , 

the que stion of financing the ground facilities remained .  

With the exceptions of South Africa and Southern Rhodesi a ,  
none of the other British territori es  along the route were 

prepared to advance more than the agreed subsidy support.  57 
Even here , Kenya and Tanganyika were quick off the mark t o  
seek reductions in their subsidy when i t  appeared that 
Imperial Airways would have to use the old DH66 initially 
on the servi c e .  58 The point was that all the colonies were 
hard pressed for surplus funds to promote avi ation , and the 
determined basic needs were beyond their financial 
capabilities , regardless of their enthusiasm and interest 
in the proj ect. On the other hand , nei ther Imperials nor 
the Briti sh Exchequer were prepared to c ontribute beyond 
the terms of the proposed agreement . 59 Fortun ately,  the 

57 . 

58 .  

59.  

The Sudan had agreed to £5 , 000 p . a . , Uganda £10 ,000 , 
Kenya £1 5 , 000 , Tanganyika £1 0 , 000 , Northern Rhodesia 
£2,000 , Southern Rhode sia £10 , 000 , and South Africa 
£80 , 000 for five years . One problem was that these 
rates were to take effect when the through service to 
the Cape was in operation. Thus it meant persuading 
the Sudan and the East African Colonies to provide 
subsidy support for the interim services terminating 
at Mwanza.  
AVIA 2/422 , enclosures  164c and 164d ; Governor Cameron 
(Tanganyika) to CO , July 9 ,  1930 ,  and Governor Grigg 
(Kenya) to C O ,  July 1 4 ,  19 30 . Cameron was c oncerned 
that the DH66 could not handle a full load at ? , OOO 
feet and the service would therefore be less than 
promised . The A . M. blandly replied that the DH66 
was the best available . 
As ever , Imperial Airways was hard pre ssed to  find extra 
funds to support its  operations . The setting up of their 
own organisation in Afri ca and on the Indian route was a 
heavy drain on limited resourc e s .  Despite their commercial 
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African Colonie s  were able t o  turn to the Colonial Deve lopment 

Fund for the needed support under the terms of the Qolonial 

pey�lopment Act ( 1 929 ) .  60 

Although the Colonial Development Fund Committee was at 

first doubtful that the Colonie s '  applications for funds met 

the act ' s  terms of reference , 61 by June , 1930 ,  the first 

grants were approved for Kenya and Northern Rhodesia.  By 

early 1932 , the four Colonies of Uganda , Kenya , T anganyika 

and Northern Rhode sia had spent £94 , 547 on air route 

59. ( continued) pretensions , their mandate was a political 
one , and revenues never matched operating costs . In 
addi tion, a swiftly changing technol ogy meant constant 
re-equipment , and Woods Humphrey c ould bemoan " the 
heavy burden of obsolescence " .  The Time s ,  "Flight and 
the Nations " ,  August 20 & 21 , 1930, pp . 11-1 2 ,  pp . 1 1 -
1 2 .  Great Bri tain was already committed t o  pay 7r:f� of 
the subsidy for the preliminary East Afric a  service . 
Another £3 , 000 were spent by the Air Ministry in 
opening the route . Sassoon , Hansard , CCLXI I ,  
February 24 , 1 9 3 2 ,  col . 380 . 

60 . AVIA 2/455 , C o lonial Development Fund - Assistance to 
Civil Aviation - Development in the Colonies ,  1929. 
Enclosure , the Colonial Development Act 192j ( 20 Geo  
5 .  eh 5) , " an Act to  authorise the making o advances 
for aiding and developing agriculture and industry in 
certain colonies and territorie s  • . • •  " .  

61 . Ibid.  Wakefield (Treasury) to Sir Basil B l ackett 
"'(C1i8irman , Colonial Development Fund Committee ) ,  
December 6 ,  1929. While the terms of reference 
provided for "the improvement of internal transport 
and communications and the provision of equipment 
therefor . • • •  " (part 1b ) ,  it was not clear initially 
that the funds requested could be interpreted as 
c ontributions to "development" and not merely civil 
aviation as such. 
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requirements ,  the bulk of which came from the Fund . 62 Such 

support came at a cruci al  time ; without it the opening of the 

route would have been considerably delayed.  Imperial Airways 

would not have ventured into Africa unless certain minimum 

requirements were met , their approach here as elsewhere 

guided by the canons of caution and c onservatism. 63 

With the financial side of the picture more or less 

settled ,  by mid-19 30 , Imperial Airways , the Air Ministry 

and the cooperating African Governments proceeded with the 

final negotiations to "ensure an early start to the servi ce " . 64 

In October , a formal agreement was approved. 65 It called for 

a January start to the East African Colonies , with the extension 

to Cape Town by the 1 st of Apri l ,  " or as soon there after as 

possible " .  66 The General Post Office agreed to pay Imperials 

62. 

64. 

65 . 

The initial requests were set out in a Colonial Office 
Advisory Committee Memorandum (CDAC 293 ) ,  May 23 ,  1930 ;  
for Uganda, £10 , 450 , Kenya , £47 , 300 , Tanganyika , £9 ,000 , 
and Northern Rhodesia ,  £1 5 , 000 . See AVIA 2/487 , Cairo to 
Cape Town Air Service - Application by Colonies interested 
in Grants from Colonial Development Fund , 1 930 , enclosure 
10a. In the House , Cunliffe-Lister reported colonial 
expenditures as , Uganda , £1 2 , 370 , Kenya , £47 , 300 , 
Tanganyika , £1 3 , 337 , and Northern Rhode sia , £21 , 500 . 
Hansard , CCLXII , March 2 ,  1932,  col .  1087. 

Imperial Airways publicity called the steps in this 
Imperial programme "Cautiously and conservatively 
planned" .  "The London-Cape Town Air Route " ,  p .  2.  

AVIA 2/422 , Dannreuther to CO , July 28 , 1 9 30 .  

Publi shed as Note by the Secretary of State for Air on the 
Principle Provisions to be embodied in a Contract with 
Im�erial Airwaysa Limited, for a Weekly Air Service between 
Cairo E t an Ca e Town connectin with the Existi 

• 7 • 
Services Egypt 

66 . Ibid . , para. 6 .  
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for air mail service s  at the rates of 1 2/6 per pound to the 

Sudan , 1 7/6 to East Africa ,  and 25 shillings to the Rhode sias 

and South Africa.  67 The subsidy arrangements were set out 

t o  provide p ayment to Imperi al s  at a rate of £160 , 000 p . a .  

until the ful l  Cape service was in operation, at which p oint 

the contract allowed a maximum subsidy to be e arned of £900 , 000 

spread over the five years of the agreement . 68 As  well as the 

usual stipulation that Imperial Airways use Briti sh-bui lt  

aeroplanes , a further clause called upon Imperials to  emp loy 

South Afric an Nationals "wherever possibl e "  on the C5 section 

of the route , a sop to critical nationalist sentiment in the 

Union. 69 

68. 

Ibid. , para . 7 .  Imperials were able apparently to 
increase their charges to the GPO from a lower scale 
agreed upon earlier , namely, 10 shil lings per pound 
to the Sudan , 16 to East Africa ,  20 to the Rhodesias , 
and 25 to the Union. AVIA 2/422 , enclosure 1 39 a ,  GPO 
to A . M. , June 25 , 1930 .  

Ibid. , para. 1 1 .  The maximum amounts t o  b e  e arned were 
£240 , 000 in the first year , £21 0 , 000 in the second , 
£180 , 000 the third , £150 , 000 the fourth , and £1 20 , 000 
in the fifth and final year. Actual amount s  e arned were 
£23 5 , 008 , £204 ,494 , £174 , 495 , £144, 760 ,  and £1 35 , 24? . 
Higham , Britain ' s  Im¥erial Air Routes ,  p .  347 . As in 
the agreements made or other Imperial services ,  the 
scaled reduction in annual subsidy p ayments reflected 
the sanguine notion that ultimately the routes would 
pay for themse lves out of revenue , Geddes noting with 
confidence that the Empire routes would enable civil 
aviation ' 'to free itself from the golden shackles of 
subsidies " .  The Times , .July 3 ,  1 9 30 ,  p .  8 .  

AVIA 2/422 , ''Agreement for Air Service s " , para s .  1 5  
and 20( 2 ) . 
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In September ,  the Air Ministry announced that the East 

African section of the Cairo-Cape Town route would be open 

in January , 1931 , 70 but in J anuary, the opening was again 

postponed to February 28 , mainly because Imperial Airways 

was having some di fficulty in allocating aircraft for the 

service while sti ll  awaiting de livery on new aircraft 

ordered in 1930 . 71 Despite the problems , the first service 

departed for Mwanz a  on February 28 wi th 1 0 , 000 le tters for 

East Africa and some passengers as far as Khartoum only. 72 

The 5 , 1 1 4  mile route originated at Croydon , then to C o logne

Nuremberg-Vienna-Budapest-Athens-Crete-Alexandria-C airo

Assuit-Luxor-Assuan-Wadi Halfa-Kareima-Khartoum-Kosti-

70 . 

71 . 

72 . 

'l'he Time s ,  September 20 , 1 9 30 ,  p .  7 .  It noted that the 
schedule would be eight days [ sic]  and aircraft on the 
route would have a " c onstant capacity" for 1 2  passengers. 
The Aero�l ane ( ''Towards Good Hope " ,  September 24 , 1 9 30 ,  
pp . 725- 6) greeted the announcement as "good news" .  

See 1rhe Times , January 1 ,  1 9 31 , p .  1 0 ,  and January 2 ,  
1931 , p .  10. The aircraft ( see Notes on Aircraft , 
Appendix I, for the Handley Page HP4 2 , Armstrong Whi tworth 
Atalanta and Short S. 1 7  Kent flying boat) should have been 
in operation in January. Their late delivery forced 
Imperials to raid their European and Indian fleets .  See 
short discussion in Higham , Britain ' s  Imperial Air Routes , 
pp . 1 56-57 . 

The Time s ,  March 2 ,  1931 , p .  1 2 .  Initially the service 
as far as Greece was run a s  part of the Indian service . 
Not until  October was a sep arate African service originated 
at Croydon. With some prescience The Times ( February 28 , 
p .  1 '1 )  warned , "del ays a long this route there will 
certainly be . • • .  " .  
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Malakal-Shambe-Juba-Port Bell-Kisumu , and finally , Mwanza.  7 3  

The scheduled time was 1 0  days , with Argosy aircraft flying 

the European and C airo-Khartoum sectors , Short Calcutta 

flying boats on the Mediterranean and Khartoum-Mwanza portions 

of the route . 74 The first return service departed Mwanza 

March 1 0 ,  following much the same route as the southbound 

service except for an addi tional stop at Butiaba , and after 

Vienna , via Basle and Paris .  75 

At long last i t  appeared that the old dream was coming 

true as ImperLals established the first important stage on 

the Cairo-Cape servic e .  Whi le the initial emphasis was placed 

upon the mails , in April the route was opened to passengers 

right through to Mwanza , 76 and the deliberate po licy of an 

7 3 .  

74. 

75 .  

76. 

Stroud , Annals ,  p .  8? .  Since 1 929 , the trans-European 
sectors of both the Indian and African route s  had been 
subject to a number of changes involving both air and 
rail travP.l .  At times mail travelled sectors by air , 
passengers by rail .  See Higham, Bri tain ' s  Impe rial Air 
Routes , pp . 1 34-'�6 for discussi on. In October , 1931 , the 
pattern for the African service was established as London
Paris by air , Paris-Brindisi by train , and Brindisi to 
Athens , Mirabella and Alexandria by air .  Thi s routing 
l asted to January , 1937.  Stroud , Annals ,  p .  90. 

Stroud , Anna l s ,  p .  8) . European route changes in May 
and October shortened the schedule to 7-8 days . 

Ibid.  The flight arrived at Croydon March 1 9  with 1 2 , 000 
letters from East Afri ca and the Sudan. The Time s ,  Ma.rch 
20 , 1931 , p .  16.  In Africa , night stops were made at Cairo , 
Wadi Halfa , Khartown , Juba and Ki sumu , whi le the Alexandria
Cairo sector was travelled by train. For a short descriptive 
account of the service by a former pilot on the run (Captai n ,  
now Wing Commander ,  L .  A .  Egglesfie ld) , see Jones , The Time 
Shrinkers , pp . 207- 1 1 . 

Some passengers did travel London�to Uganda and return in 
March . See The Time s ,  March 1 7 ,  ·19 31 ,  and March 27 , 1 931 , 
p .  1 1 .  
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air mail/passenger service was established for Africa as  it 

had been elsewhere by Imperial Airways.  77 Howeve r ,  the 

beginnings did not go smoothly; aeroplane accidents along 

the route and the consequent del ays in mail deliveries were 

discouraging , and the ground organisation over which so much 

fuss had be en made was far from ready for the service . In 

fac t ,  the first few months of the East African service were 

generally chaotic ,  and not until May did matters begin to 

settle down into a routine air transport operation. 78 While 

some of the early problems with aircraft and ground fac ilities 

c ould well have been dismissed as ' teething problems ' which 

would be cleared up in time , they did not go unnoticed , nor 

were they completely understood by the critics always at the 

re ady for an assault on Imperial Airways ' capabi lities  and 

monopoly position. This readine ss was mo st apparent in East 

Afric a  where comment from the start had been most critical . 79 

77.  

78 . 

79. 

Critics like C .  G .  Grey of the Aeroplane argued strongly 
that the air mails should receive priority treatment as 
was the situation in the Uni ted Stat e s .  An ' air mails  
only ' service could use smaller , faster aerop l anes and 
eliminate many of the ' fri lls ' required for passenger 
services .  It  " should travel at  not less  than 1 , 000 miles  
a day even without night flying • • • •  " ,  Aeroplane , April 8 ,  
1931 , p .  598 . See too January 27 , 1932, pp . 138-50. From 
the beginning , Imperial Airways rej ected the notion. 
With only four aircraft operating the C airo- Mwanza sector , 
the loss o f  any one for a time c aused delays . All four were 
out of service at one time or another wi th damaged under
carriage s ,  thrown pistons , leaking fuel tank s ,  or sand-
seized engines .  Even spares were damaged enroute . In 
May , the Scipio class flying boats were put into service 
in the Mediterranean , releasing a C alcutta for the African 
servic e .  See Higham, Bri tain ' s  Imperial Air Routes ,  pp . 1 56-57 . 
See above , pp . 215-16,  and bel ow , chapter V .  Note The Time s ' 
Kenya corre spondent ' s  remarks and extract s  from the East 
African Standard , The Time s ,  April  6 ,  1 9 31 , p. 9. 

� 



Certainly the Ear.t Africans had some cause to be concerned 

for the f�e quent mai l de lays i n  the first months of service 

made a mockery of promise s to provide them with rapid and 

regular mail servi ces to and from Great Britain.  Unt i l  the 

inauguration of the air service , sea mai l service between 

the United Kingdom and K enya and Uganda averaged 19 . 5 days 

in transit , and as there was no regul ar service , mai ls were 
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despatched by any vessel thus providin� an irregular and 

often unc onsecutive service . SO For at l e ast a short while , 

it  was not clear that Imperial Airways was doing any better. 

Even in the Sudan , where there was no si zable European 

population to bring pressure to bear for improvement of the 

operations , Imperi als came in for sharp censure . The loc al 

R . A . F .  commander ,  viewing the scene from Khartoum , accused 

the air l ine of "trying t o  do thei r  ground organi sation on 

the cheap " .  He pointed out that Khartoum lacked a hangar 

or a store , Omdurman lacked a proper slipway , wh i le nei ther 

Khartoum nor J uba had adequate office facilities and 

pansengers had difficulti e s  contacting air line personnel .  

It app eared that "a  short- sighted parsimony i s  apparently 

the order of the day. In the lonv, run it wi l l  prove most 

expensive " .  81 While th�se comments and others suggested 

80 . AVIA 2/3)0 or AIR )/1424 , Tymms Report , p. 102 . London
Tanganyikan mails  averaged 22 days in transit wi th an 
average of ? . 7  despatches a month . 

81 . AVIA 2/420 , enclosure 78b , Wing C ommander S.  Douglas ( later 
Chai

.

rman of British European Airw�s ; see hi s autobiographic al 
Combat and Command , New York , 1 963) to �· . Shelmerdine (D. C . A. 
Air Mini stry), April 1 4 ,  1 931 . 
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that Imperials had indeed commenced operations before all was 

in order , and Woods Humphrey admitted that the incompleteness  

of  ground organisation hampered operati ons especially as  they 

affected the "comfort of the staff and amenities of passengers 11 , 82 

they took little account of the meagreness of the Sudan 

contribution and the larger political pressure to begin the 

service ,  ground facilities notwithstanding . 

Not surprisingly , Imperial Airways ' East African troubles 

were being watched unsympathetically in South Afric a  where in 

government , aviation and press circles the airline ' s  image was 

one of bungling incompetence . The Union was becoming impatient ; 

two years had passed since the agreement to contribute generously 

to a London-Cape service had been made , and the apparent "dismal 

failure" of the East African service promised further delay. 83 

Moreover , air transport competitors were now in the field vying 

for the rights to routes within and outside the Union, and their 

success could place the future of Imperials ' African service in 

jeopardy. 84 In addition, Glen Kidston ' s  record dash to the 

82. 

8;.  

84. 

AVIA 2/1879 , part I ,  enclosure 81e , Woods Humphrey, 
".Memorandum" ,  July 1 ,  1931 , p .  1 .  

Ibid. , enclosure 60b , J .  J .  Stanley (U.K.  High Commissioner,  
South Africa) to Dominions Office , April 17 , 1 931 . See 
also Cape Time s ,  April 11 , and Die Burger , April 14,  1 931 , 
for press criticism. 

Among them, Union Airways and the Junkers-controlled 
South West Afri can Airways . For full di scussion of 
South African developments see chapter VII.  
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Cape in Apri l ,  85 and hi s open challenge to Imperial Airways 

to emulate his achievement , or work with him and Gladstone 

in partnership , heaped more coals on the fires of discontent 

already burning with some heat in the nationalist c limate of 

the Union. 86 Kidston had a ready audience to his charges 

that when, or even ' if ' , the service to South Africa would 

get underway, Imperials would be employing aircraft already 

considered obsolete by some . With aeroplanes averaging 

about 100 mi les per hour , the proj ected service to the 

Cape was going to  take twelve days , not a great improvement 

on existing servic es by sea from Great Britain. 87 

85. Lieutenant Commander Glen Kidston flew his Lockheed 
Vega monoplane London-Cape in the then record time 
of 6 days , 10 hours. See above , f .n .  88 , p .  1 1 5 ,  
and the Aero¥lane , April 8 ,  1931 , pp . 598 , 621 . 
Kidston and ony Gladstone were killed in the crash 
of a Puss Moth near Blakensburg , Natal , in May. The 
Time s ,  May 6, 1931 , p .  14.  For the Kidston story-;-
see Bennett , Down Africa ' s  Skywa�s ,  pp . 189-21 2 ,  and 
Jone s ,  The Time Shrilikers , pp . 1 6-59 . 

86. Imperial Airways tended to dismiss the Kidston flight 
as a " stunt" (The Time s ,  April 8 ,  1931 , p .  1 1 ) , and 
saw "no advantage in co-operation with Gladstone and 
Kidston" . AVIA 2/1879 , part I ,  enclosure 55a , Woods 
Humphrey to Bertram (A.M. ) ,  April 24 , 1931 . Imperials 
preferred to set up their own South African co�pany 
with a South African directorate if need be . See 
chapter VII .  

87. The England-South Africa ocean service took 17 days . 



For Imperial Airways , there was no attempt to  ignore 

furore surrounding the African route , but there was 

also little that could be done immediately to ame li orate 

the situation. The airline had no means at hand to improve 

and accelerate the establishment of the ground services 

organisation, and despite the fact that "the Company has 

used every conceivable means of putting pressure on the 

constructors of the aircraft " ,  the aircraft side of the 

problem had to await the new deliveries.  88 In the 

meantime , Burchall had been sent out to Kenya in May 

to calm the troubled waters there , and plans called for 

a visit to South Africa by a senior Board member to deal 

with problems there as soon as feasible after the Cape 

service was opened. 89 

In July, Woods Humphrey could claim that the service 

as far as Lake Victoria was "now working with regularity" ,  

and the situation generally improving . 90 He was confident 
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88 . AVIA 2/1879 , part I ,  Woods Humphrey "Memorandum" , p .  3.  

89.  Burchall ' s  task was to convince East Africa that the 
problems concerning aircraft and ground facilities were 
not of Imperials '  making. See statement to East African 
Standard quoted in The Times , May 9 ,  1931 , p .  11. Sir 
Vyell Vyvyan , a government director on the board of 
Imperial Airways , flew out to the Cape on the first 
service . 

90 . AVIA 2/1879 , part I ,  Woods Humphrey " Memorandum" , p .  1 .  
Passenger impressions of the East African service can be 
noted in H. C .  Druett , "From Cairo to Mwanza by Air" , 
East Africa , March 5 ,  1 931 , pp . 1 2 ,  1 9 ,  M. A . U .  Heathcote , 
"By Air Mail to Kenya " , G eographical Journal , LXXIX 
( June , 1932) , 502-06 , and R. F. Mayer , 11From Nairobi 
to London by Air" , Imperial Airways Gazette , IV 
( February , 1932) , 2- 3 .  



that the required five aircraft would be in posi tion on the 

southern portion of the Cape route by November , and the 

through service could start by January 1 st ,  1932. 91 He 

assumed, of course , that the ground organisation would be 

ready in time , a still doubtful proposition,  for the 

experience on the northern section had convinced the 

Company of the obvious --- regularity of service was 

" almost entirely dependent upon the completeness and 

satisfactory working of the ground organisation • • • •  " .  92 

Nonetheless , while the airline was prepared to be more 

careful than perhaps it had been in beginning the Cairo-

Mwanza route , this sense of caution was balanced with an 

awareness that the sooner the through service was initiated 

the better. There could be no question of asking for more 

delays . If the Cape route had to be opened under le ss than 

ideal conditions , so be it.  Such were the pressures for 

service from Great Britain and South Africa alike , the one 

in the cause of British Imperialism , the other , South 

African Nationalism. 93 

Throughout the last months of 1931 , the Air Ministry 

and Imperial Airways worked out the final details  of the 

Cape route . The eight day service from Cairo to Capetown 

was set up in this way : 
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91 . AVIA 2/1879 , part I ,  Woods Humphrey "Memorandum" , p .  2- 3.  

92.  Ibid. , p .  3.  

93.  This theme wi ll be pursued in chapters VII and XI.  



94. 

First day 

266 

Cairo-Assiut , 205 miles ( refuelling stop ) ; 
Assiut-Luxor , 145 miles ( lunch ) ;  
Luxor-Assuan , 1 20 miles ; 
Assuan-Wadi Halfa , 160 miles ( night stop 
at local hotel ) .  

Second day Wadi Halfa-Kareima , 245 miles ( lunch) ; 
Kareima-Khartoum, 210 miles ( night stop 
at local hotel ) .  

Third day 

Fourth day 

Fifth day 

Sixth day 

Seventh day 

Eighth day 

Khartoum-Kosti , 180 mi les (refuelling stop ) ;  
Kosti-Malakal , 270 miles ( lunch) ; 
Malakal-Shambe , 195 miles (refuelling stop ) ;  
Shambe-Juba, 180 miles (night stop at local 
hotel ) .  

Juba-Butiaba , 230 miles ( refuelling stop ) ;  
Butiaba-Port Bell , 140 mi les ( lunch) ; 
Port Bell-Ki sumu, 1 50 miles ( refuelling stop ) ;  
Kisumu-Nairobi , 185 miles ( night stop at 
local hote l ) . 

Nairobi-Moshi , 160 miles (refuelling stop ) ;  
Moshi-Dodoma , 230 miles ( lunch) ; 
Dodoma-Mbeya , 250 miles ( night stop at 
Company rest house ) .  

Mbeya-Mpika , 255 mi les ( refuelling stop ) ; 
Mpika-Broken Hill , 270 miles ( lunch) ; 
Broken Hill-Salisbury, 300 miles ( night stop ) .  

Salisbury-Bulawayo , 240 miles (refuelling 
stop ) ;  
Bulawayo-Pietersburg , 270 miles ( lunch) ; 
Pietersburg-Johannesburg , 180 miles 
( night stop ) .  

Johannesburg-Kimberley, 270 miles 
(refuelling stop ) ;  
Kimberley-Victoria West,  21 5 miles  ( lunch) ; 
Victoria West-Capetown, 240 mi les. 

W .  E .  Wynn , Civil  Air Trans�ort (London , 1 945 ) , p .  42. 
Wynn ' s  scorn matched C. IT. rey ' s  regarding the leisurely 
pace of the service . "More like a light aeroplane rally 
than a serious attempt to operate an Imperial air route! " 
See map , p .  269 . 
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The Argosy and Calcutta aircraft would continue to  

operate the Cairo-Kisumu sector , and the DH66 operate south 

t o  the Cape , unti l  the new aircraft were de livered. Although 

Imperial Airways had hoped to commence the servi c e  on January 

1 st ,  continuing delays in preparing the ground facilities ,  

and a slowness in readying the DH66s for positioning on the 

route , necessitated a further postponement unti l  January 

24th. 95 Thi s presented the airline with another problem. 

The northern Colonies and the Sudan had already agreed to 

two extensions of their contribution to the "preliminary" 

service , the last terminating on January 5th. In the Air 

Ministry view , it would be "unfortunate to have to approach 

them again on the subject of a further extension" . 9G For 

Imperial Airways , the situation could mean that they might 

have to operate the through service at some point with less 

than the full subsidy.  97 A few days after the meeting with 

95. 

96. 

97. 

AVIA 2/549 , Egypt-South Africa Air Service s .  Effect on 
Total Subsidy payable by Contributing Governments of 
Delay in Commencing Through Services , 1 931 . Note of 
a meeting held on 5th October, 1931 , p .  2 .  

Ibid.  

Ibid. Under the agreements for the "preliminary" service ,  
IIIiPerial Airways could earn a maximum of £120 , 000 ; from 
Great Britain, £90 ,000 , Sudan , £3 , 750 , Uganda , £7 , 500 , 
Kenya , £11 , 250 , and Tanganyika , £7 , 500. For the additional 
three return flights in J anuary, 1932,  a further £7 , 160 
subsidy was required. The Air Ministry was concerned 
that the Colonies  would agree to an extension but 
curtail the full agreement to four years , eleven months , 
as compensation. Ibid. , enclosure 4?a ,  "Payments in 
Respect of the Preliminary Service " .  
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the Air Ministry, Imperi als were able to advance the timetable 

by four days , but no more , as they set out the schedule of 

aircraft delivery flights to Cape Town , Germiston, Broken 

Hill , Nairobi and Kisumu. 98 

In November-December , 1931 , a final survey of the whole 

Cairo-Cape route was made by Maj or Brackley , Imperial Airways 

Air Superintendent , Air Commodore A. Fletcher, the Ground 

Services Superintendent , and Flight Lieutenant R.  Durrant 

of the Air Ministry Signals Department . This flight , making 

use of one of the aircraft that was to be positioned in South 

Africa,  had the di stinction of delivering the first air mails 

to Cape Town, as both Imperial Airways and the Post Office 

had agreed to preview the new service with a delivery of 

Christmas mail.  99 The lei surely trip down the continent 

even stopped at Zomba , the only time Nyasaland was to enjoy 

the luxury of an Imperial service before World War II.  100 

98. AVIA 2/549 , Burchall to  Bullock , October 9 ,  1 931 . The 
original schedule of delivery called for the DH66s 
' City of Delhi ' , ' City of Karachi ' ,  ' City of Jodhpur ' ,  
' City of Basra ' ,  and ' C ity of Capetown' , to depart the 
United Kingdom November 22,  December 1 3  and 27, January 
3 and 10 for the five Afri can centres. Sassoon announced 
the opening dates for the service in the House in late 
November . Hansard , CCLX , November 30 , 1 931 , col . 763 . 
See too , "London to C apetown" , The Gra�hic 1.,.Special 
Trans-Africa edition) , November 14, 19 1 . 

99. See Higham, Britain ' s  Imperial Air Routes , p .  1 57 ,  and 
Jone s ,  The Time Shrinkers , pp . 211-1 3 .  The survey flight 
picked up the mail f'rom the United Kingdom at Germiston 
l flown out on the delivery flight of the ' City of Basra ' )  
and delivered it to  Capetown, December 21 . 

100 .  The trip took 29 days . Stroud has a picture of the 
aircraft on the ramp at Zomba in his Annals ,  p .  90 . 
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With surprisingly little fanfare , the London-Cape Town 

service commenced operations on January 20th , 1932 , Captain 

A.B .H .  Youell in the Handley Page H.P42 ' Helena ' setting 

course for Paris on the first leg of a journey that was 

scheduled to include five aircraft and two train journeys 

on the 11  day service . 101 The flight carried 20 ,000 letters 

and 1 50 parcels for Africa ,  and while no paying through 

passengers were c arried,  F . G . L .  Bertram , the Deputy Director 

of Civil Aviation , and Sir Vyell and Lady Vyvyan were on 

board to inaugurate the service and pay their respects to 

Governments along the route . 102 

As with the commencement of the East African service , 

Imperial Airways met with early mi sfortune on the line to 

the C ape , suffering the ignominy of seeing the first mails 

to Johannesburg arrive by chartered Puss Moth and the 

offici al passengers by rail.  103 The inaugural flight 

101 . A small banquet at which Barrett-Lennard presided marked 
the occasion rather quietly. As Higham has pointed out , 
Imperials always appeared reluctant to cultivate a good 
press , and suffered at times from a lack of favourable 
publicity. Britain ' s  Imperial Air Routes ,  pp . 1 57- 59 . 
For opening of service , see "Air Transport : London
Capetown" , Flight , January 22 , 1932 , pp . 74-75. 

102. The Time s ,  January 21 , 1932 , pp . 1 2 ,  16.  

103 .  AVIA 2/522 , Opening of  Northern Section of  African Route 
by Imperial Airways Ltd. , 1931 . Enclosure 31b ,  ' Report 
by D . D . C . A .  on his Flight by Imperial Airways Ltd. , to 
Cape Town and Baghdad , 20th Jan.-March 16,  1 9 32 ' . This 
is Bertram ' s  account of the trip . The title of the file 
is misleading for it was opened when plans called for 
Bertram to fly out on the first East African service .  
He did not .  The file also contains Bertram-Shelmerdine 
correspondence enroute .  
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southbound was behind schedule almost from the start . The 

Calcutta to be flown on the Khartoum-Ki sumu sector was 

unserviceable with engine trouble . The Argosy which had 

flown the route from Cairo was pressed into service to fly 

the Kisumu leg only to break a landing wire , forcing a 

return to Khartoum for repairs . Further south, the DH66 

flying between Mbeya and .Mpika had to force land at Shiwa 

Ngandu , delaying its arrival at Broken Hill.  104 On the 

same day, the northbound flight which had left Cape Town 

on the 27th landed in the Mulungushi swamp , some 40 mi les 

southeast of Broken Hill , victim of the same storm which 

had forced down the southbound flight . In order to keep 

the mails  moving in some sort of an orderly flow , Imperial 

Airways decided to turn around the southbound DH66 at Broken 

Hill and , as mentioned , send mail and passengers to 

Johannesburg by other means . 105 Because of the series 

of incidents ,  the first mails did not arrive in Cape Town 

until February 2 ,  1 3  days after leaving London , whi le the 

northbound mails from the Cape were 21 days in transit . 106 

104 .  

105. 

106. 

Ibid. 

Ibid. Bertram and the Vyvyans proceeded to Johannesburg 
by South African Rai lways , while the mail was carried by 
a Rhodesian Aviation Company Puss Moth piloted by M. H.  
Pearce.  See Jone s ,  The Time Shrinkers , p.  21 5.  

The first air mails  arrived in London from the C ape 
February 16th , and included both the first and second 
despatches brought together during the delay at Broken 
Hill.  Thus one load was 9 days late , the second, two . 
The load was 1 , 000 lbs . of letters and 60 lbs . of 
parcels. The Time s ,  February 17 , 1932,  p. 14. 
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Clearly , Imperial Airways could not have anticipated such 

a run of bad luck. When the service opened, only 4 of the 5 

DH66s positi oned on the route were in service ,  one having 

been damaged while taking-off from the poorly prepared 

runway surface at Hbeya on its delivery flight. An 

additional DH66 scheduled for the service was still delayed 

while undergoing its programmed overhaul . By February 3 ,  

only two DH66s were still flying. 107 With this disastrous 

beginning , Imperials were hard pre ssed to maintain even a 

semblance of the scheduled service .  In late April ,  Sir 

Kingsley Wood , the Postmaster-General , spe aking in the 

House in reply to the querulous Captain Balfour , had to 

admit that 12 air mail flights to the Cap e ,  only five 

arrived on schedule , while of 1 1  Cape-London flights , 

just three were punctual . 108 Nonetheless , the air mail 

service was being used with average weekly loads of 310 

pounds of mail departing from London. 109 

107 . AVIA 2/577 , Egypt-South Africa Air Service - Payments 
of Subsidy to Imperial Airways re Flights on ' C '  
Services ,  1932. Enclosure 3a , Dismore t o  Bullock , 
February 3 ,  1932 , pp . 1-2.  

108. 

109 . 

Hansard , CCLXV , April 25 , 1932, cols. 27-28. 

Hansard , CCLXIV , April 18 ,  1932, col.  1246 . The 310 
lbs .  was broken down ; Egypt , 69 lbs . , Sudan, 26, 
Kenya and Uganda , 1 1 4 ,  Tanganyika , 26 , Northern and 
Southern Rhodesia , 23 , and South Africa,  52 lbs . 
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Not unexpectedly , echoes  of the chorus of complaint and 

critici sm which had attended the opening of the East African 

route could be heard through the first months of the Cape Town 

service . In Great Britain , the House expressed its concern 

about the conditions of the aerodromes and the wire less 

facilities.  110  In the Union , one aviator , in a letter 

to C .  G. Grey , expressed a not uncommon and decidedly 

hostile view of Imperial Airways; 

There is  little doubt that at the end of five 
years neither the Union nor the Rhodesias will 
renew Imperials '  contract .  You , not having 
seen Imperials abroad , may possibly think 
they are a good firm. Well , I have studied 
them for the last five years on and off in 
Afric a ,  and I assure you that they really 
are the worst managed and most impossible 
show that has ever succeeded in bolstering 
itself up under a monopoly. The chaos in 
Central Africa at the moment would be a 
roaring farce if it were not a tragedy, and 
practically every bit of it unnecessary. 
Their pilots have pulled them through , and 
they don ' t  deserve i t .  1 1 1  

Much o f  the cri ticism o f  thi s kind tended t o  b e  more 

hysterical than helpful . As both Burchall and Woods Humphrey 

took pains to stress , Imperials alone could not be held 

responsible for all the problems that were affecting the 

service ,  and , moreover,  Africa itself presented special 

110.  Among the most vociferous critics were Captains 
Balfour and Cazalet , Mr. P. Macdonald , and .Mr .  Hall
Caine . See Hansard , CCLXV, April 27 , 1932 ,  cols. 
357-58 , May 11 ,  1932 , cols . 1888-89 . 

1 1 1 .  �uoted in the Aeroplane , July 6, 1932 , p .  6. 
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difficulties quite unlike those on the European and Indian 

routes  already in operation. 1 1 2  In any case , South African 

political considerations aside , the loudest abuse of Imperial 

Airways and the Cape operation became more muted as slowly 

but surely the service improved . In April ,  the route was 

opened to passenger traffic south of Kisumu , 1 1 3  although 

others , like the famous Major Ewart S.  Grogan , had been 

carried through to the Cape before the route was opened to 

the public . 1 14 At least some of the early passengers were 

impressed by the service which they later described in the 

most minute detail.  115  One British writer was sufficiently 

112.  

1 1 3 .  

1 14 .  

1 1 5 .  

See , for example , Burchall , "Air services in Africa " ,  
and G .  E. Woods Humphrey, "Air Communi cations in Africa 11 , 
Journal of the Royal Society of Arts , LXXIX (February 6 ,  
1931), 277-91. 
The first through service departed London April 27. The 
fare to the Cape was £1 30. The Time s ,  April 27 , 1932, 
p. 14. Sassoon announced the opening in the House the 
following day. Hansard , CCLXV , April 28 , 1932,  col.  5628. 
No through passengers were actually carried on this service 
on account of full bookings between intermediate stop s .  

Grogan was the man who walked from the Cape to Cairo . 
On the occasion of his flight , Imperial Airways sent 
the following telegram ; 

Heartiest congratulations on your unique double 
achievement in being the first man to tramp Cape 
to Cairo in three years , 1898-1901 , and first 
p assenger to fly on the regular air service 
Cairo-Cape in 8� days , 1932, thus epitomizing 
31 years ' progress of transport in Africa.  

Quoted in The Time s ,  February 11 , 1932,  p .  1 1 .  

See C .  W .  Byas , "Swiftly to the Cape " ,  Blackwood ' s  
Magazine , CCXXXII ( December , 1932) , 742-6?; "Cape 
Town to Cairo in Six Days in Unimagined Comfort " ,  
IXEerial Airways Gazette , IV (Apri l ,  1932) , 2- 3 ;  
1t Journey Home by Imperi al Airways from East Afric a" , 
Imperi al Airwa�s Gazette , V (May , 1933) , 1-2;  R. F. 
Carnegie , "Lon on to Kenya by Air" , Imperi al Airways 
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inspired to write a novel with the route as a setting , 

certainly the first and probably the last novel about air 

travel on a route that is now history . 116 

At the same time , improvements along the route were 

being planned and carried out . In May, 1 932 , tests were 

being done to improve wireless communications as the long

wave 900 meter band was proving liable to a great deal of 

interference in electrical storms . 11 7 In August , The Beit 

Trust reached agreement with the authorities in Northern and 

Southern Rhodesia on ways of spending £50 ,000 devoted to the 

cause of aviation in the Rhodesias. In effect this meant 

building more aerodromes and landing grounds ,  as well  as 

adding communications facilities , along the difficult 1200 

mile stretch between the borders of Tanganyika and the 

Transvaal . 118  By November , the HP 42s replaced the 

1 1 5 .  

11 6. 

11 7 . 

1 18. 

(continued) Gazette , IV ( May , 1932 ) ,  1-3 ; "London to 
Sali sbury by Imperial Airways " ,  Im�eri al Airways Gazette , 
VI (January, 1934) , 1-2;  and a series in the Gazette 
titled "A Pleasant Journey in the Air" , running from 
December , 1932 to June , 1 9 3 3 ,  covering each main leg 
of the trip . 

Charles Lorne , Air Liner ( London , 1934 ) . 

The Time s ,  May 7 , 1932 , p .  17 .  

The Time s ,  August 26 , 1932 , pp . 10- 1 1 .  See too AVIA 
27578, Beit Railway Trust - Proposal to Establish 
Meteorological Service in Rhodesia , 1932;  AVIA 2/579 , 
Beit Railway Trust - Allocation of sum of £50 ,000 for 
Development and Improvement of Cape-Cairo Line , 1 932 ; 
and Sir Alfred Beit and J .  G .  Lockhart , The Will and 
the Way, 1906-1956 (London , 1957 ) , "be ing an account 
of Alfred Beit and the Trust which he founded " .  For 
detai l s ,  note chapter VI. 
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Argosies and Calcuttas on the Cairo-Kisumu sectors , 1 1 9  and 

in early 1933 the Atalantas , speci ally designed to operate 

the southern portion of the African route , were put into 

operation. 120 

The new aircraft , because of their greater range and 

higher capacity , enabled Imperials to shorten the route 

schedule to 10 days in April ,  1 21 and provide a better 

service in terms of space and comfort . A year later , the 

schedule was further reduced to 9 days when the Brindi si

Alexandria sector was scheduled for one day instead of the 

previous two . Final ly , at the end of 1934 , Imperials had 

sufficient aircraft on hand to inaugurate a second weekly 

service as far south as Johannesburg. 122 

In effect , these many changes and improvements meant 

that Imperials were achieving their aim of providing a fast , 

reliable and regular service to the Afri can empire . A steady ,  

although unspectacular , growth i n  the volume of mai l carri ed 

119 .  

1 20 .  

121 .  

1 22.  

Stroud , Annals , p .  99. For the moment this settled the 
que stion of whether land or sea planes along the Nile 
route and acro ss the Sudd, Imperial Airways persuading 
the Air Ministry that " a  more regular and efficient 
service could be operated" with 4-engined landplanes .  
AVIA 2/549 , ' Note of a Meeting he ld on 5th October , 
1931 ' ,  p .  1 .  

Higham, Britain ' s  Imperial Air Routes , p .  1 60 .  

Stroud , Annals ,  p .  102. This was achieved by flying 
the Cairo-Khartoum sector in one day. 

Ibid. , pp . 109 ,  1 1 7 .  
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reflected a hard-won public confidence in the African service . 

In 1932,  Imperials carried 1 5 , 900 lbs .  of letters to and from 

Africa , compared to 5 , 500 lbs.  the previous year on the 

abbreviated service to East Africa. 1 2 3  In 1933 , 24 , 700 lbs . 

were carried,  excluding parcels , representing a substantial 

55% increase , although still a small 1 2 . 9'fo of total mails 

flown by Imperi als '  services . 124 Still , the modest 

achievement was far from the expectations of either the 

Air Ministry or Imperial Airways . For the latter , the 

mails were the key to success or failure on the African 

as well as the other Imperial routes , and to the Board and 

management of the airline , an increase in public use of the 

air mail services would have to be encouraged by the General 

Post Office and a general change in postal policy implemented 

that would eliminate the discriminatory practice of surcharging 

mails conveyed by air . 125 From 1932 onwards , Imperial Airways , 

mindful of the need to work towards financial self-sufficiency 

12;. 

124.  

1 25.  

The Times , January 25 , 1933,  p .  8 .  The volume of mails  
for East Africa had increased dramatically, averaging 
170 lbs . ( 5 , 500 letters) a week outbound from Great 
Britain , and 160 lbs .  ( 5 , 200 letters ) inbound . 
P. Cunliffe-Lister , Hansard , CCLXX , November 1 7 ,  1932, 
col. 1296. 

The Time s ,  January 22 , 1 934 , p .  3 .  

The preferential Empire rate for first class mails by 
surface transport was 1� d . /oz.  By air mai l ,  a letter 
to East and South Africa  from Great Britain , for 
example , cost 6d. 
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and concerned about growing air competiti on in various 

sectors of the Empire and Afri c a ,  1 26 pressed for changes 

in British air policy that would result ultimately in the 

Empire Air Mail Scheme . 127 

At the eighth general meeting of Imperial  Airways in 

October , 1932, Geddes argued against the injustices being 

done to civil aviation by postal ad.ministrations in the 

United Kingdom and abroad , noting , 

their policy seemed to be that the air mail 
was a luxury to whi ch the public was not 
entitled without special payment and a 
luxury which must be taxed in additi on. 128 

Gedde s ' main point was that the GPO was determined to 

make a profit on air mail service s ,  whereas it was quite 

prepared to lose money on the mails carried by surface 

transport . Referring to the air mail as "the youngest 

baby of the postal admini stration" , Geddes complained that , 

126.  

127 .  
128. 

129 .  

i t  was expected not only to earn its own living , 
but to p ay for the privi lege of being allowed to 
do so.  1 29 

Imperial Airways was reducing the amount of subsidy as 
a percentage of total revenue . In 1924 , the subsidy had 
represented 64% of revenue ; in 1932, it represented 45% 
on European services and 56% on Indian services.  AVIA 
2/636 , Future of Imperial Civil Air Communications.  
Memorandum Submitted by Imperial Airways Limited, 1933,  
pp . 5-6. No separate African statistics were provided 
but in 1934 ,  45 . 4% of all receipts were derived from 
subsidies.  Higham, Britain ' s  Im£erial Air Routes , p .  
349 . Competition came from Sout Africa ,  K.L.M. , and 
Air France , among others .  
See below , chapter IX. 
Imperial Airways , Ltd. R�ort of the Annual General 
Meeting,  1932.  See too  �-e Times ,  October 26, 1932, 
p .  8. In Gedde s ' absence ,  the speech was read by 
Sir George Beharrell. 
Ibid. 
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Thus Geddes made public the air line ' s  differences with 

the GPO and the accusation that "problems arising out of 

certain working c onditions" of the post office were threatening 

the development of Empire services . As Dismore had pointed out 

to the Air Council , mail traffic on the Indian and Afri can 

routes had not approached the estimates on which the initi al 

financial agreements had been made , and the reason was simply 

that customers would not or could not pay the surcharge . In 

effect , the postal  rates meant that users of the air mail 

service were being charged for ground transport as well as 

air transport costs , a di scriminatory practice to which the 

air line took sharp excep tion. 1 30 For Imperial s ,  this was 

adequate explanation for the generally low utili sation of 

total aircraft capaci ty which only on the London-Paris run 

approached satisfaction. 1 31 On the Empire routes where it 

1 30.  AVIA 2/1897 , Imperial Airways Air Mails : Service to 
India and Africa - Problems Arising out of Certain 
Working Conditions of the GPO , 1932. Dismore to 
Bullock , I1ay 3, 1932 , and enclosure , 1 3  page 
memorandum , Imperial Airways to the Postmaster
General ' s Committe e .  The following year , Kingsley 
Wood admitted in the House that the post office had 
realised a profit of £1 , 400 on the South Afri can 
service . Hansard , CCLXXXIII ,  November 27 , 1 9 3 3 ,  
col.  51 1 .  

1 31 .  AVIA 2/636. I . A .  memorandum , p .  10.  The space 
utilisation expressed in percentages showed London
Paris , 83.9%,  Cairo-Kisumu, 73 . 7% ,  Brindisi-Egypt
Palestine , 62 . 5% ,  C airo-Basra , 53 . 5% ,  Kisumu-Capetown, 
49 . ;c'fe , and Basra-Karachi , 41 . 9}6. 
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had been hoped to attract a large volume of mail traffic 

because of the significant time-savings involved , Imperials 

were carrying only half-loads , and they singled out in 

particular "the sterility on the African route of the 

section between Nairobi to Sali sbury , in forwarded and 

received traffic" . 1 32 

Clearly, throughout 1932 and early 193 3 ,  the Board of 

Imperial Airways was pleading for a full reassessment of 

their mandate , even as the air line was consolidating its 

position in Africa  and pushing the eastern route towards 

Australia. 1 33 As had been the case in 1927 , 1 34 Imperials 

were concerned about the future , and with good cause . The 

African and other route agreements all terminated in the 

1937- 39 period or about the same time as even the newest 

aircraft would be reaching an obsolescent age . While the 

airline had grown in size and scope of operations since 

1924 ,  1 35 financial returns were barely sufficient to meet 

1 32. Ibid .  , p .  11  • 

1 33.  In 1933 , the eastern service was extended to  Calcutta ,  
Rangoon and Singapore . In December ,  1934 ,  Imperials 
opened the London-Australia route in cooperati on with 
Indian Trans-Continental Airways and Qantas Empire 
Airways . 

1 34. See above , chapter II , pp . 144-147.  

1 35 .  In the first ten years o f  operations , the Company' s  
route mileage had grown to 1 2 , 000 ( vs .  1 , 700 in 1924 ) , 
and ton mileage to about 3 , 000 , 000 (vs .  650 , 000 in 
1924) , and Imperials flew to 19 countrie s .  AVIA 
2/636. I . A .  memorandum, p .  5 .  
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increasing costs and allow a small return to inve stors.  1 36 

This meant the Company had not been able to create adequate 

reserves for obsole scence and the elimination of unsaleable 

assets from the balance sheets.  The genesis of the Empire 

Air Mail Scheme lay in the Comp any ' s determination to 

resolve these related problems without having to resort 

to an appeal for a greater subsidy to match c ontinental 

rivals. 1 37 The place of the air mails in the idea as it 

developed was to give the Company a guaranteed load on all 

service s , assuming the GPO could be won to the cause of 

transporting all first class mail by air where air transport 

provided a regular service . With an accompanying elimination 

of the surcharge , for whi ch the GPO would have to absorb the 

loss in revenue , Imperials could be confident of their 

capabili ties to develop further the Imperial routes with 

a greater frequency of service , and a reduced timetable 

1 36. 

1 37 .  

Ibid. From 1 924-1932 ,  the amount p aid in dividends to 
shareholders was calculated at only 3% p aid up capital . 

In the years ending March 3 1 s t ,  1 9 3 3 ,  1934 , 1 935 , total 
subsidies paid to Imperials were £545 , 008 , £543 , 694 , 
and £561 , 556 respectively. Figures for the African 
service  were £235 ,008 , £204 ,494 , and £174, 495 . 
Higham, Britain ' s  Imperial Air Routes ,  p .  347 . At the 
same time , annual expenditures on civil aviation in 
France , Germany and Italy were roughly £1 ,465 , 000 , 
£850 , 000 , and £766 , 000. See CAB 24/243 , C . P. 249 ( 33) , 
"The Future of Briti sh Commercial Air Transport " ,  
memorandum by Lord Londonderry , November, 1933 , 
p .  2.  
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with new , faster and larger aircraft designed to accommodate 

the anticipated demands of a new mail service . 1 38 

Such fundamental changes in the development of Great 

Britain ' s  'Empire in the Air '  could not be brought about 

overnight , but there was a sense of urgency in the Company ' s  

appeal . If the British Government did accept Company 

sugge stions for change , it meant the beginning once again 

of long and often difficult negotiations with the Dominions 

and Colonies ,  and any new aircraft required at least three 

years from the drawing board until they were put in service .  

Imperials were not prepared to respond to problems on an 

ad hoe basi s ,  nor were they content to let the future take 

care of itself. From early in 1 932 , Imperial Airways were 

pointing to the future , reminding their masters in the 

British Government that challenge had to be met with change , 

such as indicated in the outlines of a new comprehensive air 

mail scheme to serve the needs of Empire . 1 39 

1 38.  As Imperials admitt e d ,  "the present small time-saving 
London-Cape has retarded traffic • • • .  11 ; as to improving 
the load capacities on the route , "it appe ars that land 
aircraft may we ll be approaching the maximum size whi ch 
will be commerc ially possible " ,  and what was needed were 
marine aircraf t .  AVIA 2/636. I . A . memorandum, pp . 1 2-
14. See chapter IX for discussi on . 

1 39 .  Pudney (The Seven Skie s ,  p .  78) attributes the genesi s 
of the E .A.M.s. to S. A.  Dismore , Imperial Airways ' 
Secretary, but the scheme bears some strong 
resemblances to proposals put forward by the Civil 
Aviation section of the London Chamber of Commerce 
in 1930 .  See The Times , March 1 1 , p. 1 3 ,  and May 28 , 
p .  11 , 1930 . 



While concern about future development tended to 

overshadow all else in the e arly years of the African 

service , Imperials were not ignoring the immediate 

requirement of providing British Afri ca with the best 
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air service possible . Part of the policy was to assure 

that the route from Cairo to C ape Town , and the ' feeder ' 

routes connected to the trunk service , were kept securely 

in British , preferably Imperial Airways ' ,  hands. Although 

hopes to establish an " Imperial Airways of South Africa" or 

some like aviation company in the Union came to nought , 140 

Imperials did ac quire substantial intere sts in Wil son 

Airways and Rhodesian and Nyasaland Airways in 1933 , Geddes 

disclaiming any intention of obtaining " an octopus grip on 

the territories over which we pass " .  1 41 Further north in 

1 40.  In 1929 , Reuters had reported the registration of 
" Imperial Airways of South Africa" at Pretoria (The 
Time s ,  August 1 6 ,  1929, p .  9) , but thi s cannot be--" 
confirmed in other sources. In 1931 , Imperial 
Airways representat ive in South Africa was still 
engaged in forming "a South African Company" with 
Imperial Airways prepared to put up £25 ,000 . AVIA 
2/1879 ,  part I .  Enclosure 81 d,  James Leish ( I .A. 
rep . ) to C .  W.  Malone (South African l'1ini ster of 
Railways and Harbours) , July 1 5 ,  1931 . In J'Wle , 
1932,  Imperials were still  intere sted in forming 
a company in the Union ( ibid. , part II , enc losure 
4a) , but local criticism compelled Imperials to 
withdraw. See review in The Time s ,  June 24 , 1932 ,  
p .  8 ,  and below , chapter VII. 

141 . Imperial Airways , Ltd. Report of the Annual General 
Meeting, 1934. 



Egypt , the situation was less favourable for Imperial 

ambitions , but it was far more crucial to establish a 

firm British presence.  As discussed earlier , Egypt was 

ever the problem, explained best by its ' peculiar '  status 
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. ' . th E . 142 vis-a-vis e mpire . Since 1925 , when the German firm 

of Junkers had made firm proposals to the Egyptian Government 

for domestic air services and training facili tie s ,  143 Great 

Britain had been in the difficult positi on of having to deny 

foreign access to Egyptian ports of entry and at t he same 

time convince Egypt of the merits  of participating in 
144 Imperial air plans . Although Egypt finally supported 

the establ ishment of the Cairo-Cape Town service and 

entered into a firm agreement with Imperi al Airways on 

cabotage and other rights in Egypt , 145 the que stion 

142 . See above , pp . 1 1 5-127. 

143. FO 371/1091 2 ,  Egypt and Sudan , ( 1925 ) , J2790 , 
September 23 ,  1925 , and J2884 , October 2 ,  1925 . 

144.  The task was to persuade Egypt that "guarantees"  
given to Great Britain would also be " in Egypt ' s  
own interests , inasmuch as they would afford a 
safeguard against menace to Egypt itself " .  FO 371/ 
12364 , Egypt and Sudan ( 1 927 ) , J422 , enc losure no . 1 ,  
S/L Long "Note on Prohibition of Foreign Civil  
Aviation in  Egypt " ,  December 25 , 1926. 

145. See above , f .n . 37 . On more than one occasion , 
Imperial Airways considered by-passing Egypt 
altogether such was the exasperation of reaching 
agreements with the Egyptian Government . See FO 
371/1 2365 , Egypt and Sudan ( 1 927) , Hoare to Beharrell , 
July 5 ,  1927 , and FO 371/14629 , Egypt and Sudan ( 1 930 ) , 
J21 24 ,  Woods Humphrey to Long , June 4 ,  1930 .  
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remained as to the extent to which Imperials or another 

British firm could take part in the deve lopment of internal 

air services. 146 Early in 1930 ,  the Foreign Office was 

calling for a po licy in Egyp t , warning that , 

while the Egyptians have as yet shown no 
signs of organising a national aviation 
company , interest in aviation is rapidly 
growing among individuals. Egyptians are 
beginning to learn to fly . • • .  147 

Imperial Airways were "willing and anxious " to move in 

"with the dual object of guiding it with British principles 

and influence , and strengthening the Company ' s  position in 

Egypt " .  148 Imperials ' concern and interest lay in securing 

firmly their crucial position astride the two Imperial 

routes to the east and south. Unfortunately , the Air 

Mini stry , whi le welcoming the Company ' s initiative , feared 

the Company' s  name and its identification with the grand 

ideas of empire could not be sold to the politically 

146. FO 371/14641 , Egypt and Sudan ( 19 30) , J468 , Sir Percy 
Lorraine (UK High Commissioner , Egypt) to Henderson 
(FO ) , February 11 , 1930.  

147 . Ibid. Two prominent Egyptian pilots were Hassanein Bey 
and Mohamed Sidky , the latter having flown out Egypt ' s  
first aircraft from Germany. In February , the Egyptian 
Aero Club was formed ,  Brancker expressing the British 
view that " i t  is most [ sic] important that the Egyptian 
Aero Club is  launcnea under British influence " .  
Otherwise , Junkers would step in. AVIA 2/1 87 3 ,  Aero 
C lub of Egypt - Mi sr Airwork Company ' s  Proposals , 
1930. Part I ,  minute 48 by Brancker ,  July 31 , 1930. 

148 . FO 371/14642 , Egypt and Sudan ( 1 9 30 ) , J928 , Dismore 
to A . M. , March 1 9 ,  1 9 30 .  



sensitive Egyptians , and preferred that National Flying 

Services or Airwork , two British companies ,  step in. 149 

National Flying Services lacked the capital to support 

Briti sh ambitions in Egypt , 1 5° but by 1931 , Airwork and 
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their energetic business representative , F . A . I .  Muntz , were 

able to form a company , Misr Airwork , with the Egyptian 

Misr bank. The Anglo-Egyptian company commenced ai r 

transport operations in 1933 ,  developing routes within 

Egypt and into the Middle East. 1 51 But more important , 

Mi.sr Airwork and Imperial Airways were able to work in 

reasonable harmony until the former was taken over by the 

Egyptian Government in September, 1939 , and thi s assured 

the Cape and Indian routes a certain stability not always 

enjoyed e lsewhere . 1 52 

149. Bullock at the Air Ministry had initially thought that 
Imperials might consider setting up "Egypti an Airways " 
for exploiting internal services.  AVIA 2/1880 , p art I ,  
enclosure 3d , Bullock to Murray (FO) , March 1 1 ,  1930 .  
As well as the Indian and African services , Imperial 
Airways did operate some short- lived Middle Eastern 
routes from Alexandria to Haifa and beyond to Famagusta 
in 1930 and Limassol in 1931 . Stroud , Annals , pp . 84 ,  
90 , 95.  

1 50 .  AVIA 2/1873 ,  part I,  minute 57 , Bertram to Holloway 
(Principal Ass ' t .  Secretary , A . M. ) ,  August 29 , 1930.  
For more on National Flying Services ,  see chapter V.  

1 51 . Airwork was a private British company registered in 1928 
with a nominal capital of £75 ,000 . Misr Airwork (Societe 
Anonyme Misr Airwork) was set up in 1931 with ini tial 
c apital of £E12,000 to carry out all forms of civil 
aviation activity including air transport services to 
the Sudan and Palestine . AVIA 2/1 873 ,  enclosures 95b 
and 1 1 7b .  See note in The Times , January 5 ,  1932, p .  8.  
For a brief history of the airline ' s  activities , see 
Davies , A History of the World ' s  Airlines , p .  199.  

1 52. Misr Airwork was resurrected as Misrair after the war 
and became United Arab Airlines under Nasser. Davi e s ,  
A History of the World ' s  Airlines , pp . 399 , 404. 
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By 1934 ,  Imperial Airways could look back with some 

satisfaction on its performance in Africa.  Whi le a host 

of problems loomed on the horizon in South Africa ,  in the 

implementation of the Empire Air Mail Scheme , in coordinating 

the operations of the feeder line s ,  and in developing a 

service to the West African Colonies , the C airo-Cape Town 

route was developing steadily into a quiet rhythm of 

regularity and routine . One observer insisted that 

Imperial s '  regularity was such that Africans in the 

interior used the service to date occurences with "ye s ,  

that was just before or after the big aeroplane came over " . 1 53 

And even the wild animals , it seems , no longer stampeded but 

now took little notice of the mail aeroplanes .  1 54 The 

observations ring with some truth for Geddes could point 

proudly to the fact that in 1933 ,  for the first time , 100% 

of scheduled flights on the African and Indian services had 

been completed. 155 Given the still difficult circumstances 

1 53 .  

1 54 .  

155 .  

Sir Sam Instone addressing the Rotary Club ( London) , 
October 11 , 1933.  Quoted in The Time s ,  October 1 2 ,  
1933 , p .  9 .  

Ibid. An exception was the lion, "which still resented 
their aerial intrusion of his domains , growling angrily 
and lashing his tail , and then retreating int o the 
densest piece of bush he could find" . 

Imperial Airways , Ltd. Report of the Annual General 
Meetin5, 1934 . In the first year of the Comp any's 
operations , 23"� of scheduled flights were cancelled . 
AVIA 2/636. I . A .  memorandum, p .  5 .  



of the time , this was no mean achievement . Moreover , in 

193 3 ,  Imperials flew 590 , 200 aircraft miles on the Cape 

route carrying 1 9 , 781 passengers and an average load of 

2 , 610 lbs . without loss of or serious damage to a single 

aircraft . 1 56 
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From the start , the route had been a challenge . Aside 

from the obvious physical difficulties in Afri c a ,  Imperia l  

Airways had to tread the narrow path between commercial Blld 

imperial aims . It meant that the company was compel led to 

compromise its own ideals of operation in the premature 

opening of the Cape route , in the aircraft that would be 

employed , and in the selection of ports of call . 1 57 

Compromise seldom serves the aims of excellence as the 

sorry scene in the first days of both the East African and 

Cape services demonstrat ed.  Clearly , the factors of imperi al 

and local politics dictated the circumstances in which the 

airline operated. Still , as one historian has pointed out , 

by the end of 1934 ,  Imperial Airways was operating " one of 

the longest and most expensive air routes in the world" , 1 58 

1 56 .  

1 57 .  

1 58 .  

C .  G .  Burge , ed. , The Air Annual of the British Empire, 
19�4-35 (London) , p .  97. The Air Annual is a useful 
an usually reliable source of airline traffic and 
other statistic s .  

For a discussion of the criteria used i n  setting out 
the African route , see Burchall , "Air Services in 
Africa " ,  pp . 61ff.  

Higham , Britain ' s  Imperial Air Routes ,  p .  1 64 .  
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and , despite a much cri ticised schedule of nine days between 

London and the Cape , was making a success  out of it . With 

the R.A. F . , the private pilot s ,  and the small airlines 

beginning to operate in East Africa ,  the Rhodesias and 

South Africa , Imperial Airways was making Rhode s '  old 

dream a reality in bringing a unity to Britain ' s  African 

empire . 1 59 

But in 19 34 only the first phase of Imperial Airways ' 

role in Africa had been completed , for the story continues 

on to end in 1939 with war and the formation of British 

Overseas Airways Corporation. 160 However , before 

considering the last five years of Imperials ' activities 

in Africa , it is  necessary to examine developments 

originating in British Africa itself. Throughout the 

inter-war period , many attempts were made to initiate 

local air transport and other air services .  161 Some 

were successful , many more were not , yet all these efforts 

were a part of the grand de sign to bring Africa into the 

1 59 .  R . A . F .  operations and flights to East and South Africa 
may be found in the AIR 5 series.  See Bennett , Down 
Africa ' s  Sk�ays , or Jones , The Time Shrinkers for 
f,rivate fli�ts in Africa during this period. The 
'small airlines" will be discussed below , chapters 

V-VII. 

160 .  See chapter XI. 

161 . See Appendix II for a listing of companies and 
proposals for air service s ,  191 9-1939 .  
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modern age of air transport and communications . In East , 

Central , South and West Africa , African pioneers laid the 

groundwork for the future , and in the process made civil 

aviation an integral part of African development . For the 

most part the beginnings were modest , but a generation 

later the modern fleets of Air Malawi , Air Rhodesia , Air 

Zambia , East African Airways , Ghana Airways , Nigeria 

Airways , Sierra Leone Airways , South African Airways , 

and Sudan Airways are proud testimony to the persi stence 

of the air pioneers . A study of the se pioneer years is 

the theme of the following four chapters . 



CHAPTER V 

BRITISH EAST AFRICA : PIONEERS 

AND WILSON AIRWAYS, 1925-1939 
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Ours was a young world , eager for gifts . • • •  

Beryl Markham. 1 

For over half a century , British East Afri ca was an 

important and integral part of the Briti sh colonial empire 

. Af . 2 in rica. In the 1920 ' s  and 1930 ' s , it was a large and 

sprawling territory of some 680 ,000 square miles , stretching 

more than 1 ,000 miles from the Sudane se border in the north 

to Northern Rhodesia in the south , and spreading inland 

from the Indian Ocean some 700 miles to the borders of 

the Belgian Congo . While the terrain and climate vary 

considerably throughout this vast territory,  in general , 

the topography i s  characteri sed by the high plateau which 

1 .  West with the Night (London , 1943) ,  p .  1 75 .  Miss 
Markham's autobiography recalls her years as a pilot 
in ·Kenya in the 1930 ' s .  

2.  The political expression ' British East Africa ' i s  used 
here to mean collectively the territories of Uganda, 
Kenya , Tanganyika , and Zanzibar. For a general 
historical background to the are a ,  see , for example , 
George Bennet t ,  Ken a :  a Political Histor : the 
Colonial Period ondon , 1 63 , • arlow and • M. 
Chilver ,  eds . , History of East Afric a ,  vol .  II (London , 
1965) , and K .  Ingham , The Makins of Modern Uganda 
( London, 1958) . As yet ,  there is no published history 
of aviation in East Africa.  



rises in the Ethiopian highlands and carries southward the 

length of the continent to South Africa.  Much of Ugand a ,  

for example , lie s  about 3 , 500 feet above sea leve l ,  while 

through Kenya and Tanganyika , elevations above 5 , 000 feet 
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are common . 3 Thus , despite Briti sh East Africa ' s  geographic 

location athwart the equator , the generally high elevations 

temper what might otherwise be a harsh climate . Neither 

the rains nor the upper range of temperatures are as 

enervating to Europeans as they are , say, in We st Africa  

or the Sudan. In the history of British East Africa,  

e specially Kenya , these climatic factors are important . 

They meant that , as in parts of the Rhodesias and South 

Africa , the area was attractive to white settlement . In 

turn , this had a crucial bearing on the development of 

civil air transport . In general , attempts to establi sh 

any sort of civil aviation in Africa grew out o f  the whi te 

settler community , and it was the settler group in Kenya , 

and , to a lesser extent , in Tanganyika , who led British 

East Africa into the twentieth-century world of aviation. 4 

3 .  A brief but comprehensive essay dealing with East African 
climate and topography is provided in S . J . K .  Baker , "The 
East African Environment" ,  in R. Oliver and G .  Mathew, 
eds . , Hi story of East Africa ,  vol . I (London , 1968 ) , 
1-22. In the early years of aviation , high ele vations 
posed special problems for aeroplane operation , 
critically affecting take-off and single engine 
performance .  For example , Jinj a is over 4 , 000 feet 
above sea level , Nairobi , about 5 , 500 feet , and Eldoret , 
6 , 863 feet.  

4 .  The white settler society was never very large but i t  did 
command the heights of politics and the economy. In 1937 , 
the estimated European population was :  Uganda , 2 , 1 1 1 , 
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Like much of Africa in this period , British East Africa 

suffered the inadequacies of a transport system which hindered 

development and communications alike . 5 Three rail lines 

linked the coast with the hinterland , and there was a 

scattering of good roads in Kenya and Uganda , but north-

south communications , except along the coast , were virtually 

non-existant . 6 The major ports of Dar es Salaam and Mombasa 

gave East Africa a maritime link with the outside world , but 

here emphasis had been placed on the development of facilities 

for the handling of commercial cargo. Ocean services for the 

transport of passengers and mails were notoriously infrequent 

and irregular , re-inforcing the idea that British East Africa 

stood apart in isolation from the mainstream of Imperial and 

world traffic .  7 Clearly, in the years following World War 

I ,  this large part of Great Britain ' s  African empire was in 

4. ( continued) Kenya , 1 9 , 211 , and Tanganyika , 9 , 107 , for a 
total of 30 , 429 , excluding Zanzibar. See Colonial Office , 
An Economic Surve of the Colonial Em ire ( 19 37 ) , Colonial 

o. 1 ondon, 1 4 , pp . 2, 1 ,  
5 .  See discussion by Frederick Tymms in AIR 5/1424 ( also AVIA 

2/350 ) , Civil Aviation in East Africa. Report on 
Investigation , 1 928 , (hereinafter , Tymms Report ) ,  pp . 3 1 3-
1 4 .  A more ' recent ' asses sment of road and rail transp ort 
development is Irene S .  van Dongen , The Briti sh East Africa 
Transport Complex (Chicago , 1 954) , while a general 
discussion may be found in Hailey, African Survey , 
pp . 1 555-58 , 1 578-84. 

6. The railways averaged about 1 5  mi les an hour in the 
1 920 ' s .  The one north-south road was often impassable 
for weeks on end during the rainy se asons . 

7. See above , p .  261 , for comment on sea services to 
East Africa. 



dire need of every kind of transport and communications 

development , and it was in thi s world that British East 
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Africa ' s  air pioneers argued the case for the establishment 

of air transport services. For them, progress and 

devel opment began with good communicati ons , and in the 

vastness of East Africa,  the aeroplane could serve the 

community in a way that neither road nor rail transport 

would do for years to come . 8 

By the end of World War I ,  the aerop lane was no 

stranger to many parts of East Africa. The Germans had 

brought in an aircraft to Dar es Salaam as early as July, 

1914. 9 The Royal Navy had used a Curti ss hydroplane in 

its search for the German cruiser Konigsberg in the Rufigi 

delta in the same ye ar . 10 In 191 5 ,  the first landing 

ground was laid out on Mafia Island , and others were 

established at Moshi and Kilwa . 1 1  At least six aeroplanes 

8. As Tymms could p oint out , "The country is • . • one which 
is  naturally fitted for the development of air transport " .  
AIR 5/1424 , Tymms Report , p .  314. The Kenyan pioneers , 
men and women like John \ later Lord) Carberry , Tom 
Campbell Black , Flora Wilson,  and many more , of course , 
shared this view. 

9 .  See A . M. D .  Howe s ,  "Some Detai ls o f  the First Twenty
five Years of Flying in Tanganyika , 1914-1939" , 
Tanganyika Notes and Records (June , 1958 ) ,  pp . 39-47 . 

10.  AIR 1/674 . Destruction of the German Crui ser 
'Konigsberg ' in the Rufigi Delta , East Africa,  
6th and 1 1 th July, 191 5 .  

Howe s ,  "Some Details of the First Twenty-five Years 
of Flying in Tanganyika , 1914-1939 " , pp. 39-40 . 
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were flying over Tanganyika in that year --- two Sopwith 

seaplane s ,  two Henry Farmans , and two Caudron aircraft ---

and the Royal Naval Air Service and later the Royal Flying 

Corps were active in Kenya as well.  1 2  None of this activity 

pointed positively to the development of civil aviation in the 

territory after the war , but it was proof that aeroplanes 

could operate in the African environment , while the training 

of both air and ground personnel ,  and the construction of 

landing grounds , provided a base upon whi ch future air 

intere sts could build . 

As noted earlier , in 1919 the Royal Air Force had 

completed their great survey of the Cairo to Cape Town 

air route , establi shing numerous aerodromes and landing 

grounds along the way. 1 3  In East Africa ,  in addition to 

emergency fields , aerodromes were set up at Jinj a ,  Kisumu, 

Mwanza and Tabora , all built with the idea that the Cairo 

to Cape Town airway would soon attract a steady flow of 

civil air transport traffic and the scattered parts of the 

Empire would be days rather than weeks and months apart . 14  

12 .  For details see AIR 1/725 ( 3 ) .  Royal Naval Air Service 
Operations in East Africa ,  November 22 , 1 914 - January 
28 ' 1917.  

1 3 .  See above , pp . 58-62 . 

14. In 1 91 9 ,  the estimated time to travel overland from 
Cairo to Mwanza ,  for example , was given as 30-40 days . 
To extend the journey southward to Tabora would require 
another ten days . Aeroplanes ,  averaging 100 miles an 
hour , could cover the distance in 4-5 days . See A . M. , 
"Notes on Air Routes ; I :  To South Africa" . 



There is no evidence to suggest that the governments or the 

while settler communities in British �ast Africa re sponded 

with any immediate enthusiasm to the possibilitie s  of thi s 

development . Nor was there much more than a qui etly 

interested reaction to the Cockerell-Broome and Van 

Ryneveld-Brand flights as they passed along the route 

in their attemp ts to reach Cape Town in 1 920 . This 

general passivity was not unlike that noted in the United 

Kingdom at the same time . 4 5  While the case for improved 

communications facilitie s was unquestionably a strong one , 

and it is more than like ly that both admini strations and 

the white community generally were conscious of their near 

isolation , the fact remained that political matters of 

larger import were commanding the scene . 16 In addition , 

the disasters which accompanied the five Cape flight 

attempts did little to inspire confidence in the future 

of the aeroplane , and what ideas were expressed about civil 

aviation development were couched in the language of 

scepticism. 17 Generally , it was evident that the East 

1 5 .  See above , pp . 1 2ff. 
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16.  For the white community in  Kenya , especially , energie s  
were being consumed in the Indian and land questions , 
and an ill-fated struggle for ' responsible government '  
on the Rhode sian model of 1923. A brief but adequate 
re sume of the political situation in Kenya may be found 
in George Bennett , "Settlers and Politics in Kenya , up 
to 1945" , in Harlow and Chilver , History of East Africa,  
pp . 265- 332.  

17.  See , for example , Leo W'almsley , "The Recent Trans-Afri can 
Flight and i ts Lesson " .  Walmsley , however , was not 
closing the door on the aeroplane , but on its 
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African admini strations were not prepared to take any 

initiatives in civil air transport , preferring t o  follow 

the British lead at ' home ' while holding to a ' wait and 

see '  line of policy in East Africa. 1 8  Unlike South Africa 

or Southern Rhodesia ,  where interested parties were making 

tbe attempt at least to promote the cause of civil aviati on , 

British East Africa did little but maintain the airfields 

inherited from the R . A . F .  19 In a despatch to the Colonial 

Office in late 1921 , Kenya ' s  Governor Northey made clear the 

dormant state of affairs ; 

18. 

19.  

( continued) capabilities as a reliable means of 
transport . On his own flying experiences , see 
F lying and Sport in East Africa ( London , 1920 ) . 

None of the East African administrations were ready 
to invest capital in what was clearly a speculat ive 
venture at the time . As  wel l , it was assumed that 
Great Britain would take the lead in promoting imperial 
tie s , a more attractive idea than the establishment of 
local air services . It should be noted too that none 
of the early post-war Governors , Sir Edward Northey 
(Kenya , 1919-22) , Sir Robert Coryndon (Uganda , 1918-
22 and Kenya , 1922-25 ) ,  Sir Geoffrey Archer (Uganda � 1922-25) , and Sir Horace Byatt (Tanganyika , 1 916-25 ; 
approached aviation with the same enthusiasm as their 
successors , Sir Edward Grigg (Kenya , 1925- 31 ) ,  Sir 
William Gowers (Uganda , 1925- 32) , and Sir Donald 
C ameron ( T anganyika ,  1 925- 31 ) .  

Agreement was reached between the African governments 
and the Air Mini stry on the take-over and maintenance 
of the airfie lds bui lt along the Cape route October 1 ,  
1920 .  See enclosure s ,  AVIA 2/69 , Civi l  Avia tion. 
British East Africa.  Policy , 1920-22. For South 
Africa and Southern Rhode sia ,  see below , chapters 
VI and VII . 



• • .  no aviation either civil or military 
having been undertaken in this Colony 
during the l ast half year , I have no 
report to make in this connection. 20 
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The situation remained much as Northey had reported it 

until 1924-25 when Tony Gladstone arrived on the scene to 

spark an interest in developing an air link between the 

Sudan and Kenya . 21 However , in the interim, the Air 

Mini stry , in its "Summary of Proposals to Operate various 

Air Routes " ,  did note that suggestions and proposals had 

been made concerning two routes ; Cairo to Nairobi , and 

Aden to Mombasa. About the former , it reported "no 

information" , but on the latter , the A . M. understood that 

For the last two years the East African 
Trading Company Limited has been endeavouring 
to induce the Briti sh Government and the local 
Governments in East Africa to guarantee a mail 
subsidy for either a weekly or bi-weekly air 
service • • • •  

Nothing had come of thi s ,  the A . M. reported , because 

the local governments were inhibited by " financial 

stringency" ,  and the post office was disintere sted in 

the small volume of mail involved. 22 Thus , for several 

years after the war , and for five years after the Air 

20 . Ibid. Northey to Churchil l ,  November 3 ,  1921 . 

21 . See above , pp . 1 1 0 ,  186ff. 

22. AVIA 2/21 6. A.M.  "Summary" , para . 5 ,  April 10 , 1924. 
Reference to a C airo-Nairobi service probably stemmed 
from the Vickers proposals in 1919 ( see above , pp . 35-
39) . No record of the East African Trading Company 
correspondence has been located. 
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Ministry had taken the first steps to bring avi ation to 

Africa in the ' opening ' of the Cairo to Cape Town route , 

there was neither settler nor offici Rl intere st in pursuing 

air transport ideas . In these early years , thi s  situation 

was typical of most of colonial Africa ,  with the exception 

of the Belgian Congo , and , indeed , of the Empire at large , 

including Great Britain. 2 3  Until at least 1925 , apathy 

towards the aeroplane and air transport ideas was more 

general than interest , doubt was more common than 

confidence , and capital found its way to less speculati ve 

enterprises for there was little evidence at this point to 

argue the ultimate success of air transport operations . 

But , while a bold few promoted the cause of air transport 

in England , Australi a ,  Canada , South Afric a ,  and , to a 

lesser extent , in Southern Rhodesia , in British East Africa 

there appe ared to be no one with the capital or daring , the 

prerequisites for air transport succes s .  24 Fortunately , 

the situation was temporary and amenable to change for a 

number of reasons , and from 1925 onwards , air transport 

development in Briti sh East Africa  moved forward slowly 

2 3 .  La Ligne Aerienne du Roi Albert (LARA) operated the 
first airline service in Africa in 1920 , linking 
Leopoldville with N ' Gombe , and by 1 922 , with 
Stanleyville . Davies , A History of the World ' s  
Airlines , pp . 72-73. For public and general interest 
in Great Bri tain , see above , chapters I-II . 

24. The proper equipment was also necessary . Most of the 
aeroplanes and engines built before 1925 were totally 
inadequate to operate safely in the highlands of East 
Africa .. 



but steadily with the result that on the eve of World War 

I I ,  the colonies were enj oying the benefits of a network 

of internal air services and a thrice-weekly air l ink with 

the United Kingdom. 

Undoubtedly the establishment of Imperial Airways in 

Great Britain had considerable influence in Briti sh East 

Africa.  The British government had been won to the idea 

that civil avi ation he ld out great promi se for the future 

of British and Imperial communications , and , moreover,  

300 

required capital and moral support to deve lop its potentia l .  25 

Great Bri tain , in e ffect , was act ing as the pioneer and model 

against which the co lonies , p articularly those wi th substantial 

white settlement , could compare and re-evaluate their air 

transport ideas and requirements . When Tony Gl adstone 

commenced his negotiations with the East African governments 

for the establi shment of a Khartoum-Ki sumu air service in 

1 925 , he was received with a great deal more interest and 

enthusi asm than would have been the case a year or two 

before.  26 

G l adstone and the North Sea Aerial Transport Company , 

with whom the East African governments agreed t o  sponsor 

25.  See above , chapter I I .  

26. As noted earli er ,  Gladstone was acting on behalf of 
Robert Blackburn . The Blackburn intere st in Africa 
concerned mainly the Nile route over which it hoped 
to run Blackburn flying-boat s. See The Blackburn 
Story, p p .  22- 3 .  
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experimental flights between the Sudan and Kenya , met with 

little operational success in their efforts to deve lop an 

African service. The ' Pelican ' could only complete eight 

of the contracted 24 fl ight s , a disappointing demonstration 

of air transport capabi lities.  27 Alan Cobham ' s  assi stance 

at this point was helpful , but the resultant merger of the 

Blackburn and Cobham interests to form Cobham-Blackburn 

Airlines in 1928 did not alter the fact that much more 

support for the establi shment of air services was required 

than the small companies or the local governments were 

prepared to provide. 28 Nonetheless , Gladstone ' s  work 

in East Africa , helped by the fl ights of Cobham and the 

R . A . F .  through the are a ,  set in train a number of devel opment s . 29 

Most obvious was the awakening of genuine intere st on the part 

of the East African adminis trations , and their desire to have 

27 . See above , pp . 187-94 for detail s  o f  the experimental 
Khartoum-Ki sumu service . With the fai lure of the 
' Pelican ' , G ladstone was forced to re-negotiate the 
agreement . See corre spondence in FO 371 /1 2389 (Egypt 
and Sudan) , 1927 , E .  Hudson, Secre tary , North Sea 
Aerial and General Transport Ltd. to A . M. , December 
1 ,  1927. 

28. For the moment , both companies and the local governments 
were interested in the Cape route and the connection to 
the United Kingdom, not local air services. The East 
African Colonies followed the A . M. view that the Cairo 
to Cape Town service "be the first consideration so far 
as expendi ture by the Colony of subsidies for commercial 
flying is concerned • • • •  " AVIA 2/296 , enclosure 3 3A ,  
Hol loway ( A . M. ) to CO,  February 21 , 1929 . 

29. Cobham ' s  work is discussed above , chapter I I I .  For 
reports on R . A . F .  flight s through East Africa to the 
C ape , see AIR 5/620 , chapter 14 ( 1926) ; AIR 2/299( 3 ) , 
AIR 5/435 and AIR 5/821 ( 1927) ; AIR 2/336 and AIR 5/823 
( 1928 ) ;  AIR 5/461 and AIR 5/824 ( 1929) .  
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their situation studi ed by an ' expert ' .  The Governors who 

had committed their administrations to support Glads tone 

were , of course , concerned about the failure of the K.hartoum

Kisumu experiment , but they were not di scouraged. They 

rec ogni zed that what was needed was a full- sc ale and thorough 

examination of the problems and potential of East Africa as 

a pre lude to continuing support of the air transport idea.  

In a minute to Hoare , Brancker noted that Kenya ' s  Governor 

Grigg , 

was anxious that Kenya should get the full 
benefit of aviation in the future , and 
suggested that the only satisfactory means 
of assessing what could be done in a Colony 
would be to send out an expert to that 
Colony to go thoroughly into all its 
problems on the spot . 30 

Grigg was supported strongly by his Tanganyikan and 

Ugandan counterparts wh om Bertram at the Air Ministry 

recorded as having expre ssed " in strong terms their desire 

to have a vi sit from a civil aviation expert who could 

spend six months in East Africa " .  34 With the three East 

African governments prepared to pay the costs of their 

desired study, the Air Ministry acted promptly. On 

December 1 ,  1927 , Frederick Tymms , A . M. Superintendant 

30 . AVIA 2/291 , Suggestions for Extension of Aviati on in 
Kenya and other Colonie s .  Suggestion t o  send Expert 
out . Loan of Captain Tymms to Colonial Offi ce to 
Advi se on Civil Avi ation Prospects in Brit ish East 
Africa. Minute 3 ,  Brancker to Hoare , May 24 , 1927 . 

31 . Ibid. , Minute 6 ,  Bertram to Brancker , June 1 0 ,  1 927 . 
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of the Cairo-Karachi civi l  air service , was instructed " t o  

proceed as soon a s  po s sible by the Nile route s o  as to make 

yourself acquainted with the local condi tions • • • •  " 32 Tymms 

departed from Cairo on January 4 ,  and during the next eight 

months and 1 3 , 950 mil e s  of travel , prepared the report which 

was t o  guide air transport thinking in East Africa for more 

than a decade . It was , to use a Churchilli an phrase , 

"Napoleonic both in compass and precision " .  3 3  

Tymms ' first responsibility was t o  study the area from 

the point of view of an Egypt-East Africa air service , and 

his lengthy stay and travels through the colonies were made 

largely with this in mind . 34 In part , he was charged 

specifically to examine the Cobham-Gladstone proposals 

before the East Afri can Governors meeting in Nairobi , and 

report on the feasability of the company ' s  ideas on air 

development . 35 As far a s  Tymms was concerned, the company 

32. A.M.  Civil Aviation in East Africa. Report on 
Investigation , 1928 . P .  1 .  A separate bound copy 
of the Tymms Report may be found in the Board of Trade , 
Civil Avi ation Archive s ,  London. 

3 3 .  Churchil l ' s  remarks were used t o  describe Sir Percy 
Girouard ' s  1907 report on Nigerian development . Quo ted 
in Hyam, E lgin and Churchi ll at the Colonial Office , 
p .  447 . The Tymms1 report , which remained unpublished , 
i s  a massive document of 332 page s ,  and a mine of fact 
and observation pertaining to aviation prospects in East 
Africa. It was the first detailed study by Great Britain 
of air transport in Africa and the model for later reports 
on the Cape route and West Africa.  

34. The greater part of the Tymms Report is devoted to an 
analysis of the "Egypt-East Afri ca Air Servi ce " .  See 
the Report , pp . 39ff . 

3 5 .  See above , pp . 195-97 for brief discussion. 



could not handle the proposed Alexandria-Mwanza service 

wi thout a substantial incre ase in capital support , and 
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as he pointed out , "none of t he Governments feel s disposed 

to increase its offer of contribution to subsidy , • • •  " 36 

T;ymms ' solution to the apparent impasse was to have Imperial 

Airways operate the route as far south as Khartoum and the 

Cobham group operate with seap lanes over the route to 

Kisumu. 37 It was a proposal which could sati sfy no one , 

and Tymms ' ideas for Imperi al Airways cooperation were more 

sanguine than reali stic . Still , his scheme had considerable 

merit .  Imperial Airways could run their part of the service 

out of Egypt from existing terminal facilities and with 

equipment identical to that going into service on the 

Indian route . This would mean a need for a much smaller 

subsidy on the Khartoum sector than would be the case with 

the Cobham group . The l atter , in the meantime , would base 

their op erations at Kisumu from which point they could 

operate the Khartoum-Ki sumu sector with one type of 

aircraft , develop internal service s ,  and ultimately 

prepare and operate the route south to South Africa.  

The East African colonies would still be  required to 

provide subsidy support in excess of their present scale 

of commitment , but the amounts would be much less than the 

36. Tymms Report , p .  41 . 

37 .  Ibid. , p .  49 . 
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Cobham-Gladstone interests were asking for a through service 

to Alexandria.  38 
In all , Tymms held out high hop es for an East African 

service . He saw great traffic potential coming out of the 

Belgian Congo with Belgian air services feeding the Ni le 

route at Juba in the Sudan. 39 Mails to and from East 

Africa would likewise produce a good volume of traffic , 

especially as an air mail service would provide " what is 

now lacking in East Africa,  a regular service with an 

interval of seven days in place of one which has varied 

up to as much as 18 days " .  40 Tymms found possible passenger 

traffic more difficult to asses s ,  although cl early not as 

promising as the Indi an route . He did point out the use of 

the service which might be made by the colonial administrations 

for offic ials proceeding to and re turning from England on 

leave . In East Africa , officials received six months le ave 

after 30 months service , exclusive of travelling time . The 

air service could reduce the travelling time from two months 

38. Ibid. However , As Tymms pointed out , " the East African 
Governments , while anxious to see the service extended 
towards the south , are not disposed to commit themselves 
to addi tional expenditure at an early date " .  

39. Ibid . , pp . 52- 5 3 .  In Mombas a ,  Tymms had talks with 
Belgium ' s  Prince Eugene de Ligne on Belgi an-British 
cooperation. Tymms was convinced that the Congo 
traffic would be considerable , and the Belgians should 
be induced to link up with the Nile route rather than 
with the French route across the Sahara. 

40. Ibid. , p .  54. 
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to three weeks , a saving in salaried time of about £60 for 

each period of leave . 41 In addi tion , the e stimated £87 air 

fare from Port Said to Nairobi was less than existing 

transportation costs by other means . 42 

While Tymms was most concerned to study the problems 

and possibilities of the Nile route , he was not unaware of 

the need to look at the local si tuation. In thi s respect , 

Tymms ' visit was most timely for the settler community was 

awakening rapidly to the air age . In bis correspondence 

with the Air Mini stry , Tymms was struck by the 

• • •  very marked interest of a widespread 
nature in flying , and particularly in the 
possibility of owning light aeroplanes , 
not only in Kenya , but in Tanganyika. 43 

This new development owed its genesis to a number of 

factors , but in the main, it stemmed from the effort s  of a 

few enterprising individuals , eager to promote an ' air sens e '  

in East Africa. In 1927 , Captain T .  Campbell Black , in a 

le tter to Brancker at the Air Mini stry , expressed his 

41 . Ibid. , p .  105 . The point here is that offi cial leave 
started and finished at the port of embarkation , e . g . , 
Egypt , and there was no inducement to save t ime . In 
e ffect , East African governments were losing officials 
for eight not s ix months after each tour . 

42 . Ibid. For example , travel by the Nile route meant 
train and steamer to Rejaf , then automobile t o  Tororo , 
and train to Nairobi . The trip from Port Said ( the 
most used port of embarkation) thus took 25 days and 
cost about £110.  

43.  AVIA 2/ 314, Civil Avi ation in East Africa. Enclosure 
1 2 a ,  Tymms to A . M. , April 1 2 ,  1928 . 
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intere st in setting up a light aeroplane club in Kenya and 

in organising air transport . " I  was promi sed considerable 

support " ,  he wrote , " t o  any sound scheme holding promise of 

ultimate financial success" .  44 In August , 1927 , the Kenya 

Aero Club was formed,  largely through the efforts of John 

and Mrs . M. Carberry , Commander L. Mansfi eld Robinson , 

A. Dunstan Adams , Sir Piers Mostyn and others . In 1928 , 

the Club had become the Aero Club of East Africa with 
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branches in Mombas a ,  Entebbe and Dar e s  Salaam ,  was 

publishing a small journal , East African Avi ation , and 

counted some 300 members . 45 As well , the Club had ambitions 

to act as a reserve air defence force carrying out government 

and emergency duties in return for subsidi zed support . 46 

44. AVIA 2/296 , Kenya - Commercial Avi ation , 1927. 
Enclosure 1c , Campbe ll Black to Brancker ,  July 28 , 1 92? . 

45. The Aero Club also published a monthly newsletter , 
Aeroken , but it had no buildings or aircraft . Many 
of its members were ex-servicemen. Tymms reviewed the 
club ' s  beginnings in "Prospects of Civi l  Aviation in 
E ast Africa" , Journal of the Ro al Aeronautical Societ , 
XXXIII (November , 1 , 1 0- • ee too , um e 
Beginnings of East Africa ' s  Aero Club" , East African 
Standard , August 1 ,  1969 , p .  iv, and J .  J. Purniss , 
"Aviation in East Africa" , Corona , XIII ( October , 1 961 ) , 
384-87 . 

46. AVIA 2/332,  Kenya - Proposed Aero Club for Air Defence 
Force , 16. 5 . 28 - .  See AVIA 2/296 , enclosures 14b and 
1 4c ,  Governor Grigg to CO,  March 1 2 ,  1928 , and Aero Club 
to Colonial Secretary , Nairobi , January 1 ,  1928 , on ideas 
for an air defence role for the club . The club sought a 
mail contract as well . Enc losure 30c , A. Dunstan Adams 
to Colonial Secretary , Nairobi , Sept ember 1 3 ,  1928 . 
Also Tymms Report , pp . 316- 2 3 ,  on ambitions of club . 
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commander Robinson was , in Tymms ' view , the " moving spirit " 

behind the formation of Bri ti sh East African Airways (B . E . A . A . ) 

iate in 1928 . This company likewise asked for subsidy support 

and air mail contrac t s ,  enlisting the support of Blackburn and 

Gladstone , still anxious to work in East Africa even a s  i t  

appeared their hopes for the Nile route were fast 

disappearing . 47 

In early 1928 , Tymms reported there were six aeroplanes 

in Kenya , including two Klemm Daimlers owned by the German 

firm, Africans Ltd .  48 Of the latter , the East African 

Standard noted,  

47. Brancker noted that Gladstone and Bl ackburn had expressed 
a willingne ss to j oin Sir Piers Mostyn , Lord Delamere , 
Mr. Carberry and Commander Robinson in the formation of 
a new company. AVIA 2/296 , Minute 28 , January 25 , 1929 . 
In e arly 1929 , Gladstone , on behalf of B . E . A . A . , asked 
for a subsidy from the Kenya government of £ 3 , 000 p . a .  
for five yeaxs . AVIA 2/296 , enclosure 37b , Maxch 28 , 
1929 . The request was denied,  Kenya having agreed with 
the Air Ministry that "the grant of any subsidy towards 
internal aviation should await the development of the 
main pro ject " .  Enclosure 37f . One should note here 
that the exact relationships of the Aero Club ,  B . E . A . A. , 
and the Gladstone/Blackburn intere sts are difficult to 
determine on the evidenc e .  The leading personalities 
in the first two were in the main identical ( e . g. , 
Commander Robinson was Vice-President of the Aero C lub 
and a Director of B . E . A . A . ) , and the corre spondence i s  
not always cle ar a s  t o  what group i s  reque sting assi stance . 

48 .  Tymms Report , p .  312.  Only one of the German aerop lanes 
was actually flying , but along with Carberry and Robinson, 
the German pilot had done " quite a bi t "  of taxi work and 
j oy-riding in Kenya . By the time Tymms left , only one 
aeroplane was still in service , the others either sold 
or de stroyed . 



Further proof of German enterprise is the 
exhibition in Nairobi now of the first 
light aerop lane for private flying to be 
imported in Kenya for sale in response to 
the keen interest in flying evinced in the 
Colony. 49 

309 

The implication was clear .  Where was Briti sh enterprise? 

Tymms , for one , was sceptical that an air transport company 

could operate regular air services in the territories 

successfully, but he did see a future for a light aeroplane 

organization providing ' taxi ' service s ,  flying training , and 

the sale of aeroplanes and part s .  50 The question was , why 

not De Havilland or another British firm to supply the 

aeroplanes and expertise instead of a German company? 

Here , as elsewhere in Africa during the inter-war period, 

the British were touched with near paranoia in the face of 

German plans to develop any form of air services . 51 

These several developments pertaining to local air 

services  prompted a number of responses.  For Tymms , an 

immediate need was for the drafting of air navigation 

directions in the three territories  to provide for control 

49. AVIA 2/314 , enclosure 12a,  Tymms to A . M. , April 1 2 ,  
1928 , cutting from East Afri can Standard o f  April 5 .  

50. Ibid. 

51 . The evidence is  more obvious , perhap s ,  in South Africa.  
See  below, chapters VII and XI. The Air Ministry also 
feared German advances in West Africa and Egyp t .  
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and the maintenance of st andards based on the United Kingdom 

�odel.  
52 Tymms also recommended the building of aerodrome s 

at Kisumu , Nairobi and Mombasa in Kenya , and landing grounds 

at Nj oro , Nakuru , Naivasha,  Kaj i ado , Magadi Junction ,  Makindu, 

Kanga , Voi and Mackinnon Road. 53 In 1929,  the Kenya government , 

" anxious to encourage C i vil Aviation in thi s Colony" , provided 

£3 ,000 in the estimat e s  for carrying out Tymms '  recommendations . 54 

The Associated Chambers of Commerce of East Afri c a ,  obviously 

caught up in the airmindedne ss of the moment and aware of the 

advantages which could come to the commercial community from 

52. Some existing British legislation already applied to the 
East African territories . The 1922 Air Navigation 
( Colonies and Pro tectorates ) Order in Council applied 
certain sections of the 1920 Air Navigation Act .  The 
Air Navigation ( Colonies , Protectorate s  and Mandated 
Territories ) Order in Council of 1927 applied many 
detailed provisions of the British Order in Council . 
The International Convention for Air Navigation applied 
to the terri torie s  as well . Local regulati ons to regulate 
certain matters had been set out in Kenya and Uganda before 
1928 , but not Tanganyika . Tymms Report , pp . 298-99 . In 
discussions with Tymms , e ach of the three territorie s  
drafted regulations similar to the Briti sh legislati on , 
with provi sions for temporary relaxation by the Governor 
should local conditions make them impracticable . In each 
territory, an Air Board , headed by the Coloni al Secretary 
and made up of interested Department Heads , was set up to 
advise the Governor. See Jones , The Time Shrinkers ,  p. 85 , 
and Tymms , "Prospects of Civil Aviation in East Africa" , 
p .  1078 . 

53. AVIA 2/351 . Enclosure . of Civi l  
Avi ation in Ken a Colon 

recommen ations were ma e 
Zanzibar was ignored. 

54. AVIA 2/296. Enclosure 37E . Juxon Barton (Acting 
Colonial Secretary , Kenya ) to Gladstone and B . E . A . A . , 
I1ay 22 , 1929 .  
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ir development , were prepared to call for greater action 

hall had Tymms . Pointing out "the urgent necessity of 

a.king provision for the establishment of Inter-communication 

Air transport between the three territories , in addition 

0 the Imperial Airway routes" , the Association recommended 

hat , 

( a )  Land should be re served in the Town 
Planning of every Township for an aerodrome 
and landing ground ; (b) Suitable landing 
grounds should be developed at intervals  
along routes  which can produce traffic ; 
( c )  Every encouragement shall be given to 
any Company or Companie s  of approved repute 
which may develop an Air Transport service 
in the Territories ; (d)  Inve stigation should 
be made to ascertain how far the Governments 
can support Air Transport service by using 
aircraft for urgent Official j ourneys and 
for the carrying of dispatches and public 
mails.  55 

( a )  and (b)  were reasonable proposals if one assumed 

;hat future traffic would be made up exclusively of light 

eroplanes .  Otherwi se , the ideas were well beyond the mean s  

r the will o f  the administrations t o  provi de .  ( c )  reflected 

he general concern in East Africa that control of the proposed 

lervices along the Imperial route and local routes should 

1emain in East African hands , as repre sented by Gladstone 

�r others . 56 As to ( d ) , only Tanganyika appear s  to  have 

5. Tymms Report , p .  324. 

>6. See above , pp . 21 5-16.  This concern was directed to the 
main Egypt-East Africa  line as well as local development . 
The fear was of Imperial Airways , or as Governor Grigg 
expressed it later , "the arguments against sole control 
of the operation of an Imperial route being left to a 
necessarily monopolistic concern are obvious • • • •  " AVIA 
2/422.  Kenya N o .  52 , Grigg to Passfield , April 12 ,  1 930 . 



taken this idea seriously with the establ ishment of a 

Government Air Service mainly with air survey work in 

mind , but also to carry out operations as sugge sted in 

the Associati on proposals . 57 From 1930 to 1933 , the 

Tanganyikan Air Service , with a fleet of six aeroplane s  

and four pilots , flew a great deal throughout the terri tory 

in roles as varied as map-making and the stocking of the 

Mufindi rivers with trout . In 1932 , for example , 70 , 600 
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miles were flown,  of which 47 ,000 miles were on transport 

service , much of the latter in the carriage of government 

officials and the Governor , Sir Stuart Symes .  5S Unfortunately , 

the costs of maintaining the Government Air Services could not 

survive the depression. Tanganyika was c ommitted to a £1 0 , 000 

p . a .  subsidy to the Imperial Airways service until 1936. In 

addition, it was paying for air mail carriage , and the 

maintenance of faciliti e s  whose costs ranged from £3,000 
59 to £5 , 000 p . a . This was more than the Tanganyikan 

57. The idea was pressed by P . E . L .  Gethin,  the Director of 
Survey, who became T anganyika ' s  first Direc tor of Civil 
Aviation. See Howe s , "Some Details of the First Twenty
five Years of Flying in Tanganyika" .  Also Cameron , 117: 
Tansan:ika Service and Some Nigeri a ,  pp . 72-73 , and 
"Aviation in Tanganyika", Aeroplane , September 10 , 
19  30 ' p .  628. 

58. 

59. 

- 4 (London , -rii!.....,...._,--....p-.�""""'.--""'"'-e--a-e-r-o-p--a-n-e-s��i..-�----:-+-��-with funds 
from the Colonial Development 

Colonial Office , Report by Sir Sydney Armitage-Smith on 
a Financial Mi ssion to Tanganyika . Cmd. 4182 (1932), 
pp. 68ff. The Re�ort was sharply critical of the extent 
of Tanganyika ' s  financial commitments to civil aviation. 
It hoped to see the territory relieved of the costs of 
maintaining the wireless stations at Noshi , Dodoma and 
Mbeya , questioned the utility of aeroplanes in survey 
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economy could bear , and Government air services were sharply 

cut back. Sir Sydney Armitage-Smi th ' s Report admitted the 

need for some air transport to be available for the Governor 

and higher official s , but rec ommended that " the cadre be 

reduced to what is indispensible for that nec essary service11 • 60 

In 1 93 3 ,  the Tanganyikan administration re sponded by limiting 

the use of air transport to those "cases in which an economy 

in cost of transport wi ll result or the saving of an officer ' s  

time is sufficient t o  justify additional expenditure " .  61 

In this situation,  the fleet was broken up and most of the 

pilot- surveyors discharged. 62 Nonetheless , the work of the 

Government Air Service had brought aviation to Tanganyika and 

its work forecast much of the development that would take 

place after World War I I .  By the mid-thirt ies,  there were 

over 30 landing grounds in the terri tory , excluding the ma jor 

aerodrome s used by Imperial Airways and Wilson Airways , where 

there had been no more than a handful but a few years before . 

The two aeroplanes which remained were able to do useful 

6 3  service until 1939 when they were taken over by the R . A . F .  

( continued) work , and sneered that the title o f  ' Director 
of Civil Avi ation ' (Gethin) , "would appear to represent an 
aspiration rather than a fact " .  

Ibid. , p .  75. 
Tanganyika Territory, Government Circular No . 37 of 1933 
( October 26 , 1933 ) . 

Two of the aeroplanes were sold to Lupa Airways at Mbeya , 
one t o  a Mr .  Currie at Nyeri . Two pilots , A.  N. Francombe 
and V. W.  Soltau,  went to Wil son Airways. Howe s ,  "Some 
Details of the First Twenty-five Years of Flying in 
Tanganyika" ,  p .  42. 
Ibid. For a complete listing of facilities in the 1930 ' s , 
see The Air Pilot of Tan an ika Territor ( Dar e s  Salaam, 
1937 issue y the epar ment o viation. 
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The combined e fforts of Cobham , G l adstone , Tymms , and 

Imperial Airways did much to make possible the e s tabli shment 

of the Uni ted Kingdom-East Africa Imperi al Airways weekly 

service in February , 1931 . 64 Certainly , thi s was a 

devel opment of major consequence and reflected the main 

thrust of East African intere st in air transport . Still , 

loc al enthusiasts and those concerned to bring East Afri ca 

fully into the air age were not prepared to surrender the 

field to Imperi al Airways. 65 On July 31 , 1929 , Wi lson 

Airways was founded in Nairobi with the expre ss purpose of 

exploi ting East Africa ' s  civil aviation potential . 66 The 

idea was Tom Campbell Black ' s ,  but the company was made 

possible by the backing of Mrs . Flora Kerr Wilson ,  a 50 

year old farmer ' s  widow from Timau , near Nanyuki . From 

mode st beginnings in 1929 ,  Wilson Airways over the next 

decade developed the mo st successful independent air line 

operation in Afri ca.  67 It became East Africa ' s  "chosen 

64. See above , chapter IV . 

65 . Throughout the period , a number of companie s  were formed , 
mainly in Kenya , e ager to carry out all forms of air 
service - transport , taxi , flying training - beginning 
with the short-lived Kenya Aviation Company in 1927 , 
African Air Services , Africana Ltd. , B . E . A . A . , Cobham/ 
Blackburn , Dar e s  Salaam Airways , East African Airways , 
Lupa Airways , National Flying Services , and Wilson 
Airways . See Appendix I I  for details.  

66. The Times , July 5,  1 929 , p .  1 5 .  The company was formally 
registered July 31 , 1929 . For detai ls of ob jects and 
capital provi sions , see BOAC , I . A .  file No . 47 . Memorandum 
and Articles of Association of Wilson Airways , Ltd. , 1929. 

67. For Wilsons ' beginnings , see "East Africa Historically 
and Aeronautically" , She ll Aviation News ( J anuary , 1935 ) , 
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instrument " ,  in much the same way that Imperial Airways acted 

as the flag-bearer for Great Bri tain. 68 
Its achievement s  

belied Tymms ' asses sment that " there doe s no t appear a t  the 

moment to be a prospect of success for a regular commercial 

air service internally in East Afri ca • • •  " . 69 

Wilson Airways began with one aeroplane , a D . H .  Gipsy 

Moth , and did not commence regular air transport flights 

unti l  1931 . 70 Early activi ties were in part limited by 

the paucity of landing grounds and other facili ties in the 

terri tory , and partly because government support was still 

tied to the establi shment of the United Kingdom -East Africa 

and Cape route . Nevertheless , Wil sons (a s  the air line came 

to be known ) made good use of its  first two years of life to 

carry out a number of long-range survey and taxi flights , 

building a sound reputation in the process. 71 Charter 

67 . ( continued) pp . 1 4- 1 9 ;  "Pioneering in East Afric a" , 
Aeroplane (February 1 8 ,  1931 ) ,  pp . 290 , 292 ; "Wil son 
Airways - the Story of a Courageous Woman " , East Afri c an  
Standard (August 1 ,  1969 ) , pp . i and iii . 

68. BOAC . I . A.  file No . 23. East African Governors in Council/ 
Wilson Airways , 19 36- 38 . Corre spondence makes clear 
Wilsons ' position. 

69. Tymms , "Prospects of Civil Aviation in East Africa" , 
p .  1068 . 

70 . Wilson Airways opened the Nairobi-Kisumu route in .March, 
1 931 , and on July 8 ,  began regular weekly mai l and 
passenger services.  Stroud , Annals , pp. 454-55.  This 
linked Nairobi wi th the Imperial Airways East Africa 
service . 

71 . Long-range flights were mainly t o  the United Kingdom , but 
included West African and South African ' route surveys ' .  
On one such trip of a Wilson Airways ' Puss Moth, the 
effusive leader writer of the East African St andard 
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flights with the Prince of Wales and the American millionaire s ,  

Vanderbilt and Marshall Field , enhanced Wilsons ' image in the 

early 1930 ' s . 72 

From 1931 to 1 9 39 , Wilson Airways ' record of achievement 

was quite remarkable , and the successes of the airline must 

be measured against the difficult circumstances of the period. 

The Depre ssion was an inhibiting factor in the e arly years , 

curtailing the amount of government supp ort as well as 

limiting traffic. Wil sons were able to survive in part 

by allowing Imperi al Airways a minority interest in the 

company , a move pre ssed on a reluctant Mrs . Wilson who 

feared with some cause an eventual Imperial Airways 

takeover. 73 Local air transport operators from time to 

time cut into potent ial profit-making services whi ch might 

better have been served by Wilsons . �4 Not until the l ate 

71 . ( continued ) (January 1 2 ,  1 9 32 ) noted,  "In Nairobi on 
Sunday and in Johannesburg on Monday sounds like some 
vision of the future " .  The pilots were C ap tain M. C . P. 
Mostert and Mr .  R.  R. Fiddian-Green . 

72 . A Dunstan Adams , secretary of Wilsons , called the Prince 
of Wale s '  trip in particular , " a  great impetus " .  
"Pioneering in East Africa " ,  p .  290 . 

73 . That Imperial Airways accep ted a minority interest in 
the company in 1933 was in itself remarkable . The 
general policy of I . A .  was to seek a majority shareholding 
position and therefore control of small air transport 
companies in the empir e .  For Wil sons/I . A .  correspondence 
on thi s and other matters , see BOAC , I . A .  files Nos . 48-51 , 
Wi lson Airways Ltd. 

74. For example , African Airways , a short- lived company, in 
1935 flew 1 7 2 , 89 3  miles and carri ed 1 , 278 passengers mainly 
in the mining are as. Sir H .  Osborne 1'1ance , Report on 
Co- ordination of Trans ort in Ken a U anda and the 

anganyika erritory airobi , 1 0. ilsons 



1930 ' s did the East African administrations seriously 

entertain the idea of giving Wilson Airways a complete 

monopoly of dome stic air transport services in the three 

territories as re commended in Sir Osborne Mance ' s  report 
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in 1936. 75 
Such a move taken e arlier would have helped 

considerably to consolidate Wilsons ' position financially, 

especially in the later difficult dealings with Imperial 

Airways , South African Airways , and Rhode sian and Nyasaland 

Airways in the organisation of the Empire Air Mail Scheme 

along the Afri can route .  76 Wilsons would have bene fitted 

too from the formation of a joint inter-territorial 

organisation to deal with all matters concerning civil 

avi ation development . 77 Thus , the fai lure of the East 

?4. ( continued ) did operate a Goldfields service until 1939 .  

75. 

See J . W . S .  Brancker , "Wilson Airways " ,  She ll Aviation News , 
September , 1935 , pp . 12- 1 3 .  

76. For discussion of the problems of the Empire Air Mail 
Scheme (E . A . M. S . ) ,  see below , chapter IX . 

7? . This idea had been rejected in 1 930 by the East African 
Governors in Counc il on the basis that " flying in East 
Africa had not developed to such an extent" as to 
warrant such an organi sation. AVIA 2/422. Enc losure , 
notes on Governors ' conference in J anuary , 1 9 30 . 



African admini strations to co-operate fully and meet the 

challenges of air transport with a common effort , 

administratively and financially, precluded Wilsons ' 

expansion much beyond the confines of Kenya . 78 In 
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light of these varied circumstance s which worked against 

Wilson Airways right from the start , the success  of the 

operation speaks highly of the perseverance and dedication 

to the task of Mrs. Wilson and the airline staff . 79 

In 1931 , Wilsons had three pilots , C ampbell  Black , 

Mostert , and C . W . F .  Wood , the latter in charge of flying 

training , an important part of the company activities.  

The company had seven aeroplanes 80 which together flew 

151 ,020 miles during the year. 81 Only the Kisumu-Nairobi 

78 . In 1929 , the Hilton Young Commission had urged a common 
organisation and effort on the p art of the three East 
Afri can territories , noting the "great possibilities 
for the future of communications as a help towards 
administrative union lie in the development of air 
routes " .  The notion was obviously buried along with 
the idea of an East African Union. Coloni al Office , 
Report .of the Commission on Closer Union of the 
Dependencies in Eastern and Central Africa .  Cmd. 
3234 (1929), p .  129. . 

79. Mrs . Wilson was awarded the O . B . E .  in 1936 for her work 
in air transport . For a general review of local 
difficulties facing air transport operators , see , 
T .  Campbell Black , "Problems of Afri can Air Transport" ,  
African Observer , II (March , 1935) , 14-18.  

80 . The aircraft included two Avro 5 ' s , 2 Puss Moths , and 
three Gipsy Moths . By this time there were more than 
50 ' landing strip s '  in Kenya. "Wilson Airways - the 
Story of a Courageous Woman" , p .  i .  

81 . The Air Annual of the British Empire, 1938 (London , 
19 38) ' p • 169 • 
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service was in scheduled operation , the bulk of the flying 

taken up in charter work. 82 By the end of 1 9 36 ,  the airline 

included eight pilots and six European engineers , 11 aeroplane s ,  

a.Dd the mileage flown had risen t o  511 , 997 , carrying 2 , 721 

passengers , 18, 500 lbs . of mai l , and 8 , 350 lb s .  of freight . 83 

In 1938 ,  the last full year of peacetime operati ons , Wilson 

Airways had expanded to 12 pilots and 14 engine ers , the fleet 

had 15 aircraft , of whi ch eight were twin-engined De Havi llands. 

Over 1 , 000 , 000 mi les were flown carrying 4 , 794 passengers and 

76 tons of mail , the great increase in the latter amount 

brought about by the introduction of the Empire Air Mail 

Scheme in 1937 .  Seven major services were operated:  ( 1 )  

Ki sumu-Nairobi-Moshi-Dodoma-Mbeya-Mpika-Lusaka twice weekly; 

( 2 )  Nairobi-Mombasa-Tanga-Zanzibar-Dar es Salaam twice weekly; 

( 3 )  Nairobi-Ki sumu- Mara-Musoma-Mwanga-Geita once weekly; 

( 4) Nairobi-Nyeri-Nanyuki-Nakuru-Eldoret-Kitale-Kakamega

Kisumu-Nairobi twice weekly ; ( 5 )  Nairobi-Ki sumu once weekly; 

(6) Dar es Salaam-Morogoro-Dodoma once weekly; and ( 7)  

Dar es Salaam-Mafi a-Kilwa-Utete once weekly. Traffic was 

heaviest on the Nairobi-Ki sumu sector and the coastal services , 

82 . In 19 38 for example , charter flying represented 33% of 
Wilsons 1 operati ons .  East African Governors ' Conference , 
Re ort of the Committee A ointed to Pre are a Scheme for · 

ir ervices in ast ri. ca ) , 
reviews Wilson Airways ---
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the latter carrying 28°� o f  all passengers. Perhaps the most 

impressive aspect of Wilsons ' performance was that the company 

operated without direct subsidy support . Mail payments and 

government charters operated on a basis of guaranteed annual 

payments assured adequate revenue . 84 

World War II  brought an end to Wilson Airways ' operations , 

and in September , 1940 , the company went into liquidation and 

its aircraft were taken over by the R . A . F .  85 But , in a decade 

of air transport development in British East Africa , Wilsons , 

along with Imperial Airways , the Aero Club , and others , made 

a significant and lasting impact , by making the aeroplane an 

integral part of transport and communications deve lopment , 

by promoting the growth of confidence in and awareness of 

aircraft capabilities , and by providing the model upon which 

its succe ssor , East African Airways , would bui ld after 1946. 86 

From the beginning , Wilsons ' promoters had set out to develop 

an ' air sense ' in East Africa ,  and their success in this area 

84. Report of the Committee Appointed to Prepare a Scheme for 
Po st-War Local Air Services in East Afric a ,  p .  1 .  See 
map , p .  321 for Wilson Airways route structure in 1939. 
Routes ( 6 )  and ( 7 )  noted above were operated under charter 
to the Tanganyika government.  

8 5 .  Stroud , Annals , p .  457. 

86. East African Airways was founded by the four governments 
of British East Africa on January 1 ,  1946 , with £50 , 000 
capital . Ibid. , p .  458. 
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is unque stioned. As early as 1931 , a Kenya Chamber of Commerce 

representative could remark in a matter of fact way that air 

travel "is  considered to be an ordinary means of travel • • • •  " , 

and he went on to speak highly of Wil son Airways . 87 From 

the start as well , the company was able to meet its challengers 

bead on. In 1929 , the former British Air Mini ster , F. E .  Guest , 

brought his National Flying Services to Kenya to promote the 

extension of air taxi and other services carried out by the 

company in the United Kingdom. 88 Guest did not help hi s 

own c ause in East Africa when he commented on arrival that 

be had come "to undo the harm that had been done by amateurs " . 89 

The three aeroplanes of the Guest expedition did fly in East 

Africa and a s  far south as South Afric a ,  but the hopes of 

becoming e stablished in Kenya were short- lived. As C. G .  

Grey pointed out , Gue st " seems to have been unlucky in hi s 

choice of country " ,  90 and he might have added,  ' unwise ' ,  

87. 

88 . 

89. 

90 . 

House of Commons . Parliamentary Paper (H . C .  1 56) . 
Joint Committee on C loser Union in East Afri ca ( 1931 ) , 
vol. II, p .  535. The remark was made by William Tyson , 
giving evidence before the committee . 

The Times hoped for Guests ' succ ess in East Africa 
11where an ' air-t axi ' service will be of the gre atest 
use alike to set tl ers and to inter-Imperi al 
communications" . The Time s ,  September 1 7 ,  1929 , 
p .  1 5 .  

Quoted in the Aeroplane , January 22 , 1930 , p .  142. 
It seems certain that by " amateurs " ,  Guest meant many 
of the Aero C lub and not Gladstone , Campbel l  Black , 
and others . It was interpreted, nonetheless , as a 
putting down of local efforts to develop what Gue st 
claimed he would. 

"Kenya and Back" , Aeropl ane , January 22 , 1 9 30 ,  p .  142. 
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for Wil sons had clearly staked their claim some months before 

Guest ' s  arrival .  Guest had come to ' pioneer ' ,  only t o  find 

that Wilsons and others before them had left little to be 

studied. What was needed was an organi sation ready to go 

to work , and one , moreover , prepared to operate wi thout 

government subsidy. In January , 1930,  Gue st and his team 

left the field to Wilson Airways . 91 

As mentioned earlier , the bulk of Wil son Airways 

activities focussed on Kenya . With the largest white 

settler community in East Africa and the Kenya admini stration 

better able to provide for the construction and maintenance 

of facilitie s ,  Kenya clearly offered the gre atest opportuni ty 

for Wil sons to exploit its air traffic potentia l .  Nonethe less , 

Tanganyika made good use of Wil sons in serving the coastal 

areas , and the company operated to several Tanganyikan 

centres on the route south to Lusaka from 1937 onwards . 92 

Wilsons linked Zanzibar to the Imperia l  Airways service in 

1932 , and the island colony remained an integral part of the 

Wilson network unti l  the war. Only Uganda remained totally 

outside Wilsons ' expansion of scheduled services . The 

Ugandan commercial communi ty in the 1 9 30 ' s was "anxious" ,  

as one hi storian described it , 

91 . A good general review of the Guest expedition in Africa 
may be found in R. C .  Preston ( a  member of the group ) ,  
"The Guest Expedit ion to Africa " , Royal Aero Club 
Gazette , December, 1954 , pp . 425-40. See also Jone s ,  
The Tfiiie Shrinkers ,  pp . 91 -93.  

92 . See map , p .  321 . 



that Uganda should not become a backwater 
like so many important English towns of 
the coaching era which , in their day, had 
failed to appreciate the significance of 
the advent of the railways . 93 
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In 1936,  the Ugandan government did commi ssion a study 

of their civil aviation needs , but aside from an eXperimental 

service between Entebbe and Kisumu in late 1932 ,  and air 

survey work in the area of the Nile , Imperial Airways was 

left to bring the air age to Uganda.  94 

From the time of Tony Gladstone ' s  efforts to establish 

a Khartoum-Kisumu air service to  World War II , civil  aviation 

had made great progress in East Africa. These were the 

pioneer years during which the efforts of a few laid the 

groundwork for the many who would follow. Flying in East 

Africa in the 1920 ' s  and 1930 ' s  had all the col our , the 

romance and the adventure associated with pioneer aviation 

anywhere in the world . 95 But the aeroplane ' s  contribution 

93.  

94. 

95 . 

Kenneth Ingham , The Making of Modern Uganda (London , 
19  58) ' p • 154.  

See Uganda, Re ort on Civil Aviation in the 
Protectorate Entebbe , 1 3 , prepare by ethin. 
The Enteobe-Xisumu service ran for about three months . 
I t  was operated by Air Survey C o .  Ltd. , (Stroud , Annals , 
p .  456 ) , a subsidi ary of Fairey Aviation in 1929. The 
company was active in the Sudan , Uganda , and Congo 
borders on surveys designed to assist in Sudd management. 

See .Markham, West with the Ni�ht , G .  D .  Fleming , Blue i s  
the Sky (Bournemoutn, 194'(), he autobiography of a pilot 
who flew with Wilsons , and C .  Gillman, ".Musings from the 
Air " , Tanganyika Notes and Records , April ,  1 941 , pp . 25-
31 . Gillman flew in Tanganyika in the 1930 ' s . Note too , 
"Recollections of .Moths and Gulls and Donkeys " ,  East 
African Standard , August 1 ,  1 969 , p .  iii . 
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to East Africa meant much more than bringing a l ife of 

excitement to a few fliers . By 1939 , aeroplanes had carried 

thousands of people , tons of mai l ,  and millions of pounds ' 

worth of goods to ,  from, and within British East Africa. 96 

Clearly , the impact of aviation , if small relative to that 

of later years , was of consequence to at least some important 

sectors of the community. Admittedly , it was only the non

African East Africans who benefi tted directly from the 

services of civil aviation and they represented but a 

small minority of the total population. However,  the 

aerop lanes did not go unnoticed by the Africans , 97 and 

hundreds were employed in the upkeep of ground facilities.  

More important , while the short-term benefits to Afri cans 

were few , the long-term advantages stemming from these 

pioneer years are obvious in today ' s  African States of 

Kenya , Uganda and Tanzania ,  and their j o int succe ss in 

96. 

97. 

In 1938 alone , goods ( including bullion , gold and 
silver which together made by far the greatest value ) 
valued at £1 , 71 2 , 858 were transported by air. Kenya. 
Blue Book for the Year 1938 (Nairobi , 1939 ) , p .  562.  

The Wata wa Mun�u ( the People of God) , a Christian 
sect among the ikuyu , at one point blamed aeroplanes 
for drought and locust invasions , possibly housebreaking , 
and "an attack with bows and arrows against a force of 
p olice in the Ndorugu Forest in February , 1934" . 
Kenneth Ingham, A Histor� of East Africa (London , 1963) , 
p .  284 . This response is quite obviously an exception. 
The liklihood i s  that aeroplanes soon bec ame a routine 
sighting and of generally little interest to the 
majority of the population. 



the operation of East African Airways . Following in the 

footsteps of the pioneers , hundreds of East Africans have 

moved into the world of air transport as pilots and 

engineers , and have taken. up the countless other trades 

essential to the operation of a modern airline . This is 

the real legacy of the pioneers and Wilson Airways . 
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CHAPI'ER VI 

RHODESIA and NYASALAND : the EARLY YEARS 

and the GROWTH of RANA, 1918-1939 

I aim at seeing every boy who is physically 

fit eventually with a pilot ' s  certifica te . 

Godfrey Huggins . 1 

32? 

In the two decades between the world wars , the colonies 

>f Northern Rhode sia , Nyasaland and Southern Rhodesia 

;ogether made up the area known unoffic ially as Bri tish 

)entral Africa. 2 It was a vast territory , occupying some 

�29 , 000 square miles between British East Africa and the 

�elgian Congo in the north and the Union of South Africa 

md Bechuanaland to the south . 3 To the we st and east , the 

, . 

) . . 

) . 

Quoted in The Time s ,  May 1 ,  1935 , p .  1 3 .  Huggins 
(1883- 1 972) was Prime Mini ster of Southern Rhodesia 
1933-195 3 . He was a keen advocate of civil aviation 
devel opment although curiously his biographers make no 
mention of i t .  See L. H. Gann and H. Gelfund , H�'ins 
of Rhode sia : the Han and his Country (London , 19 • 

The t erm is more convenient than accurate , but it and 
its shorter form , ' Central Afri c a '  is found in the 
correspondence and e lsewhere . It does suggest a certain 
community of intere st and cooperative endeavour , one 
expression being the formation of Rhodesian and 
Nyasaland Airways (RANA ) in 1 9 3 3 .  For general 
historical background , see L. H .  Gann, A Histor� of 
Northern Rhodesia : Earl Da s to 1 (London , 9b4) ,  
an is or of out ern hode si a :  arl Da s t o  1 4 
(Lon on , ; a so o n • 1 e ,  alawi : a o 1 t1ca 
and Economic History (London , 1 968) . 

Northern Rhode sia covered 288 , 1 30 square mi le s ,  Southern 
Rhode si a ,  105 , 3 3 3 ,  and Nyasaland , 36 , 100. In all , about 
2/3 the area of British East Africa. 
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large Portugue se colonies of Ango la and Mozambique 

respectively denied easy access to the se a ,  a factor 

of great importance in the subsequent development of 

air transport in the Rhodesias and Nyasaland. As a 

land- locked territory , external communi cations and 

transport before the introduc tion of air services were 

dependent up on road and rail connections with neighbouring 

states . In general , road faci lities were poor with rail 

links somewhat better. The Beira Railway passed through 

Mozambique to Sali sbury to mee t  the line running from Cape 

Town through Bul awayo and Gwe l o ,  and Bulawayo offered 

conne ctions to Livingstone , Broken Hill and point s north 

to the Congo and Angola.  4 

Like Bri tish East Africa,  at the end of world war I ,  

the Rhode sias and Nyasaland appeared to be ripe for the 

development of air transport service s .  Their isolation 

was apparent . Their exist ing communic ations facili tie s ,  

both internally and externally , were primitive or 

inadequate ;  in the cases of Northern Rhode sia and Nyasaland , 

in particular , facilities were in too many areas non-existent . 5 

4. See map in Raphae l ,  The Cape to Cairo Dream , facing p .  388. 

5.  As late as 1938 , for example , communications in Northern 
Rhodesia were described as "really bad" , wi th only a 
single rail line and two roads of consequence , the Great 
North Road to Abercorn and the Gre at East Road to Fort 
Jameson . Co lonial Office , Report of the Commi ssion 
A ointed to En uire into the Financial and Economic 

38 , 



Thi s situation was of genuine concern to the fast-growing 

European population in the e arly 1920 ' s .  With a larger 

white settlement than its neighbours , Southern Rhodesia 

was the most ambitious looking to ' progre ss ' and the 

creation of a new British dominion in Afric a .  6 Central 

to this ambition was the idea of ultimately uniting the 

three colonies of British Central Africa , in part to 

fore stall the Union ' s  design t o  extend i t self northward , 

in part to provide a wider arena for development and a 

greater attraction to continued white settlement . 7 The 
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fact that this dream was only realized some 30 years later 

and then for only a dec ade doe s  not take away its importance 

to developments in British Central Africa in the 1920 ' s  and 

1930 ' s . For the few concerned with ai r transport development , 

6.  A beginning was made i n  this direction when Southern 
Rhode sia obtained ' responsible gove�nment ' as a self
governing colony in 1923. By 1921 , the European 
population had reached 33 , 620 , considerably more than 
in Northern Rhode sia or Nyasaland , and 95. 8%  of thi s 
group was of ' British nationality ' .  See Barry Schutz , 
"European Population Patterns , Cultural Persistence and 
Political Change in Rhodesi a" , Canadian Journal of 
African Studies , VII ( No . 1 ,  1973), 9. 

7.  European immigration in the 1911-1921 period helped to 
raise the population from 2 3 , 306 to 33 , 620 , a 42. 4% net 
incre ase . Projecting a continuance of this pattern , 
there were grounds to support the idea of Rhode sia 
becoming a strong pro-British counterweight to the 
Union in southern Africa. On South African ambitions , 
see Ronald Hyam , The Fai lure of South African Expansion 
1908- 1948 (New York, 1972), e sp .  eh. ;. 
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the aeroplane would be the agent to service the needs of any 

political union. For the scattered white communities , the 

aeroplane could make the sense of uni ty a reality; settlements 

days apart would be mere hours apart . 8 Equally important , 

London would be days rather than weeks away , and the territory 

would find itself more securely tied to the Empire and less 

influenced by Pretoria and Cape Town. 9 

Nonetheless , while a strong case could be made for the 

aeroplane in the first few years after the war , more than a 

decade passed before air services were placed on a regular 

and reliable schedule of operations. 10 The deterrents to 

more rapid development were much as they were e lsewhere in 

Afric a :  aircraft technology was slow to overcome the problems 

associated with African weather and terrain , 11 capital was 

8. By 1 921 , Southern Rhode sia , in particular , was shedding 
its ' frontier ' image and developing a conscious 
"Rhodesian-ness" .  Schutz , "European Population 
Patterns " ,  p .  9 .  

9 .  South Africa , then as now , cast long shadows across the 
Rhodesian landscape . Ties of trade , communications and 
blood always suggested the possibility of p olitical 
union. Apprehension over the latter may explain Southern 
Rhodesia ' s  general contentment with the limited 
' independence '  granted in 1923 . This provided much
needed Imperial support until such time as political 
independence was feasible . 

10.  Imperial Airways commenced their London-Cape services in 
1 932 , RANA began services late in 1933  linking Blantyre , 
Salisbury, Bulawayo , Victoria Falls , Lusaka , Broken Hill 
and Ndola.  See be low , pp . 358-59. 

1 1 .  As in so much of Africa , high airfield elevations were a 
problem. Salisbury and Bulawayo , for example , are 4 , 904 
and 4 , 366 feet above sea level respectively. 



in short supp ly, government financial support was never 

generous , and only a few of the many shared a confidence 

in the future of the aeroplane . For the se reasons , the 

history of British Central Africa in the first years after 

the Great War is embarassingly quie t  on matters of air 

transport . 1 2  Again , the comparison with British Ea st 

Africa is obvious . There , development truly begins with 

tbe Gladstone proposals to link Khartoum and Kisumu. 1 3  
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In British Central Africa , significant development commenc es 

with the formation of the Rhode sian Aviation Syndicate in 

1927 . 14 

Sti l l , there were signs of interest long before that . 

In 191 1 , the Afri can Avi ation Syndi cate was formed in South 

Africa. Hopes were high that one of its two aeroplanes 

would be the first to vi sit Southern Rhode sia , but the 

company failed in 1912.  1 5  A Mr. C .  F .  Webb , visiting 

Rhode sia in early 191 2 ,  prophe sied that " in six or seven 

12. Historians too are quiet on what developments did take 
p lace . For the who le inter-war period , only Gann give s 
a gl ance at the coming of the aeroplane and the 
beginnings of RANA . History of Northern Rhode sia , p . 308. 

13 .  See above , pp . 187-94 , 300-02. 

14. Aston Redrup , "The History of Civil Aviation in 
Rhodesi a" , She l l  Aviation News , August , 1934 ,  p .  7.  
Redrup was one of the founders of the syndicate . 

1 5 .  See below , chap ter 7.  
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years aerial machinery would be as reliable as the latest 

car today, • • •  and aeroplanes will be as familiar • • •  in Rhode sia 

as motor cars are now" . 16 This was the language of an 

enthusiast , but while his vision generated some response , 17 

his ideas were premature in the still pioneer world of 

Rhode sia in 1912 and he left to join the Royal Flying 

Corps shortly there after. 1 8  

While no aeroplanes were active in Bri tish Central 

Africa during World War I ,  the war did give a short- lived 

stimulus to ideas for air transport and other air services 

development . In 1919 , George Holt Thomas , the British air 

pioneer , seeking new fields to conquer as were a number of 

his aircraft manufacturing rivals , negotiated an agreement 

with the Air Ministry and Rhode sia House whereby hi s 

comp anies would be sole conce ssionaires for air services 

16. 

17.  

18.  

Quoted in Jack McAdam , "The Pioneer Bird.men" , 
Illustrated Life Rhode sia,  February 25, 1970 , p .  20. 
See also his 11An Early Enthusiast for Rhodesian 
Aviation - Mr .  C .  F .  Webb in 191 2" , Rhodesiana , 
September , 1 965 , pp . 103-10.  I am much indebted to 
Mr. McAdam , a former pilot with Spencer ' s  Air Services 
and RANA . He has pioneered the task of wri ting the 
history of air transport development in Bri tish 
Central Africa ,  his work appearing in numerous article s .  

Rhode sia Herald,  January 18,  1 9 ,  26 , February 1 7 ,  
March 27, June 6 ,  1912.  

Webb , a former secretary of the Aeronautical Society 
of South Afric a ,  had hoped to form a similar organi sation 
in Sali sbury but the first meeting was poorly attended. 
McAdam , "An Early Enthusiast11 , p .  107 . 
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in Rhodesia. The agreement c alled for the Holt Thomas 

organization to provide the aircraft , the pilots , and the 

' stations ' ,  to give mails priority along agreed routes ,  to  

carry passengers , and to  employ Rhodesians "where possible 11 • 19  

Nothing came of this ambitious document , although it did 

suggest that at least one British promoter recognized the 

potential of Rhodesia for air transport exploitation.  20 

In the meantime , the R . A . F .  survey party developing 

the Cairo to Cape route in 1919 , and the flight of Van 

Ryneveld and Brand in early 1 920 stirred some enthusiasm 

in the territory, the ' Silver Queen' heading for C ape Town 

being the first aeroplane to land in British Central Africa. 21 

A few months later , in April ,  1920 , the territory ' s  first 

' aviation ' company, Airoad Motors , was registered in 

Bulawayo with the advertised intention t o ,  

19.  AVIA 2/1 71 1 ,  Civil Aviation - Concession in Rhodesia 
to Mr. Holt Thomas , 1919.  

20 . Ibid. Clause 10 of the agreement noted that " should it 
be decided by the Governments of the terri tories  concerned 
to establish an organisation for the purpose of operating 
a Trans-Africa route , of which the Aircraft Company Ltd. , 
or its Allied Service Company is  unable to become an 
integral part so far as Rhodesia is concerned,  this 
agreement shall be null and void" . The agreement died 
with the formation of Imperial Airways in 1924. 

21 . Major stops being made at Abercorn , Ndola , Livingstone 
and Bulawayo . See Jones , The Time Shrinkers , pp . 36-
44 ;  also J .  McAdam, "Air Vice-Marshall Sir �uintin 
Brand: Co-Pilot of the First Aeroplane to Land in 
Rhodesia" , Rhode siana , July , 1970 , pp . 56-69 . 



carry on the business of importing , buying , 
selling , exchanging , manufacturing in whole 
or in part , equipping , repairing , altering , 
taking or letting on hire and generally 
dealing in cars , coaches ,  carriages , trap s ,  
cabs , carts , omnibuses ,  cycles , ships ,  boat s ,  
aeroplane s ,  airships and conveyances o f  every 
description propelled or worked , • • •  by steam,  
electricity , petrol , oi l ,  ges or any other 
motive powers , . • •  or drawn by horses or other 
animals . 22 

The company, despite its grandiose ambitions , went into 

liquidation after a few months , a victim of "trying conditions 

and lack of airmindedne ss" .  23 It never owned an e.eroplane 

but did act as agent for a South African Aerial Transport 

Company Avro 504K , the ' Rhode sia ' ,  during a 4 1/2 month 

tour of the territory. Hundreds of sett lers were given 

their first aeroplane ride in the ' Rhode sia ' ,  and thousands 

more in both Northern and Southern Rhodesia were given their 

first sight of an aeroplane in operation. 24 

Late in 1921 , Maj or A. M. Miller came north from South 

Africa and organised a new company , Rhodesian Aerial Tours , 

the first Rhodesian company to own and operate an aeroplane . 25 

22. Quoted in J. McAdam , "Early Birds in Central Africa : 
an Account of Flying Activities in the Rhodesias 
during the Years 1920 to 1922" , Rhodesiana , December, 
1965 , p.  45.  

23. Redrup , "A History of Civil  Aviation in Rhode sia11 , p .  7 .  

24. J .  McAdam, "Birth of an Airline 11 , p .  2.  

25 . Ibid. 
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In August , 1922 , its one aircraft was damaged at Rusape , 

and never repaired. The company, like Airoad Motors,  went 

into liquidation shortly thereafter. Both of the se early 

attempts to establish air transport services failed in the 

face of the realities of the moment . The local commercial 

establishment was reluctant to provide the capital , while 

government expre ssed no interest whatsoever. As yet , 

ground facilities of even the most primitive kind were 

non-existent , and the small flimsy looking Avros could 

do little more than suggest possibilities for the future . 

With the failure of Rhodesian Aerial Tour s ,  all air activity 

in British Central Africa came to a halt.  26 

Interest was rekindled in 1925-26. Two South Afric an 

Air Force DH 9 aircraft came north through Bulawayo and 

Livingstone in July, 1925 , and in January, 1 926 , Alan Cobham 

arrived on hi s ' Imperial Airway Survey'  from Cairo to the 

Cape . 27 In May , the first R . A . F .  Cap e  flight passed 

through Central Africa , Wing Commander Pulford , the flight 

leader , noting interest in aeroplanes being expressed in 

the copper belt . "Whilst at Ndola" , he wrote , 

26. For other brief accounts of the early days o f  flying in 
British Central Africa ,  see Mark Howard , "Early Days in 
Rhodesian Aviation" , Rafters on Safari , IV ( May , 1945 ) , 
1 1 ;  N . H . D .  Spicer , "Early Events in the History of Flying 
in Southern Rhodesia " , New Rhodesi a ,  XIV (September 1 2 ,  
1
.
947 ) , 22-23 j T.  Scannell, "Aviation in Central Africa " ,  

Horizon ,  I I  \November , 1 960 ) , 18-22 .  

2?. See above , pp . 165-70 . 



near which are important copper mine s ,  two 
or three important mineral prospectors 
expre ssed the view that as the whole future 
of Northern Rhodesia was wrapped up in 
mining and in order that the mining 
industry could go ahead , aeroplanes were 
absolutely necessary for transport and 
survey. At present much time is  wasted 
owing to poor communications. During the 
rains the roads are impassable and it takes 
days , sometimes weeks , to get from place to  
plac e .  28 
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Certainly, the prospects for aeroplane use in transport 

and communications did appear good in Northern Rhodesia,  

given the appalling state of ground facilities ,  but as 

important was the need for aerial survey indicated in the 

Pulford report . In 1926 , the Aircraft Operating Company, 

a British firm , secured government and private support to 

commence survey work in Northern Rhodesia , 29 work which 

provided valuable data for mining as well as government 

intere sts , and in the process established the aeroplane 

as an invaluable tool of development . 30 

28. 

29 . 

30. 

"R.A .F .  Cape Flight ( Offic ial Account ) " ,  p .  1 50 .  See 
full report in AIR 5/820 , eh. 14, published as AP 1 271 . 

A . M. Re�ort on the Progress of Civil Aviation , cmd. 
2844 (1�7), p .  10. 
Details on this early survey work may be found in C .  K .  
Cochran-Patrick , "Aerial Reconnaissance .Mapping in 
Northern Rhodesia" , Geo�ra�hical Review , April , 1931 , 
pp . 21 3-20 ;  H .  L. Croat wai. t ,  "Aerial Survey of East 
and Central African Territories " , Journal of the African 
Societf, XXIX ( July ,  1930 ) ,  333-43; W. Norman Roberts , 
11Aeria Surveying in Northern Rhodesia" , Journal of the 
Royal Aeronautical Society, XXVI ( June , 1932), 566-2?. 



Still , a more general public interest had to be 

encouraged . ·w'hile air survey was important and costly, 

it did little to foster that sense of airmindedness so 

crucial to air transport success.  31  This task was left 
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to the Rhodesian Aviation Syndicate and its successor , the 

Rhode sian Aviation Company ,  the companies  which were to grow 

into Rhodesian and Nyasaland Airways (RANA) in a few short 

years . The Rhode sian Aviation Syndicate was neither a 

commercial nor operational success , but in its short two 

years of life it brought to the fore the men and the money 

that were to establish civil aviati on in the territory. The 

SYD.dicate was formed in August ,  1927, by Aston Redrup , 

formerly of Airoad Motors , Capt ain J .  Douglas Mail from 

South Africa , Herbert L. Stewart , a mine-owner and rancher 

from the Belingwe district , and two Bulawayo men , Francois 

Issels and A.  G .  Hay. 32 The latter three men provided the 

financial backing , Hay winning a promise from the Beit 

Railway Trust to provide an annual grant of £500 against 

losses for three years , conditional on the Syndicate becoming 

a limited liability company and obtaining a like sum from the 

government . 33  The interest o f  the Beit Railway Trust at this 

31 . For the fiscal years 1930-31 and 1931-32 ,  for example , 
the government of Northern Rhodesia voted £84 , 372 for 
survey work alone . Air Annual of the British Empire, 
1932-33 (London, 1932), p.  2S. 

32. McAdam, "Birth of an Airline " ,  p .  3.  

3 3 .  Redrup , "The History o f  Civil  Aviation in Rhodesia" , 
p .  7 .  
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time was a turning point for aviation in the Rhode sias for 

it marked the beginnings of a long association of substantial 

benefit to air transport development. Alfred Beit had 

believed in 1906 that 

by the promotion, construction and furtherance 
generally of railways ,  telegraphs ( including 
wireless telegraphy) and telephones and 
kindred or other methods of transmission 
of persons , goods and messages , civilisati on 
will be best advanced and expedited in Africa 
for the benefit of the inhabitants thereof , 
whether native or immigrant . 34 

The trustees rightly saw that what Beit had called the 

' Railway Fund ' was intended to serve much wider purposes , 

and they acted accordingly. 35 

The Syndicate ' s  flying activities were dogged with 

misfortune . Its first aircraft , a war surplus DH6B , 

brought from South Africa by Douglas  Mai l ,  crashed on 

its first charter. The replacement aeroplane , a DH Moth , 

crashed on its first chartered flight as well , and both 

were scrapped. By mid-January , 1928 , the Syndicate was 

without an aeroplane . 36 Although it had entered into 

negotiations with the government of Southern Rhodesia to 

34. 

35. 

36. 

Extract from the will of Alfred Bei t .  Beit and Lockhart , 
The Will and the Way, p. 94. For background , G. S.  Fort , 
Alfred Beit (London, 1932) , especially pp . 32-42 . 

Beit and Lockhart , The Will and the Wa� , p .  94. Before 
World War II , the Trust granted £49,00 to  the improvement 
of Imperial air routes in the Rhodesias , £19 , 000 to RANA , 
and £2 , 000 to the Rhode sian Aviation Company. Ibid. , p . 1 9 .  

McAdam , "Birth of an Air line " , p .  5 • 
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operate air services between Bulawayo and Fort Victoria ,  

Lonely Mine and Johannesburg , Salisbury and Fort Victoria , 

and Umtali and Me lsetter , clearly these plans were beyond 

the means of the Syndi cate , and government hesitation was 

understandable . 37 Thus , for more than a year , the 

Syndicate did little else than act as the De Havilland 

agent in the Rhodesias. In the meantime , the principals ,  

underterred by early failure , were active in organising a 

successor company, one of limited liability to win both 

Beit Trust and government support .  Issels had persuaded 

the Cobham/Blackburn interests to support a new company in 

Rhodesia , and with this backing , the Rhodesian Aviation 

Company was formed in early 1929 . 38 

The company functioned for four years , meeting with 

limited success . With a small fleet which grew to five 

aeroplane s ,  it operated a Bulawayo-Salisbury weekly service 

in 1930 , 39 and did a great deal if ' taxi ' work in the 

37. 

38. 

Ibid . , p .  4. It could be pointed out too that the 
Central African governments already had an eye to 
British plans for a route to the Cape already in 
active discussion in East Africa. Nyasaland , for 
instance , was most interested in Cobham' s proposals.  
AVIA 2/1857 , enclosures 109 and 1 1 3 , Governor to CO ,  
March 14 and 28 , 1928. 

Redrup , "A History of Civil Aviation in Rhodesia" , p .  7. 
Plans for the new company had been set out as early as  
October, 1927 . Bulawayo Chronicle , October 1 2 ,  1927 . 
The authorized capital was £7,500, increased in 1931 to 
£20 , 000 . For details on company beginnings , see BOAC , 
I . A .  file No. 29 , Rhodesian Aviation Company Ltd. -
Formation; RANA Company Matters , 1930- 32. The Chairman 
was F .  Issel s .  

39. Air Annual of the British Em ire 
1 31 , this service went on an 

In 
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Rhodesias and Nyasaland. 40 "This company has performed 

much good work in pioneering aviation and creating public 

' airmindedness ' , "  noted a government report in 1931 , adding , 

"and it is  a matter of regret that more support i s  not 

forthcoming from the public " .  41 Problems with certain 

aircraft and an unfortunate fatal crash did little to win 
42 public support . 

From the beginning , the Rhodesian Aviation Company was 

in receipt of an annual grant of £750 from the Southern 

Rhode sian government ,  which , along with Beit Trust support , 

was sufficient to enable the company to keep its financial 

head above water . However , in early 1931 , Imperial Airways 

took over Cobham/Blackburn Air Lines and its interests in 

the Rhodesian Aviation Company. 43 Imperials would not 

40 . Among the taxi services , the flying of circuit court 
judges to outlying districts. See , for instance , 
The Time s ,  July 20 , 1929 , p .  1 2 .  Considerable flying 
training was done as wel l ;  the government grant of 
£750 p . a .  was ' earned ' by the training of 7 pilots 
a year to ' A '  licence standard. 

41 . Southern Rhodesia , Report on Civil and Military Aviation 
for the Year 1930 (Salisbury , 1931) , p .  3. 

42. Late in 1931 , all DH Puss Moth aircraft were grounded .  
The company lost another aeroplane and its chief pilot , 
Pat Judson ( and a student pilot ) in a crash at Salisbury 
in November. See J .  McAdam, "Pat Judson: First Rhodesian 
Born Airman" ,  Rhodesiana , July, 1967 , pp . 1-16.  

43 .  See above , pp . 21 1 - 1 5 .  
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continue the financial support the Cobham group had provided , 

and the company suffered accordingly. 44 For the moment ,  

Imperial Airways ' African interests were directed to the 

opening of the Cairo-Cape service .  It was not yet apparent 

that there would be any need to support or even control the 

small company in Rhodesia. \loods Humphrey , writing to F .  R .  

Walker , Imperials '  South African Manager ,  expressed the 

position clearly; 

The whole que stion of taking over the control 
of a Company like the Rhodesian Company i s  a 
very big matter and one which should not be 
rushed into with undue haste • • • •  I would like 
you to bear in mind the danger of dissipating 
our resources in purchasing ' nuisance values ' .  
One i s  apt sometimes to get a little panicky and 
lose for a moment a proper perspective of value s.  
The mere owning of a few Puss Moths and talk of 
running airlines with them here and there should 
not , per se , urge us to commence negotiations to 
take a controlling interest in the venture . 45 

Woods Humphrey was , of course , echoing Geddes ' sentiments 

concerning small airlines which at times stood in the path of 

Imperial Airways. 46 The corollary to this view was that 

Imperials were only interested when they could assure 

44 .  Cobham/Blackburn had also contributed essenti al technical 
support and one Blackburn Bluebird aeroplane in exchange 
for shares in the company. Their representative , Captain 
B .  Roxburgh-Smith , resigned his post as Flying Manager 
when Imperial Airways absorbed the Cobham intere sts. 
McAdam, "Birth of an Airline " ,  pp . 8-10.  

45 . I.A.  file No . 29 . Woods Humphrey to Walker , June 8,  1932. 
Both the Rhodesian Aviation Company and Captain Alston of 
the Manica Trading Company had sugge sted an Imperial 
Airways ' take-over ' .  See below , pp . 350-5 3 .  

46. See above , p .  1 22 ,  f . n .  102. 
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themse lves a controlling interest in any smaller concern , so 

that such matters as standards c ould be assured. Ironically, 

when Imperials did find it necessary to take a hand in 

Rhodesian air transport development , local sensitivities 

denied them the control they would have liked and they bad 

to be content with less than a maj ority interest in Rhodesian 

and Nyasaland Airways in 1933.  47 

The point here is that the Rhode sian Aviation Company 

and air transport in the Rhode sias and Nyasaland generally 

would have benefitted greatly had Imperi als seen fit to 

provide even modest support . Too , this may have won public 

interest and sympathy more quickly. As it was , what progress 

the Rhodesian Aviation Company did make was slow and always 

with the shadow of financial insecurity clouding its 

operations . 48 Early in 1931 , the Bulawayo Chronicle was 

47 . RA.NA was incorporated October 1 2 ,  1933 at Bulawayo . 
Of the Original 25 , 1 72 £1 share s ,  Imperial Airways 
took up 8 , 307 , for a 34�6 interest . BOAC , I . A .  file 
No . 31 , ' RANA Board Meetings , 1 9 38-45 ' .  

48. Speaking to shareholders on the eve of the company 
being re-organised as RANA , Cecil Roberts ,  one of the 
directors , pointed out that while company receipts had 
improved , the airline was still running at a loss and 
had no reserve to meet competition or the loss of an 
aircraft . Bulawa�o Chronicle , August 6 ,  1933 . 
Financially, the company had made little headway 
since 1929 , and early in 1933 ,  the Beit Trustees 
announced that they would be discontinuing their 
£500 p . a .  grant until a more viable organisation 
was formed. 



complaining about the stagnant state of civil aviation and 

the lack of government support . 49 Fortunately for the 

territories , by 1932 , the pace of progre ss began to  quicken 

in ways which forecast a sound air transport future even as 

they meant the end of the Rhode sian Aviation Company. The 

establishment of the Cairo-Cape route in early 1932 , and a 

£50 , 000 grant from the Beit Trust shortly thereafter , marked 

the beginnings of a new era in the Rhode sias and Nyasaland. 

The opening of the Imperial Airways service to London 

and Cape Town made more obvious and urgent the need to 

develop an internal net work of air services to link up 

with the Imperial services at Mpika , Broken Hill , Salisbury 

and Bulawayo . 50 Zspecially in Southern Rhodesia ,  the 

Imperial service was immediately popular ; in the first year 

of operation , 2824 lbs . of mai l , 3407 lbs . of freight , and 

263 passengers were carried. By 1934 ,  these figures had 

been raised to 10 , 934 (4970 kgs . ) ,  5 , 878 (2672 kgs . ) ,  and 

?66. 51 The stimulus that the Imperial service gave to 

50 . 

51 . 

Bulawayo Chronicle , February 1 7 ,  1931 . The bulk of 
Southern Rhodesian support was being directed to the 
Cairo-Cape route . In 1930 ,  the civil aviation vote 
provided for £5 ,660 of which £3 , ?60 was for the trans
Africa service , and in 1931 , £10 , 000 p . a .  was voted to 
subsidise Imperial Airways . Report on Civil and Military 
Aviation for the Year 1930 , pp . �-3. 
Important towns like Livingstone , Lusaka, Blantyre , and 
Umtali were without any regular services .  

Southern Rhodesia. Annual Re�ort(s� Civil Aviation , 
1932 and 1 9 34 ,  (Salisbury ,  19 3 , 19 5) pp . 1 and 3. 



local traffic may be suggested in the expanding operations 

of the Rhodesian Aviation Company. In 1931 , the air line 

flew 64, 930 miles with 400 passengers . In its final part

year of operations , 1933 , it flew 1 50 , 545 miles with 2 , 640 

passengers . 52 This was no mean achievement . With few 

aircraft and limited re source s ,  only a few services could 

be offered on anything like a regular basis , and its main 

service had to compete with Imperial Airways. 53  

With Imperi al Airways , the Beit Trust provided a 

powerful stimulus to the growth of air transport in the 

three territories.  54 In February, 1932,  the Trust 

announced that it had made a grant of £50 , 000 to improve 

the facilities along the Imperial Airways route through 

the Rhodesias. 55 As in all Africa ,  the sorry state of 

ground facilities generally was the main barrier to air 

transport devel opment , and in the Rhodesias , it was 

52. Southern Rhodesia. Annual Re�ort�s� Civil Aviation , 
19 31 and 1 9 3 3 ,  (Salisbury, 19 2, 9 4) pp . 2 and 7. 
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53.  The route was Salisbury to  Bulawayo via Gatooma , Que 
Que and Gwelo , extended in July, 1933 ,  to Johannesburg . 
Stroud , Annals , p .  438. 

54. 

55. 

In the case of Nyasaland , the effect was indirect.  The 
Trust made no reference to developing communications in 
Nyasaland. 

The Times , February 24, 1932, p .  1 1 .  For correspondence 
among the interested partie s ,  see AVIA 2/578 , Beit Railway 
Trust.  Proposal to Establi sh Meteorological Service in 
Rhodesia,  1932;  and AVIA 2/579 , Beit Railway Trust . 
Allocation of sum of £50 ,000 for Development and 
Improvement of Cape-Cairo Air Route ( 25 . 2 . 32- ) . 



essential that the situation be improved before any great 

progress could be made . Of course , much had be en done t o  

ready the Cairo-Cape route , and both government and private 

interests had sponsored airfields in both Rhodesias. In 

Northern Rhodesia , ' airstrips ' were laid out at Abercorn , 

Broken Hill ,  Fort Jameson , Livingstone , Mongu and Mpika by 

1930 . 56 By 1933 ,  Nyasaland had 1 9  aerodromes and landing 

grounds , the main one being Chileka. 5? In Southern Rhodesia, 

Bulawayo and Sali sbury had been developed to handle the 

Imperial Airways service ,  while landing grounds included 

Gatooma , Gwelo , Fort Victoria , Victoria Falls ,  Que Que , 

Banket ,  Insi za,  Miami , Mtoko , Umtali and Znkeldoorn. 58 

The problem remained that few of these airfie lds were 

adequate in terms of safety and suit ability for large 

aeroplanes .  Most were mere grass strips which were poorly 

56. Northern Rhodesia , Blue Book for the year ended December 
31 , 1930 (Livingstone , 1931), p. Ia4. After 1930 ,  the 
Blue Books for most of the British African co lonies are 
invaluable sources of aviation statistics and related 
dat a.  

57 . Nyasaland , Blue Book for the year ended December 31 , 
1933 (Zomba , 1934) , p .  Ia12. 

58. A . M. , Report on the Beit Trust Grant of £50 , 000 to 
Rhodesia (hereinafter the Grylls Report) , p.  3 .  
Submitted by Lt. J . A . B .  Grylls , October 1 2 ,  1932. 
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laid out and poorly maintained by unskilled local help . 59 

With the exception of those fields provided for the Imperial 

service , there was neither pattern nor organisation determining 

a rational development of ground facilities to meet the area ' s  

needs .  Radio and meteorological services were at best 

primitive ; aviation maps covered only a few areas ; night 

flying facilities were non-existent : and many more emergency 

fields had to be set out .  Clearly , there was a large amount 

of work to be done to meet the needs of the Rbodesias , and 

with neither the Air Ministry , Imperial Airways , nor the 

local governments willing or able to provide more capital 

assi stance , the Beit Trust grant came at a most propitious 

moment . 60 

The next step was to determine the al location of the 

£50 , 000 . Two separate reports were made on the exi sting 

situation with recommendations for future expenditure s .  

The first and shorter report was prepared by J . A . B .  Grylls 

59 . Writing to Imperial Airways , Grylls reported ; 
I went up on the Air Mail to Mbeya to see how 
work was getting on . Progre ss was not very 
satisfactory. To begin with the local natives 
there are a miserable collection and seem quite 
incapable of doing a proper day ' s  work . 

AVJ.A 2/ 578 � Grylls to Col . Turner ( I . A .  representative 
in Nairobi ; ,  October 4 , 19 32. Most small airstrips 
employed two Africans to keep the grass cut , discourage 
wandering animals , and to light smudge fire s on hearing 
the approach of any aeroplane . 

60. See above , pp . 251-56 , for the financing of the Cairo
Cape route to this point . 



for the Air Mini stry in 1932. 61 Grylls noted that some 

£16 , 370 had already been authorised and recommended an 

additional £21 ,800 be put to use immediately, over half 
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of which would serve to upgrade existing aerodromes and 

landing strips , and construct new ones.  In all , Grylls 

mapped out a future that would have provided 92 airfie lds 

scattered about the two Rhode sias;  22 would be suitable for 

all types of aircraft , 26 for light aircraft use only, and 

a further 44 would be designated as emergency landing 

strips .  62 A further £7 , 900 was recommended for long 

wave and short wave radio facilities at .Mpika and Kanona , 

and telephones at a number of airfields otherwise without 

adequate ground communications . 63 

The second and more co�prehensive report was prepared 

in 1933 by Nigel Norman , a director of Airwork , Ltd. , and 

technical advisor on aviation to the Beit Railway Trustee s . 64 

The Norman report was a cogent statement dealing with every 

aspect of potential air transport development in the area ,  

and i t  set out much o f  the pattern that civil aviation would 

follow to 1939. Norman ' s  basic recommendations included :  

61 . The Grylls Report was only 16 page s .  

62 . Grylls Report , pp . 3-5 .  

63. Ibid. , p .  7 .  

64. The Beit Railway Trust ,  Report on Aviation Facilities 
in Northern and Southern Rhodesia with Special 
Reference to the Grant , 1933-34 (hereinafter the 
Norman Report) ,  1933 .  



( 1 )  

( 2) 

( 3 )  

(4)  
( 5) 

the construction of landing grounds and 
emergency strips every 40-60 miles along 
the Cairo-Cape route ; 
two light aircraft for use by civil aviation 
authorities for supervision and maintenance 
work ; 
a special aviation map to be prepared for 
Northern Rhodesia ; 
the preparation of ' Pilots ' Handbooks ' ;  
the establi shment of further ' met ' reporting 
stations , and , possibly , the organisation of 
all ' met ' services under the Director of 
Meteorological Services in British .East 
Africa ; 
three more wire less stations ; 
night flying equipment at stations south of 
Salisbury; and 
a new airport at Lusaka and improvements at 
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Salisbury. 65 

These recommendations would cost £28 ,455. With £18 , 470 

already authorised , the Norman report left only £3 ,075 of the 

grant not allocated. 66 Norman , however , went a great deal  

further than planning the expenditure of  Beit money. He 

argued for the "establi shment of a local flying company to 

operate feeder services and to carry out other essential 

aviation work in Northern and Southern Rhodesia and Nyasaland" . 

Central t o  this idea was that the Rhodesian Railways Company 

should be a partner to the scheme , and in order to protect 

their traffic interests , the railways should have " a  controlling 

interest in future air activity" . 67 Basically , Norman wanted 

65. Norman Report , p .  1 .  

66. Ibid . , p .  83.  

67 . Ibid. , p.  79. By the 1 9 30 ' s ,  the railway companies  in 
British East and Central Africa ,  and in South Africa,  
were expressing concern about the possible effect of air 
transport development on their traffic . Only in the Union 
did air transport become a subsidiary of the railways , but 
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to see the "co-ordinated development of aviation in the area" , 

in order to "put an end to unsatisfactory competition between 

a number of local companies without proper technical control 

and with inadequate financial backing " .  68 A new company 

was thus necessary, and it should be given a monopoly 

position "to secure the whole of the turnover resulting 

from aviation in the area"  and " to obtain for the Company 

the permanent backing of all the Governments concerned and 

the whole of the financial aid available in the form of 

subsidies " .  69 In effect , this described the framework 

for Rhodesian and Nyasaland Airways which was establi shed 

about the same time as Norman was completing his report. ?O 

( continued) in the formation of RANA , the Beit Railway 
Trust , Rhodesian Railways and the Nyasaland Railway 
obtained a 54% interest in the company, thus assuring 
that communications development would be cooperative 
rather than competitive . 

Ibid. The local companies in question were Christowitz 
Air Service s ,  operating out of Blantyre , Northern 
Rhodesian Aviation Company at Ndola , the Rhodesian 
Aviation Company , and several others at Broken Hill 
and Salisbury who \·rere operating taxi and charter 
services .  

Ibid. , p .  81 . 

Norman commenced his survey in February , 193 3 ,  and his 
Report was submitted sometime during the summer. McAdam, 
in his "Birth of an Airline " ,  suggests that Norman ' s  
Report was influenti al in the formation of RANA . This 
is not the case as di scussions in that direction had 
begun even before Norman took to the field. 
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The Beit Trust grant had been well  received from the 

start .  71 Its significance l ay in the fact that the progre ss 

of civil aviation devel opment in the Rhode sias went ahead at 

8 much faster rate than would otherwise have been p ossible.  

In consultation with the t'.•'O Rhodesian governments ,  the Air 

Ministry ,  the Colonial Office and Imperial Airways , and 

acting generally on the recommendations laid out in the 

Grylls and Norman Reports ,  the Trust provided an air 

transport framework surpassed in British Africa only by 

the Union. Nor were its efforts confined to improving the 

ground ore;anisation. It  was Beit Trust capital that enabled 

the establi shment of RANA and its support of that concern 

assured the Rhodesias and Nyasaland an air service the 

equal of any in Africa.  

Stil l , the birth of RANA did not come about without a 

struggle involving a number of interested p arties for more 

than a year . In May , 1932 , the Air Ministry received a 

proposal from Captain C .  R .  Alston , an ex-R.A . F .  pilot and 

managing director of the Manica Trading Company in Beira . 

Alston claimed to have support from Imperial Airways , the 

Portuguese Foreign Office and the important Companhia de 

Mocambique in a scheme to provide an air service between 

71 . African World (September 10 , 1932 ,  p .  230) praised the 
grant as "fulfilling , worthily, the ideals of its  
illustrious founder" . H .  U .  Moffat , the Southern 
Rhodesian Prime :Minister , was likewise enthusiastic. 
Ibid. , p .  235.  See too The Time s ,  August 26 , 1 9 3 2 ,  
pp . 10 & 1 1 .  
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Beira , Blantyre and Salisbury . 72 Alston ' s idea was to form 

a British company , "probably absorbing air transport comp anies 

already operat ing in Southern Rhode sia and Nyasal and " ,  to run 
twice weekly services between Salisbury and Blantyre , and 

Salisbury and Beira , and once weekly Blantyre and Beira. 

The proposal was aimed at linking the three centres with 

the Cape-Cairo air mai l .  73 The initial Air Ministry 

response was that the proposals "merit favourable 

consideration" . 74 Both Alston and the Air Ministry 

could agree that none of the existing aviation compani e s  

in British Central Africa were in a position t o  exploit 

fully the potenti al of the are a .  

In the meantime , the Rhodesian Aviation Company was 

active in efforts to consolidate its position. In June , 

1932 , the acting Governor of Nyas aland advi sed that a 

Yir .  Newman , 

72. FO 371/16500 , Political (Western) Portugal ( 1932) , W8325 , 
Alston to A . M. , May 23 , 1932. There is no other evidence 
of Alston ' s  claim of Imperi al Airways support , nor was i t  
as certain as h e  sugge sted that h e  had backing from the 
Portugue se Foreign Offi c e .  See be low on the Portugue se 
position. 

73. Ibid. , W7620 , ' Operation in Nyasaland of Air Services 
by the l"'ianica Trading Comp any and Rhodesian Aviation 
Company ' ,  C O  to Ac ting Governor Nyasaland, June 8 ,  1932.  

74. Ibid. 



representing Rhode sian Aviation Company 
interviewed me on the 18th June to  state 
a case for the formation of Company 
combination possibly by arranging terms 
with the Manica Trading Company but 
otherwise in opposition to them [my italics] . 
He stated that he has now received firm 
off er from Imperial Airways to finance 
his company £1 5 , 000 immediately and 
additional £60 ,000 later to cover 
deve lopment expenditure on circular 
line s from Salisbury to  l'1pika, one 
via Broken Hill and Livingstone , other 
via Fort Jameson and Blantyre . 75 
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Newman claimed that he would not close the deal with 

Imperial Airways until he had the details of an alternative 

offer from the British South Africa Company , but he was , for 

the moment , asking Nyasaland ' s  "sympathetic consideration11 . 76 

To reinforce its argument , in mid-1932,  the Rhodesian 

Aviation Company entered into a tentative agreement with 

Christowitz Air Service s ,  the pioneer Nyasaland company. 77 

In a 'Statement of Position of Proposed Aircraft Service 

between Beira , Sali sbury and Blantyre ' ,  the two companies 

agreed to an amalgamation of  their services and intere sts 

"if a definite service can be run between the above-mentioned 

places " .  78 They proposed to provide services ,  much as 

?5. Ibid. , Acting Governor Nyasaland to C O ,  June 21 , 1932. 
I cannot find any other confirmation of this "firm offer" 
from Imperial Airways . It appears to be more a case of 
Newman translating ' feelers ' into promises.  

76. Ibid. Nyasaland promised "considerati on" .  

77 . This company was established at Blantyre in 1930 by C . J .  
Christowitz . It commenced operations with two Puss Moth 
aeroplane s ,  in 1931 adding a Gypsy Moth , flying within 
Nyasaland and on the Blantyre-Salisbury route . See J . A . C .  
Florence , "The Growth o f  C ivil Aviation in Nyasaland" ,  
Nyasaland Journal , XI (July , 1958 ) , 14-23.  

78. FO 371/16501 , Political (We stern) Portugal ( 1 932) , 
W1 1239 , undated enclosure . 



indicated in the Alston scheme , with three Puss Moths , pointing 

out the great savings in travel time between the cities the 

aeroplane would provide . 79 What they needed was £20 , 000 

capital to put the scheme into operation. 

The several proposals being entertained were all directed 

to a common aim: a fuller exploitation of the Imperial Airways 

Cairo-Cape air mail service .  Most of the major centres in the 

Rhodesias were as yet without regular air service ,  Nyasaland 

was served only by a weekly connection with Salisbury, and 

Beira ,  British Central Africa ' s  port and link with the 

outside world of Union Castle and maritime travel , had no 

air transport services at all . By the autumn of 1932,  the 

parties to these concerns were coming together in their own 

best interests and in the best interests of the territories  

involved. In October , F. R .  Walker informed the Nyasaland 

government that the "Manica Trading Company, British South 

Africa Company, and Rhodesian Aviation Company have joined 

forces with Imperial Airways and that the latter would 

finance and control management of re-organi sed company,  

Rhodesian Airways Ltd. " .  BO The company planned to provide 

79 . Ibid. Scheduled rail times Beira-Salisbury, Beira
�lantyre and Blantyre-Salisbury were 22, 24 and 55 
hours respectively. The proposed air services were 
scheduled to fly each route in three hours , giving 
travellers savings of 1 9 ,  22 and 52 hours . 

80 . Ibid. , ' Proposed Air Services in Southern Rhode si a ,  
Portuguese East Africa and Nyasaland' , Acting Governor 
Nyasaland to CO,  October 1 ,  1932. 
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Nyasaland with Salisbury and Beira connections but needed a 

£1 , 000 p . a . subsidy. 81 The proposed company sought a similar 

amount from Southern Rhodesia , £1 , 750 from Mozambique , and 

guaranteed mail revenues.  82 

While obtaining adequate capital and subsidy support 

appeared to be the main obstacle facing the proposed company , 

another more difficult problem arose in Mozambique . Alston 

and his Manica Trading Company had indeed been granted the 

air transport concession by the Companhia de Mocambique , but 

this was subject to Portuguese Government approval . 

Unfortunately for the planners of Rhodesian Airways , 

Portugal had granted exclusive commercial aviation rights 

in Portugal and the colonies to the Companhia Portuguesa de 

Aviacao and the Sociedade Portugue sa de Estudos e Linhas 

Aereas , generally referred to as SPELA . 83  Although SPELA 

81 . Ibid. The subsidy would be needed for five ye ars .  The 
Acting Governor , while hesitant to refuse help "if link 
in Imperial chain" , felt that " service is  at present in 
nature of luxury for Nyasaland" , and offered £500 p . a. 
only. 

82 . Ibid . , W1 2032 , Holloway (A. M. ) to CO,  November 2 ,  1932. 
Rhodesian Airways was prepared to accept £500 p . a . from 
Nyasaland if guarantees  could be obtained of 40 lbs . 
mail a week at five shillings a pound. The Coloni al 
Office was advised that the " [Air] Council strongly 
support the scheme" .  

83. Also known as Societe pour Exploitation des Lignes 
Aeriennes.  It  was a French company of which l ittle 
is known, and a forerunner to later French interests 
in Portugue se aviation. In 1934 ,  the Sociedade Aero
Portugueza was organised in association with Air France , 
and operated a Lisbon to Tangier service until 1953. 
Davies ,  History of the World ' s  Airline s ,  pp . 1 1 6 ,  286. 



nad failed to operate any services at home or in Africa up 

to 1932,  the agreement bound the Portugue se government to 

uphold SPELA rights in Mozambique and Angola. 84 
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From the start , Alston worked endlessly to persuade the 

Portuguese government to cancel the SPELA contrac t ,  enlisting 

the support of the British Foreign Office , and even C .  G .  Grey 

of the Aeroplane . 85 Through much of 1932 and 1933,  Por�ugal 

�ithheld its approval of the Companhia de Mocambique ' s  

concession, the British embassy in Lisbon pointing out 

that while the Portuguese Aviation Council admitted the 

contract with SPELA was "moribund" , it was not "defunct " .  86 

Given SPELA ' s  record and the opportunity to develop air 

transport in Mozambique , the Portuguese position cannot 

readily be understood , but it does appe ar that French 

influence in Lisbon was more persuasive than the British.  87 

84. Portugal was the most backward of the imperial powers in 
Africa in instituting air services.  In I"lozambi que , the 
Divisao de Exploracao dos Transporte s Aereos ( DETA) was 
organised only in 1937.  In Angola,  the Aero C lub of 
Angola bad operated in 1 9 37 , but not until 1939 was the 
Divisao de Exploracao dos Transportes Aereos de Angola 
( D . T .A. ) formed. In 1947 , the government airline , 
Transportes Aereos Portugue ses (T.A. P. )  established 
the first service between Portugal and the Afri can 
colonies . Ibid. , pp . 196 ,  286 . 

85 . FO 371/16500 , W1 1069 , Grey to FO , October 6 ,  1932. 

86. FO 371/16501 , W11765 , R. Jallop to FO, October 1 9 ,  1932 . 

87 .  French government interest is  not spelled out but clearly 
the French were concerned to make use of Mozambique in 
their plans to link up l'1adagascar. The carriage of mails 
was a major issue in the Alston-Portuguese discussions . 
See FO 371/17417 , Political (Western) Fortugal , ( 1933) , 
w3293.  
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By late 1932 , Rhodesian Airways were prepared to commence 

operations directly Portugal ratified the Companhia de 

Moc ambique concession. 88 With that not forthcoming , the 

Rhodesian Airways scheme began to collapse.  Governor Young 

in Nyasaland , for one , saw no point in pursuing subsidy 

questions any further in the absence of Portuguese government 

cooperation. 89 In March , 1933,  Nyasaland went one step more 

by arguing that it only required a scheduled Salisbury 

connection,  a Beira service being apparently surplus to 

the needs of the colony. 90 

In these circumstances , the princ ipals were forced into 

a new round of discussions in early 1 9 3 3 ,  none being prepared 

to await some undetermined future date when the SFELA contract 

would be cancelled. 91 Imperial Airways , seemingly no longer 

reluctant to take the initiative in domestic air transport 

matters ,  had already commenced discussions with Rhodesian 

Railways , the basis being the formation of a Rhodesian airline 

88. FO 371/16501 , W1231 0 ,  Alston to FO,  November ? ,  1932. 

89 . Ibid. , W14161 , Young to CO, December 29 , 1932. 

90. FO 371/17417 ,  W329 3 ,  Young to CO, March 17 ,  1933.  

91 . Portugal cancelled the contract in October , 1933.  
FO 371/1741 8 ,  Political (Western) Portugal ( 1 933) , 
W12168 , British Embassy Lisbon to FO, October 26 , 1933.  
For l ater developments ,  see AVIA 2/1952 , Proposed 
Agreement with Portugal for Reciprocal Facilities for 
Operation of Air Services in Afric a ,  1 935.  Also , 
Foreign Office , Exchange of Notes • • • •  re�arding the 

eration of Air Services over Territories in Africa . 
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with the two companies as partners.  92 In the meantime , Sir 

Henry Birchenough, President of the British South Africa 

Company and Chairman of Rhodesian Railways , had invited the 

Beit Trustees to take a more active part in establishing a 

new airline . 93 While this eased any concerns about c apital 

support , the proposals with added Beit capital left Imperial 

Airways in a minority position in the new company , holding 

:;2.8% of the shares compared to the 52. 8% held by the Beit 

Trust on behalf of the Rhode sian Railways . 94 It was a 

situation not to Imperials ' liking , but one which they were 

compelled to accep t .  95 

In August , 1933 ,  the financing and general outline of 

the new company were agreed upon by the principal s ,  and the 

Rhodesian Aviation Company was preparing to  withdraw from 

the scene , its shareholders taking comfort in the fact that 

the old company ' s  identity would not be completely lost . 

92. BOAC , I . A .  file No . 29 , enclosure , Notes of a Meeting 
at Rhodesia House , 25th May , 1933 , p .  2 .  

93.  Ibid. , p .  1 .  

94 . Ibid. , p .  2. With the Beit Trust prepared to invest 
an additional £5 ,000 , Birchenough proposed the nominal 
capital of the new company be rai sed from £20 , 000 to 
£25 , OOO . 

95 . Ibid. Rhodesian Railways were adamant in demanding 
'control ' of the new company. Imperials agreed when 
their position as technical and operational managers 
was clearly spe lled out . At this point , there was no 
question of abandoning air transport development in the 
Rhodesias . The proposals had the full support of the 
governments involved, the Colonial Office instructing 
Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland to set aside any other 
proposals until RANA was f ormed. 
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The name of the new company was to be Rhodesian and Nyasaland 

Airways . 96 By September , RANA ' s  organisation and plans were 

made public . 97 RANA was formally incorporated at Bulawayo 

on October 12 with an authorised capital of £25 ,000 in £1 

share s ,  the Beit Trust and Imperial Airways holding 54% and 

34% respectively, the balance held by Rhodesian Aviation 

Company shareholders , the Nyasaland Rai lways , the Companhia 

de Mocambique and the Manics Trading Company. 98 The new 

company took over all the assets of the Rhode sian Aviation 

Company which went into formal liquidation in November . 99 

These assets were few but pre cious for they enabled the 

company to initiate operations immediately. 100 

96. One shareholder suggested the new company could be the 
first step towards the amalgamation of the three 
territorie s .  McAdam, "Birth of an Airline " , p .  16. 

97. FO 371/1741 8 ,  W1 2490 , enclosure s ,  Rand Daily Mail , 
September 28 , 1933 , and The Star , September 29, 1933 ,  
the former looking forward to a "Rand-Nyasaland Service 
Soon" . 

98 . Of the original 25 , 172 shares ,  the Beit Trust held 12 , 993 , 
and Imperial Airways , 8 , 307 . The authorised capital was 
raised to £30 ,000 in 1934 ,  Christowitz Air Services 
becoming a shareholder , and to £100 , 000 in 1937- 38 . 
See summary of RANA financial statistics in BOAC , I .A .  
file No . 31 , RANA Board Meetings , 1938-45. 

99 . The main assets were three aeroplanes ,  two DH Puss Moths 
and one DH Fox Moth. For details , see FO 371/1 7418 , 
W14262 , Quin-Harkin ( I . A. ) to A . M. , December 6 ,  1933.  

100 . Before the end of 1933 ,  RANA flew 208 flights carrying 
243 passengers and 730 . 5  kgs . of freight. Southern 
Rhodesia , Annual Report Civil Aviation,  193 3 ,  p .  7. 
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The birth of RANA could not have come about in more 

fortunate circumstances.  Unlike most African airlines in 

the pioneer days . RANA ' s  beginnings were attended by powerful 

supporters , generous subsidy support , 101 and a public 

increasingly eager to make use of air transport for mails , 

travel and freight shipment . 102 In addition,  RANA began 

with a near monopoly of air services in the Rhodesias , and , 

in 1934 ,  in Nyasaland as well.  103  The advantages suggested 

in these circums tances account in part for the success enjoyed 

by the company until its dissolution in 1 939. 

RANA ' s  growth and progress was steady rather than 

spectacular. The company operated at a loss until 1937-

38 , 104 but in the process it bui lt up a network of services 

from Mongu and Fort Jameson in the north, to Beira on the 

east , and Johanne sburg to the South, bringing the advantages 

101 . In 1933-34 ,  subsidies were provided by the Beit Trust 
and the governments of Southern Rhodesia and Nyasaland 
in an amount of £6 , 286. Over the first four years , the 
Beit Trust contributed £1 9 , 000 , Southern Rhode sia , £4 , 791 , 
Nyasaland , £1 , 105 , and the Companhia de Mocambique ,£3 , 1 57 .  
BOAC , I . A .  file No. 31 . 

102. In 1933,  aircraft in Southern Rhodesia alone flew 1671 
flights adding up to 31 1 , 708 air mil e s ,  carrying 3 , 496 
passengers , 21 22. 5 kgs . of mail and 165 3 - 7  kgs . of 
freight . Southern Rhodesia , Annual Report Civil 
Aviation , 1933 , p .  7. 

103. RANA took over Christowitz Air Services in 1934 , the 
former obtaining two Puss Moths , the latter , 1 , 000 
shares in RANA . 

104. BOAC , I . A.  file No. 31 , statistical summary. In 1937-
38 , profits were £ 3 , 665 , in 1938- 39 , £4 ,600 . Of course 
revenues included government and C ompanhia de Mocambique 
subsidies in amounts of £8 , 561 and £10 , 719 for the two 
years . 
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of air transport to most of the cities and towns of consequence 

in British Central Africa.  105 Imperial Airways had brought 

London within a few days ' trave l ,  106 but it was RANA who 

helped provide a sense of community in British Central 

Africa. 107 In six years , RANA grew from a small airline 

of three aircraft and two pilots to an important air carrier 

flying a fleet of ' modern ' aircraft , six of which were the 

popular DH Dragon Rapide , the aeroplane "responsible for 

putting civil aviation on the map in Central Africa" . 108 

RANA ' s  traffic loads grew accordingly. In 1934 ,  the company 

flew 1 , 925 passengers 3 , 149 lbs . of freight , and 692 kgs . of 

mail.  In 1 938 , RANA carried 3 , 448 passengers ,  7 , 961 kgs . of 

freight , and an impre ssive 1 3 5 , 226 kgs. of mail.  109 

105. 

106. 

107. 

108. 

109. 

See map , p .  360. 

For description of a typical fl ight see "London to 
Salisbury by Imperial Airways " ,  1-2. 

The New Rhodesia (April 1 ,  1938 , p .  3) argued that 
aeroplanes could implement the ide a of a federation 
in British Central Africa , as RANA and others had 
demonstrated that the ' great distances between 
communities ' argument was no longer valid. An 
anonymous writer added that air travel was safer 
than road travel in any case . Q. , "Growth of C ivil 
Aviation in Rhodesia" , ibid. , pp . 1 9 ,  21 , 23.  He had 
a point . RANA had not one fatal ity in its six years 
of operations. 

M. C . H .  Barber , "Development and Progress of Civil 
Aviation in the Federation" , Holida� and Travel (New 
Sali sbury Airport Issue ) , December- anuary , 1957 , p . 1 5 .  
For details on the Dragon Rapide and other RANA aircraft , 
see appendix I .  
Southern Rhodesia , Re ort s Civil Aviation, 1934 
& 1938, pp . 4 & 1 5 .  e report was pu i she 
separate from the departmental reports as the Report 
on the Progress of Civi l  Aviation 1938 (Salisbury, 1939) . 
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Certainly, much of this performance can be attributed to the 

company ' s  close association with Imperial Airways who ,  besides 

providing technical and operational guidance ,  110 made full 

use of RANA as a feeder to the Cairo-Cape route and in the 

development of the Empire Air Mail Scheme . 1 1 1  RANA ' s  role , 

along with that of Wilson Airways to the north , became 

increasingly important when Imperial Airways abandoned 

their land route south of Kisumu for a c oastal service 

to South Africa.  1 1 2  RANA also enjoyed the status of the 

' chosen instrument ' in Southern Rhodesia after 1937 ,  thus 

being assured of adequate financial and moral support in 

future operations. In an agreement with the Southern 

Rhode sian government ,  the company 

110.  Imperial Airways ' Captains G .  I .  Thomson and , later , 
c .  A. Barnard were resident operations managers of 
RANA . Imperials also loaned a Westland Wessex to 
provide RANA with multi-engine capacity until delivery 
of the first Dragon Rapide in 1 935. 

111 . See below , chapter IX ,  for RANA involvement in the 
E.A. M.S.  Also AVIA 2/1221 , Agreement between Imperial 
Airways Limited and RANA Covering the Air Service 
between Beira and Salisbury, Blantyre and Lusaka,  
16. 10. 37- ; and AVIA 2/1916,  Empire Air Mail Scheme -
Southern Rhodesia , 1 934- . 

112.  Imperial Airways initiated the coastal route to Durban 
in June , 1937 , ' sub-contracting ' the Salisbury-Lusaka 
route to RA.NA , the Lusaka-Kisumu sector to Wilson 
Airways . See review of arrangements in "Air Transport 
in the Rhodesias and Nyasaland11 , Imperial Airways 
Brief to the Rhode sia and Nyasaland Royal Commi ssion , 
1938. 



agreed to maintain and operate regular and 
efficient civil air transport services to 
convey all contract air mail in transit 
through , originating from or addressed to 
any place within or to any place outside 
the Colony , Empire Air Mails  excepted , for 
the payment of £5 , 200 per annum . The 
G overnment by way of guarantee against 
loss on the operation of these services 
pays the Company a subsidy at the rate 
of £8 , 000 per annum. 1 1 3  
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For RANA , this agreement , and separate agreements with 

Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland in 1938 , expanded their air 

services considerably. New routes were opened while the 

weekly flight frequency on others was doubled and tripled. 1 1 4  

World War I I  brought to a halt RANA ' s  promising 

development , the company , as per prior agreement with the 

Southern Rhodesian government , being taken over by the 

government to bec ome Southern Rhodesian Air Services ,  a 

communications squadron of the Rhodesian Air Force . 1 1 5  

In March , 1940 , J .  W .  Downie , RANA ' s  chairman , addressing 

the company ' s  seventh annual meeting , explained,  "the C ompany 

has , so to speak , gone into ' cold Storage "' . 116  Downie , 

113 .  Southern Rhodesia,  Annual Report Civil Aviation , 1938 , 
p .  2.  The final agreement and drafts may be found in 
BOAC , I.A.  file No. 43 ,  RANA/Rhode sian Government 
Agreement , 1937-42. The agreement came into effect 
March 24, 1938; clause two gave RANA the "chosen 
instrument " status . 

114. Southern Rhodesia , Annual Report Civil Aviation , 1938 , 
pp . 5-6. For a brief survey of Developments ,  see 
"Flying in Rhodesia" , Shell Aviation News , June , 1938, 
pp . 17-21 . 

115 .  Stroud , Annals , p .  441 ; also "Aviation in Rhodesia:  RANA 
now a Communications Flight" ,  Flight , March 7 , 1940 , 
p . 211 . The formal takeover took place February 1 ,  1940. 

116 .  Quoted in the Rhodesia Herald , March 1 5 ,  1940 , p .  5 .  



like others , had hopes that RANA would be revived after the 

war , but that was not to be and the company went into 

voluntary liquidation in 1946 .  1 1 7  

RANA functioned in an age of increasing airmindedness 
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of which it was as much a protagonist as it was a beneficiary. 

Throughout British Central Africa the signs were clear that 

civil aviation was moving out of the pioneer era and towards 

a future of modern air transport . 118  The three governments 

involved had developed a strong interest in promoting civil 

aviation.  In addition to  subsidising the Rhodesian Aviation 

Company , Imperial Airways and RANA ,  in 1938 , Southern 

Rhodesia was contributing £850 to a travelling flying 

school , and £500 to  assist individuals obtain ' A '  class 

pilot s '  certificates.  119  In 1930 , a Director of Civil 

Aviation was appointed to app ly air regulations and standards , 120 

and by 1938 , his department was operating two government aircraft 

for inspection purposes and the transport of the Governor and 

117 .  RANA was succeeded by C entral Afri can Airways , a j oint 
undertaking of the governments of Northern Rhodesia , 
Nyasaland and Southern Rhodesia established in 1946 . 
See J .  McAdam , The Story of Central African Airways 
1946-1967 (Salisbury , n.d.). 

118. There were contrary signs as well.  As late as 1939 , 
there was still not a single aeroplane licenced in the 
area with R/T equipment . 

119.  Southern Rhodesia , Annual Report Civil Aviation ,  1938 ,p . 2 . 

120. The first Director was Colonel G .  Parson. He was 
succeeded by Maj or D. Cloete in 1938 . 



365 

ff . . 1 121 
other o icia a .  On the eve of war , the Southern 

Rhode sian government was operating five airports and 38 

landing grounds . 1 22 

Development was less dramatic in Northern Rhodesia , 

but the colony could boast of 49 airports and landing 

grounds by 1936 ,  1 23 and it was subsidising the Imperial 
1 24 Airways service .  The Nyasaland government maintained 

the principal airports at Chileka,  Zomba and Lilongwe while 

contributing subsidy support to Imperial Airways and RANA . 

It could not afford the ' luxury ' of an aviation department 

at this point , but it did encourage flying with a £200 p . a . 

subsidy to the local aero club . 1 25 

121 .  

122. 

123.  

1 24 .  

1 25 .  

Ibid. , p .  11 . One aeroplane was purchased with the 
£3,500 gift for the Colony to assist civil aviation 
by Sir Abe Bailey. The Time s ,  November 7 ,  1 936 , p .  1 1 .  

Ibid. , p .  1 2 .  More accurately, only Salisbury , Bulawayo 
and Umtali were cust oms ' licenced'  airports ;  Beitbridge 
and Victoria Falls  were cust oms ' unlicenced ' aerodromes 
( e . g . , customs facilities by arrangement only) . In 
addition , there were 18 private airfi elds . 

Colonial Office , An Economic Survel of the Colonial 
Empire ( 1 936) . Colonial No . 149 (�ondon, 1938) , p .  59 . 

In 1937 in the amount of £4, 500 . Northern Rhodesia ,  
Blue Book for the Year ended Dec ember 31 , 1937 
(Livingstone , 1 938) , p .  Ga2. A 1938 commissi on 
concluded its report on aviation noting that " internal 
air communications are good for a relatively backward 
country" . Colonial Office , Report . Colonial No . 145 , 
p .  1 2 .  
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All these factors indicated a steady growth in government 

responses to the challenge of the air age . By 1938 , the need 

for cooperation was apparent , and at the meeting of the Inter

Territorial Communications Board in Salisbury , the first 

discussions were held "regarding a uniform system of control 

and development of civil aviation" . 126 The se discussions 

did not bear fruit until after the war . 

The Rhode sian Aviation C ompany , Imperial Airways , RANA , 

and the territorial governments had all played key roles in 

bringing civil aviation to British Central Africa , but there 

were many others as well.  South African Airways and Wilson 

Airways both operated scheduled air services into the are a .  

In Southern Rhodesia , five companie s ,  in addition t o  RANA , 

were engaged in civil aviation : the London and Rhodesian 

Mining and Land C ompany, Limited (LONRHO) operated a charter 

service from 1935- 38, carrying nearly 1 500 passengers as we ll 

as freight ; Spencer ' s  Air Services began in 1935 at Victoria 

Falls  where it specialised in flights over the falls and 

game excursions ; De Havilland Aircraft ( Rhodesia) Limited 

carried on a varied business in Salisbury, organising air 

rallies , assisting in the formation of flying schools , 

training pilots , and flying charters ; British Air Transport 

Service (Rhodesia) Limited was organised in Salisbury in May , 

1938 , to offer private charter and pleasure flights in 

Southern and Northern Rhodesia ; and in June , 1938 , Flight s ,  

· 126 . Southern Rhodesia , Annual Report Civil  Aviati on, 1938 ,  
p .  1 .  
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Limited , was formed in Salisbury "to  carry on the business of 

aerial transport of passengers and freight , • • •  " 127 These 

companie s ,  along with RANA , made over 5 , 000 flights in 1938 , 

carrying more than 10 ,000 pas sengers. 1 28 'When added to the 

unknown figures for the flying clubs and private owners , the 

statistics , if modest by the standards of the 1970s , are 

impre ssive indeed. All this activity was making civil  

aviation and air transport a reality in British Central 

Africa.  

The early his tory of flying in the Rhodesias and 

Nyasaland had its colourful side as well . One of the 

first RANA pilots recalled with awe the Christowitz 

aircraft ;  

Old hands c an  still remember these very 
small aircraft , painted a rather violent 
yellow , coming in to land with uncanny 
regularity, irrespective of rain or storm , 
after c ompleting their three hundred mile 
flight across the almost featureless 
wastes which lie between Nyasaland and 
Salisbury. 1 29 

As often as not , the pilots of these same aircraft 

would be carrying shopping lists for Nyasaland settlers 

127 .  Ibid. , pp . 6-9 .  

128. Ibid. ' p .  1 5 .  

129. A .  Dendy Rawlins , "Wings over Rhodesia" , Southern 
Rhodesia 1890- 19?0 , Apri l 1950 , p. 123.  Rawlins 
was one of the first pilots with RAUA . 
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unable to get away to Salisbury. 1 3° Rawlins also recalled 

the problems in the early meteorological services.  Weather 

reports were sent from point to point by landline , but 

successful transmission and receipt " often depended on 

the frame of mind of local elephants who tore down the 

lines with gusto and departed into the bush draped with 

telegraph wires and broken pole s . " 1 31 In a more constructive 

role , one particular herd of elephants was used as a 

navigational aid on the Salisbury-Bulawayo route.  1 32 

Aviation made its impact in other ways . In Northern 

Rhodesia , sometime during the 1920s , "stories went around 

the bush that the British were too stupid to manufacture 

things like airplanes and that the aircraft in the country 

were all made by Americans . "  1 3 3  No evidence has appeared 

to suggest that this effort to discredit the British won any 

converts to the cause of Northern Rhodesian nationalism. 

1 30.  McAdam, The Story of Central African Airwa�s ,  p .  7 . 
The writer can recall his own experiences  in Nigeria 
in the early 1960s when many flights brought back 
fresh vegetables from Jos on order from neighbours 
in Ikej a .  

1 31 .  Rawlins , "Wings over Rhode sia" , p .  1 2 3 .  

1 32. McAdam, "The Pioneer Bird.men" , p .  24. For other 
recollections of the early years , see H . C . N. Hil l ,  
"Early Days of Flying in Northern Rhodesia" , Northern 
Rhode sia Journal , IV (No. 2, 1959 ) , pp . 121-26; H.H.C. 
Perrem, 11He Flew off a Mountain" , Contact , I (October , 
1960) , 22-25 ; and P . P . M. Symons , "Some Aviation 
Reminiscences" , Contact , I (June , 1960 ) , 11-14.  

1 3 3 .  L. H.  Gann and Peter Duignan , Burden of Empire 
(London , 1967) , p. 93. 



In Nyasaland,  on the other hand , one African was converted 

to the cause of aviation in a very personal way. In a 

letter to the Imperial Airways office in Salisbury , he 

wrote , 

Dear Sir , - I beg to apply for a vacant 
situation as an aside driver on the 
Heroplane . I would like to be aside 
driver on the ' Mail ' .  I have no 
qualifications or testimonials as  
regards my experience of  the Aroplane . 
But I have a life ' s  ambition , which 
should be favoured me now or never , 
to drive an Aroplane . You may rest 
assured that should I succeed I wi ll 
do my uttermost best to accomplish 
what may be given me to do . tly 
nationality is a Nyasaland Boy • • • .  1 34 
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There is no record of any response to this application. 

Nor is there any suggestion here that civil aviation 

development touched more than a few Africans . Then , as 

it has been until recently, 1 35 aviation in all its forms 

was exclusively a British and settler pursui t .  

Deve lopment in the Rhode sias and Nyasaland was the 

product of local ambition, British technology and Imperial 

design , but it was , above all else , a triUDph for those who 

persevered through these years .  The pioneer years in 

aviation were hard years , and the men who flew the flimsy 

aeroplanes ,  maintained the aircraft , organised and financed 

1 34. Quoted in The Time s ,  December 24 , 1935 ,  p .  5 .  

1;5 .  With the formation of Air Malawi and Air Zambia after 
independence .  

• 
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the early companie s ,  and dre amed of greater things to come , 

laid the firm foundations upon which civil aviation would 

grow in later years . They fought the climate , the mile s ,  

Africa itself , and won. They resisted the grasping ambitions 

of Oswald Pirow and South African Airways , 1 36 and even 

tempered the occasional arrogance of Imperial Airways in 

Africa . By 19 39 , British Central Africa was a part of the 

new air age . Civil  aviation had taken its place in the 

deve lopment of transport and communications , even as its 

impact was less immediate than it was long-term. 

1 36. See below , chapter XI. 



CHAP.rER VII 

SOUTH AFRICA: APATHY AND AMBITION, 1919-1934 

Traditionally , its people have always been 

transport conscious and the transition from 

ox-wagon to airliner by way of  railway and 

road traffic has been a natural course of 

events.  
1 Anon. , 1966 . 
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From the very beginning , much of Afric an avi ation 

history has been made in the Union ( after 1961 , the Republic) 

of South Africa. No African state or colony can match its 

' firsts '  in the slow but steady advance of aviation on the 

continent --- the first heavier-than-air controlled flight 

in the 1870 ' s ,  2 the first aeroplane built in Africa,  3 the 

1 .  "Winged Springboks" , Standard Bank Review, October , 1 966 , 
p .  1 .  

2 .  Goodman Household made one , and possibly two glider flights 
from a 1 , 000 foot ridge in the Karkloof district of Natal 
in 1871 and/or 1875 . Certainly, one flight was successful , 
covering about three-quarters of a mile.  It is  more 
generally accepted that the German , Otto Lilienthal , 
was first to make a heavier-than-air flight in 1895 . 
See Klein, Winged Courier , pp . 7-1 0 ,  and article by 
David Birch in the Sunday Tribune ( Durban) , May 3 ,  1964 .  

Dr . John 1deston built a biplane at Brandfort i n  1907 . 
The aeroplane , fashioned after a French Farman design,  
was later flown in Franc e .  Klein , Winged Courier, p .  12 .  
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first powered flight in 1909 , 4 the first aviation company , 5 

the first air mail service ,  6 and it was two South Africans 

who first flew the Cairo-Cape Town route . 7 Later , in 1934 ,  

South Africa organised the first state-owned air line in 

Africa , South African Airways , a late but we lcome recognition 

of the idea that air transp ort could serve national aims more 

fully as a public venture . These , and other manifestations 

of civil aviation and air transport development suggest the 

prominent role played by South Africans in the years le ading 

up to world war I I .  Nonetheless , progre ss in the Union , while 

certainly rest ing on stronger foundations than were found 

throughout the rest of Africa , was neither rapid nor dramatic 

in its evolution. The pioneers had to seek symp athy in public 

and private quarters more often than not apathetic t o  notions 

4. Albert Kimmerling , the Swi ss pioneer , made the first flight 
at East London , December 28 , 1 909. Sponsored by a local 
commercial house , the advertising assured the public 
"having every chance of witne ssing what is certain to 
be a splendid sight • • •  " . Ibid. 

5 .  In 191 1 ,  John Weston and friends formed the John Weston 
Aviation Company of South Africa Ltd. , at Brandfort . 
Re collections of early We ston flights are gathered in 
Cressie Leonard et al , How it Feels to Fly (Brandfort , 
1 92? ) .  See Appeii'Clix I I  for detai!s on this and other 
aviation companie s .  

6.  Fl own by Evelyn Driver , December 27 , 191 1 , between Kenilworth 
and Muizenberg , a distance of about 20 mi les for the return 
fl ight . It was an exhibi tion , not an attempt to institute an 
air mail service , but it provided good public ity for the newly
formed African Aviation Syndicate , eager "to promote the 
science and practice of aviation in South Africa" . See Klein , 
Winged Courier , pp . 19-21 , and Wyndham, Airposts of South 
Africa , pp . 3- 5.  

7 .  Van Ryneveld and Brand . See above , p .  68. 
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of aeroplanes and air line s .  The Union government was slow 

to lend strong support to civil aviati on , a reluctance better 

explained by a failure of imagination than by economic concerns . 

As elsewhere , the ultimate success of air transport development 

grew out of the e fforts of a few bold men det ermined to keep 

South Africa apace with developments in Europe and the United 

State s .  Much of the early history of aviation in South Africa 

thus concerns these men : John Weston , Guy Livingstone , 

C .  Compton Paterson , Evelyn Driver, Albert Kimmerling and 

others in the years before world war I ,  and standing head 

and shoulders above all others in the 1920s , Maj or A. M. 

Miller . 8 It was upon their succe sses and failure s ,  

experiments and experiences , that South African Airways 

was to build and be come , by 1 9 39 , Afri ca ' s  large st air 

transport company . 

The most surprising aspect of South African aviation 

history is that it did not unfold more swiftly than was the 

case . South Africa had a great deal more to support air 

transport development than had any other state in Afri ca. 

Its status as a self-governing colony , and later , dominion 

status within the empire , provided a certain independence of 

poli tical action denied its si ster British territories in 

Africa. Deve lopment thus lay l argely in South African hands 

to an extent not known el sewhere on the continent . The Union 

8. Livingstone and Paterson were partners with Driver in the 
African Aviation Syndicat e .  Other pioneers were the 
Belgian , Christiaens , M. Raison , C . J . V. Bredell , E .  W.  
Cheeseman, and Otto Bruckner in South-We st Africa. Mil ler 
formed the first ' airline ' in 1 929 . See below. 
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could boast of the strongest e conomy in Africa,  building its 

wealth and prestige on Rand gold and Kimberley diamonds .  It 

had a large white population which , while but a minority in 

the country at large , effectively controlled all line s of 

national development . 9 For air transport developers , the 

prosp ects sugge sted in this group were promising. White 

South Africans were relatively affluent , therefore more 

likely than the mass of Black Africans to pay the costs 

of air communications and transport . Also , they were 

generally more techno logically-oriented and better informed 

on deve lopments taking place in Europe and North America , 

and it appeared logical to assume that thi s segment of the 

population would take most readily to the novelty of aviation. 

The Whites of South Africa were , in their own terms , building 

a ' white c ivi lisation '  in Africa , a process which by necessity 

took its cues and moral sustenance from the motherlands of 

Great Britain and Europe.  If  indeed the aeroplane was taking 

its place as an agent of progress there , i t  could certainly 

find its future in South Africa as we l l .  Added to this 

persuasion was the promise that the aeroplane would bring 

Europe and South Africa c loser together. As the Union looked 

far to the north for immigration , political support and trade , 

9 .  The 1 926 census counted 1 , 676 , 660 ' white s '  i n  a population 
of 6 , 928 , 580. In 1936 ,  the figures were 2 , 00 3 , 000 and 
9 , 588 , 000 . For background on South African politics and 
economy , see Eric Walker , A Histor� of Southern Afric a ,  
3rd. ed. (London, 1965) , pp . 538-6 4. 
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the aeroplane was to bring London and Amsterdam days not weeks 

· from Pretoria and Cape Town. 10 

There were other factors which lent support to air transport 

ideas . The Union shared with the rest of Africa a dire need for 

improved transport and communications of every kind. Although 

the road and rail network was well developed by the 1 920s , 

travel throughout the vast country remained a time-consuming 

and tedious proce s s .  A trip from Durban t o  Cape Town by rail , 

for example , took 50 hours , a j ourney the aeroplane could do 

in less than 1 5 .  1 1  South Africa ' s  external links were 

likewise handicapped by inadequate or difficult lines of 

communication , e specially those with neighboring African 

states.  1 2  Sea transport provided the Union with a strong 

if s low connect ion with Europe , but the paucity of natural 

harbours prec luded the serious exploitation of local coastal 

services where road or rail services were absent . The case , 

10.  By sea , the quickest Southampton-Cape Town service took 
17 days . In the early 1 920s , optimists thought the 
aeroplane c ould link London-Cape Town in 4-5 days , but 
the first Imperi als ' service in 1 9 32 was scheduled for 
1 1  days . 

1 1 .  In 1 925 , the experimental South African Air Force ( SAAF) 
air mail service , C ape Town-Durban , averaged 14 hours 9 
minute s .  For general transport development s ,  see Hailey, 
African Survey, pp . 1 546-50 , 1 574-78 , and a later 
assessment, J. G .  Laight , "Transportation Problems 
in Southern Africa" , Tran�ort and Communications 
Review, VI ( April-June , 19 3) , 12-23. 

1 2 .  Trunk rail lines j oined the Union t o  the Rhodesias , 
Mozambique , and further north to the Congo , but feeder 
lines were noticeably absent . 
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then, was strong for the development of domestic air servi c e s .  

Gener�lly ,  the climate was more favourable than in other parts 

of Africa , and the problems associated with engine performanc es 

in the high plateau country could be overcome . 1 3  

From the British point of view , the Union ' s  place in the 

empire sugge sted a special priority be given to c ivil aviation 

development , both in terms of supplying the aircraft and 

te chnology to meet domestic requirements ,  and tying South 

Africa more securely to the empire with more rapid and 

regular means of transport and communi cations . The Union 

represented the most powerful British presence on the 

continent , and its commanding position astride the sea 

lanes linking Great Britain with the east and Australasia 

gave it unque stionable strategic significanc e .  Bri tish aims 

from the beginning were to keep South Afric a  ' Bri ti sh ' , 

insofar as that was possible , and " sweet"  insofar as it was 

politically practicable . 14 For British aviation interests , 

their mission in South Africa was to translate the larger 

British aim into effective aviation activity. In effec t , 

the efforts were de signed to wed commercial and imperial aims . 

1 3 .  The high veld country posed problems similar to those in 
parts of Kenya , Tanganyika and the Rhodesias . Pretoria 
is 4 , 517 feet above sea level , Johannesburg , 5 , 784 , 
Bloemfontein, 4 , 692 , and Kimberley , 3 , 950 . 

14. Keeping South Afri ca " swee t" was certainly the Air 
Ministry aim , especi ally during the time of strong 
South African criticisms of Imperials in 19 30- 32. 
See AVIA 2/422. Bulloch to Gedde s ,  June 6, 1 9 30. 
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Commercially , South Africa invited the attentions of civil 

aviation promoter s ,  its potential more obvious than anywhere 

else in Africa.  From an imperial standpoint , the Union ' s  

position as the anchor to the whole empire in Afri ca made 

the aim of air development of pre ssing concern. 

The surprise remarked earlier stems from the fact that 

while South Africa appeared to offer the best of possibilities 

for air transport development , it was not until 1929 that the 

serious business of schedul ed air line operations began. And , 

for all the expressed British c oncern to play a maj or role in 

this development , neither the British government , Imperial 

Airways , nor other British companie s  were able to carry the 

imperial aim to its logical conclusion. Germany was more 

successful in South Africa than Great Britain , Junkers more 

active and daring than Imperial Airways , and South African 

nationalism more persuasive than the appeal to empire . Some 

of the very reasons that made South Africa attractive to air 

exploitation --- affluence , population,  European influences 

--- also meant that the c ourse of development would follow 

different lines than that of British East and Central Africa. 

There , ec onomic factors dictated much of the pace of development . 

In South Africa , politic s ,  from the early 1920s onwards , was 

central to all questions of air transport promotion. Such , 

then, i s  the general background to civil aviation history in 

the Union. 1 5  

1 5 .  In addition to Klein ' s  and Wyndham ' s  work alre ady 
mentioned ,  see the following : "Early Days of Flying" ,  
South African Railways and Harbours Employe e s '  Review , 



378 

In the few years before world war I ,  South Africa was 

the scene of considerable air activity , a harbinger of the 

enthusiasm that would mark the first few years after the 

war .  1 6  John Weston had inspired the formation of the 

Aeronautical Society of South Africa in 1 91 1 .  c .  C ompton 

Paterson, with backing from fellow enthusiasts in Kimberley,  

formed The Aviation Syndicate Ltd. in 1 91 2 ,  after the breakup 

of the African Aviation Syndicate . With headquarters at 

Alexandersfontein , Paterson , as had v/est on and others , worked 

hard to popularise the aeroplane with demonstration flights 

and ' j oy-rides ' .  An important step forward was taken when 

the Union government agreed to  subsidise the training of 10 

mili tary pilot pupils at Paterson ' s  flying school in 1 91 3 .  17 

1 5 .  ( continued) June , 1 966 , n. p . ; " ICAO Council Member 
States :  Union of South Africa" , ICAO Monthl� Bulletin , 
June , 1952; Personalitie s in South African otorin� and 
Aviation (Durban , 1941) ; South African Airways , 5�:t'ears 
of Flight (Johannesburg , 1 970) ; P .  Jae . Strydom, viation 
Comes to South Africa" , Royal Air Force Q.uarterlf , IX 
(April ,  1 938) , 1 75-200 ; G. B. Treadwell , 11Civil vi ation 
in South Afric a :  ( 1 )  Its Early History, ( 2 )  Commercial 
Air Mail Service s ,  ( 3) South Africa ' s  Commercial Airways" ,  
South African Railwa's and Harbours Magazine , June-August , 
1934, pp . 629-32, 79 -800, 918-21 ;  and Treadwell , "Twenty
five Years of Aviation Development " ,  ibid. , October , 1930 , 
pp . 1553-55.  

16.  ' Considerable ' only in relation to the dirth of air 
activity elsewhere in Africa.  The sole British activity 
was McLean' s  Nile flight to Khartoum in 1914. The French 
were pioneering aviation in Senegal and North Africa. 

17. Klein , Winged Courier , p .  21 . 
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Unfortunately for development in the Union , the Syndicate ' s  

only navigable machine was irreparably damaged in a crash in 

late 1 91 3 ,  and the coming of the war the following year ended,  

for the moment , the process of making South Africa ' air 

Conscious ' .  Stil l ,  even this modest background gave the 

Union a considerable headstart on the rest of Africa.  18  

As in Europe , the Great War brought the air age to 

South Africa. While civi l  aviation development had come 

to a standstill , thousands of South Africans were taking to 

the air in the Royal Flying Corps and the first South African 

Aviation C orp s .  19 In 1 91 7  and 1 918 , Major Allister Miller , 

a Swaziland-born pilot with the R.F. C . , made two flying 

recruiting tours through the Union. Some 2 , 450 trainee 

pilots were selected from thousands of applications , as 

Miller brought the aeroplane to almost every city and town 

in the Union. 2° For many South Africans , Miller provided 

the first opportunity to see an aircraft in operation. For 

Miller , the tours were especially profitable . They gave him 

a first-hand assessment of the Union as a whole . Miller , 

1 8 .  In addition , the Germans gave South-West Africa its first 
aeroplane exhibition. Otto Bruckner ,  in a Pfalz bip lane , 
made a number of flights , including an experimental 
service Swakopmund-Usakos-Karibib-Okahandja-Windhoek, 
in 1 914. 

1 9 .  The South African Aviation Corps saw service in South
West Africa and East Africa against the Germans . 

20 . Klein , Winged Courier , pp . 26-29 . 



looking ahead to the war ' s  end , saw nothing but great 

opportuni ties for civil aviation , and from this point 

onwards , the major worked to provide South Afri ca with 

commercial aviation servi ce s .  

:;ea 

The first effort s to bring civil aviation and air 

transport to South Africa came in 1919.  Miller and others 

in London formed the South African Aerial Transport , 

Navigation and Survey Company , whose aims were : 

To e stablish a flying service first at 
Cape Town and subsequently at Johannesburg 
and by means of pas senger flights to gain 
the confidence of the public sufficiently 
to enable a regular commercial service to 
be established; as a beginning to run a 
service between Johannesburg and Pretoria 
subsequently extending it to Kimberley. 
The ultimate aim being a service between 
the principal cities of South Africa. 21 

It was an ambitious undertaking , but not to be . The 

company merged with another syndicate , South African Aerial 

Transports ,  22 and with five Avro aeroplanes brought out from 

Eng land , set up its headquarters at Baragwanath aerodrome south 

of Johannesburg i n  October , 1919 .  The operation lasted slightly 

more than a year . Although 5 , 000 passengers were carried on 

' j oy-ride s '  and charter flights in the Union and to Rhode sia ,  

and 30 , 000 miles were flown with a remarkable accident-free 

record , the company failed to attract adequate public or 

financial support . General Smuts ,  the Prime Mini ster , noted 

21 . AVIA 2/1 717 , R. J. Armes to Major-General E .  D. Swinton 
at the Air :Ministry, June 29 , 1 91 9 .  Colonel Arme s ,  ex
R . A . F . , was a director of the company. 

22. South African Aerial Transports Ltd. was regi stered in 
Johannesburg in June , 1 91 9 ,  with a nominal c api tal of 
£100 , 000 , under the general direction of two ex-R . A . F .  
officers , A .  Francis and Bill Honne t t .  
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proudly , " this , the first effort in South Africa to turn 

the instrument of war into the pe aceful c arriers of 

commerce" , but government interest generally was absent . 23 

1'1iller had hoped to present the government with a scheme for 

the subsidi sati on of civil aviation in the Union , but only 

after his company could demonstrate a success. In 1 921 , the 

company went into liquidation. Two of the pilot s ,  C .  R .  

Thompson and C .  G .  Ross , bought two of the company' s machines ,  

but their short-lived Ross-Thompson Aircraft C ompany had no 

more success than its predecessor.  24 

A second maj or effort to establi sh civil aviation began 

in 1919.  The Handley-Page Company of England organised a 

South African subsidiary, Handley-Page South African Transport 

Ltd. Operating from Wynberg , near Cape Town, with two twin

engine converted Handley-Page bombers , the company hoped to 

establish the first passenger and mail service between the 

C ape and Johannesburg. Its first demonstration flight , with 

seven passengers and the Johannesburg mail aboard , crashed at 

Beaufort West in February , 1 920 , thus ending an experiment 

that aimed at linking C ape Town to Cairo in the next few 

years . 25 

2 3 .  Quoted i n  Klein , Winged Courier , p .  34. 
24. Major Miller flew one of the Ross-Thompson aircraft in 

Rhodesia in 1 921 unti l  a crash ended operations . See 
above , p. 334. 

25 .  Wyndham , The Air Posts of South Africa ,  pp . 14- 1 7 ,  
gives details .  
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Other intere sts attempted to promote avi ation in the 

Union. The Solomon brothers operated two machines at Cape 

Town unti l two fatal crashes ruined their hopes and the 

public support they had been building. 26 In Durban , Douglas 

Mail ran his Aerial Stunt s ,  and then, the Natal Aviation 

Company until 1924. 27 In mid-1920 , a delegation 

representing the Vickers Comp any , Handley-Page , Armstrong

Siddeley, the British engine manufacturers , and the South 

African Aerial Transport Company , met with the Union Mini ster 

of Defence , Colonel Mentz .  The c ollective proposal for 

government subsidisation of their efforts was ultimately 

re jected by the Union cabinet ,  more concerned t o  build up 

the fledgling South African Air Force than to promote the 

aims of air transport operators . 28 This rejection , coupled 

with crashes which shattered public confidence and a lack o f  

private capital support , signalled the end of these first 

serious efforts to establish civil aviation on a sound 

footing , a ·situation not unlike that facing British air 

26 . A reminiscent account is given by Frank Solomon , And 
the Years Roll �Y (Cape Town, 1953 ) .  

� 

27.  Mail was later associated with the Rhodesian Aviation 
Syndicate. 

28 . Klein, Winged Courier , pp . 34-35.  Some of the plans to 
operate services in South Africa are also outlined in 
S .  F .  Benda , "Flying in South Africa" , Overseas , IV 
( May , 1919) , 56-58. 
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transport companie s  in the first years after the war. 29 

Perhaps these early ambitions were premature . The road 

ahead was clearly longer than was thought , and the steps 

to be taken more cautious . Despite such spectacular 

c ontributions to air-mindedness as the Van Ryneveld-Brand 

flight , South Africa was not ready for the aeroplane . Even 

the flying clubs ,  so recently formed,  struggled to survive . 30 

In the meantime , the Union government was taking its  own 

steps to providing for the Union ' s  air needs . The South 

African Air Force under Van Ryneveld was organised as a 

permanent force . 31 In 1 923 , the control and regulation 

of civil aviation was provided for in the Aviation Act ,  to 

be administered by the Minister of Posts and Telegraphs . In 

addition , a Civil Air Board was established "to advise the 

government " ,  i t s  membership including Major Miller and Van 

Ryneveld. 32 These were more than token gestures t o  civi l  

29. 

30. 

31 . 

32. 

See above , chapters I-I I .  The British Air Ministry noted 
one other company formed in the early 1920s , South African 
Air Ways Ltd. , but no other record c an be found of this 
concern. AVIA 2/216 , A . M. Summary of Proposals to Link 
Various Air Routes , April 10 , 1 924. 

Both the Aero C lub of South Africa and the Aero Union of 
the Transvaal were formed in 1920 by ex-R .A .F .  officers , 
but , unable to enlist government support , their work and 
influence was short-lived. 

Union of South Africa ,  Official Yearbook of the Union of 
South Africa and of Basutoland, Bechuanaland Protectorate, 
and Swaziland (hereinafter , South Africa ,  Yearbook, No . 5, 
1916-1921 (Pretoria ,  1 921 ) .  Basic to this  development was 
the British gift of 100 surplus wartime aircraf t .  

South Africa ,  Yearbook , No. 6 ( 1 910-1922) , p .  1075 , and 
No. 8 ( 1910-1 925), p. 751 . The board was to advise , 
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aviation. Both the Act and the Board were essential 

prerequisites to the framework within which air transport 

could develop . They were indications that the government , 

while turning a deaf ear to commercial proposal s ,  was alive 

to the p otential of civil aviation. Indeed , the generally 

moribund state of civil aviation in the Union did not last 

for very long. By 1 925 , a good deal of interest had been 

re-kindled. 3 3  

One of the first proposals submitted by the Civil Air 

Board called for a three month experimental  mail service to 

run between Cape Town and Pretoria with a £1 2 ,000 government 

subsidy. On grounds that no funds were available , the 

proposal was rejected. 34 A second proposal for a trial 

service between C ape Town and Durban was accepted , with 

much of the credit owed to the persuasive efforts of the 

indefatigable Major Miller , now a member of p arliament in 

addition to sitting on the Board . 35 The Board recommended 

32.  

3 3 .  

34. 

3 5 .  

( continued) inter alia as to "proposals for the 
establi shment of aerial goods , mail and passenger 
services within the Union and adj oining territories " .  

See , for example , J.  H .  Neal , "The Prospects of Commercial 
Aviation in the Union" ,  South African Journal of Industries ,  
VIII ( .March , 1 925) , 169- . 

Klein , Winged Courier , pp . 54-55 -

Miller ran successfully for the Point Division seat in 
Durban in 1924 , under the South Africa party banner. 
Another persuasive proponent of air transport was Captain 
P. L .  Lindup , secretary to  the �lini ster of Posts and 
Telegraphs , Thomas Boydell , and secretary to the Civil 
Air Board 1924-1 939. 
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the South African Air Force (S .A .A .F . ) operate the route as 

a practical demonstration to ( a )  prove the reliability and 

advantages of air transport , (b)  ascertain to what extent 

the public would support such a facility , and (c )  obtain 

valuable statistical information respecting civil aviation 

in South Africa.  36 The service was to have a special appeal 

to Durban busine ssmen as we ll.  Existing rail services did not 

allow Durban to reply to overseas mail received in the same 

week. The air mail was to be co-ordinated with the arrival s 

and departures of the Union C astle service at Cape Town so as 

to enable Durban to return mail within days instead of more 

than a week later . In all , Durban mail service would speed 

up by seven days. 37 

The experiment al service was an unquestionable success 

and did a great deal to re solve existing doubts about the 

efficacy of air transport . Flying open cockpit DH9s , the 

S . A . A. F .  ran a weekly re turn service between the two centres 

from March 2 to June 1 6 ,  1 925 , carrying nearly 3 , 500 lbs. of 

mail matter with 100'fo efficiency . 38 The service c ost £1 3 , 004 , 

somewhat in exce ss of the amount approved by parliament , 39 but 

its success appears to have encouraged a warmer government 

response to air transport ideas.  Shortly after the termination 

36. 

37. 

38 . 

39. 

South Africa ,  Yearbook , No . 8 ( 1 910-1925 ) , pp . 745-46 . 

Ibid. , p.  746 . 

Ibid. , p .  747 . Also A . M. , Annual Re�ort on the Progress 
of Civil Aviation ,  1924-25 , Cmd. 248 (1925) , p .  42 . 

Wyndham, The Air Posts of South Africa , pp . 1 7 ,  24. 
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of the service ,  the Union was offering an £8 , 000 p . a .  subsidy 

for weekly services Cape Town-Durban-Johanne sburg. 40 

This first indication that the Union was prepared to 

subsidise commercial air services opened a new chapter in 

South African aviation history. At last , the government was 

ready to take an active role in development , albeit  in a 

modest way initially. Of e qual importance was the arrival 

of Germany on the scene , represented by the Junkers Aviation 

Company , at this time beginning its rise to prominence in the 

ld f . ft f t . d . t t t "  41 wor o aircra manu ac uring an air ranspor opera ion. 

Like their Briti sh counterparts ,  Junkers was eager to cap ture 

a share of the growing world market .  In Africa ,  Junkers was 

active on two fronts .  In Egypt , the company was offering to 

train Egyptians in all branches of aviation in Germany , and 

proposing to operate a seaplane service between C airo and 

Aswan , proposals the British government could only regard 

as threatening to British prestige and security. 42 In the 

Union, Junkers ' plans were more ambitious and therefore more 

threatening. Great Britain was able to refuse the German 

40. 

41 . 

42. 

A . M. , Annual Re,ort on the Pro�ress of Civil  Aviation , 
1925-26, Cmd. 2 27 (1926), p.  1 . 
For background , see F .  A .  Von Poturzyn , Junkers and 
World Aviation ( London , 1935) . 

The Germans also hoped to  establish a Trieste-Alexandri a  
service . Summary in FO 371/1 091 2 ,  Zgypt and Sudan ( 1 925) , 
J2884 , Foreign Office memorandum , October 1 ,  1925 . 
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advance s  in Egypt under the terms of the 1922 Anglo-Egyptian 

agreement . 43 No such agreement bound the Union where Brit i sh 

efforts to head off the Junkers thrust into the empire had to 

rely upon persuasion and , perhaps , Union sympathy with British 

aims . 

In September , 1925 , P. L .  Lindup , secretary to the C ivil 

Air Board , circulated a letter to Great Britain and the 

Dominions . Pointing out that while there had been no civil 

aviation activi ty since the termination of the Cape Town

Durban experiment , the Union government had decided to 

maintain the facilities along the route "pending the 

c onsideration of certain aviation proposals which were 

shortly expected from two or three companies , one being 

Imperial Airways" .  44 Noting that " this Company has since 

intimated that i t  was concentrating its efforts on the 

preparation of a tender for the proposed air route from 

C airo to Karachi 11 , the letter ended , 

43 . An inter-departmental meeting at the Foreign Office 
concluded that "no facilities of any kind are to be 
given to any foreign country or Government in matters 
relating to Egyptian Avi ation" . Ibid. , J2875 , 
September 30 , 1 925 . See above , pp.  1 1 6-26. 

44. AIR 2/290 , enc losure , South Africa ,  Dep artment of Po sts 
and Te legraphs , Civil Avi ation :  Liaison Le tter No. 4 ,  
September , 1925.  



In the absence of any suitable proposals 
from British aviation Companies , the 
Minister of Posts and Telegraphs has 
now under consideration certain proposals 
from a foreign aviation Company of world
wide repute . 45 

Imperial Airways had looked at the situation and 

discussed matters with Mi ller in the summer of 1925. 
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But , as Woods Humphrey l ater indicated , not only was the 

company involved in planning the Karachi service ,  but the 

South African subsidy of £8 , 000 was totally inadequat e .  46 

Other British companies ,  Messrs Vickers , the Aircraft 

Operating Company , and De Havilland were likewise dissuaded 

by the low subsidy , the latter concern having submitted a 

proposal for a Cape-Durban service which called for a minimum 

subsidy of £27 , 000 p . a . 47 Almost fortuitously , the field was 

left to Junkers , ' a  foreign aviation company of world-wide 

repute ' .  

Early in September , 1925 , the British government received 

formal notification of the Junkers proposal to the Union 

government. In a cablegram, the Union advised that Junkers 

was 

45 .  Ibid . 

46 . Ibid. , Woods Humphrey to J.  S .  Smi t ,  July 1 2 ,  1926. 

47 .  Ibid. , Athlone to Amery , November 7 ,  1 925 . Also FO 
371/11451 ( 1 925) , E854. 
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Forming Aeroplane Company British Directors 
capital £50 , 000 Junkers (would) will be 
prepared to take 30 , 000 20/- shares supplying 
7 aeroplanes 3 spare engines 3 workshops etc. 
to ( this )  a.mount Union Government or private 
shareholders to take balance.  Route Cape 
Town Durban Johannesburg weekly services 
running in conjunction with European mails.  
Subsidy required £8 , 000 per annum. Aeroplane s 
Junkers all metal F . 1 3  fitted Junkers Engine 
200 horsepower air mail contract yearly basis 
subject to extension • • • •  48 

The response in Great Britain was immediate and startled. 

The Air l'1i.nistry wanted more details but considered Junkers ' 

estimates of £25 , 000 annual costs too low , and the JU F1 3 not 

capable of operating sati sfactorily at aerod r·omes such as 

Johannesburg . 49 Brancker expressed the concern that the 

company "will be subsidised in addition by Germany" .  50 

Hoare ' s  reaction was that "we should do everything in our 

power to stop an agreement of this kind" , and hoped Imperial 

Airways or any other suitable British C ompany could be "induced 

without delay to put in a tender for the service " .  51 In 

October , Amery passed on the Air Ministry ' request ' that " an 

opportunity will be afforded to  British companies  to tender 

48. AIR 2/290 , Department of Posts and Telegraphs to High 
Commissioner ' s  Office , London , September 1 1 ,  1 925. 
Parentheses appear in original document . 

49 . Ibid. , Holloway (A .M . ) to South Africa High Commissioner , 
September 28 , 1 925 . 

50 . Ibid. , Brancker to Hoare , November 1 3 ,  1 925. 

51 . Ibid. , Ho are to Brancker , September 25 , 1925 . 
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for such a service if it is decided to proceed with the 

scheme " .  52 South Africa ' s  reply noted simply that British 

Companies "have already had equal and every opportunity of 

tendering" , while Imperial Airways were asked to submit 

prop osals "but at their request the matter was left in 

abeyance " .  53 

By December, the Air Ministry, becoming increasingly 

desperate to discourage any final Junkers-Union agreement , 

advised that both the Aircraft Operating Company and the 

DeHavilland Aircraft Company were " still seriously 

considering possibility of submitting proposals " ,  and 

had asked Alan Cobham to act as their agent while in South 

Africa on the ' Imperial Airway Survey ' .  54 It was hoped 

that Cobham could not only sell the Union on British proposal s ,  

but sell the D e  Havilland DH50 aeroplane too , in the view of 

Air Ministry expert s ,  an aircraft better suited than the 

JU F1 3 to South African conditions . 55 

Fortunately for the British interests at this point , the 

Hertzog government seemed to be in no haste to conclude the 

protracted negotiations with Junkers . Although Athlone 

reported in January that the Union "has provisionally entered 

52. FO 371/11451 , Amery to Athlone , October 19 , 1925. 

5 3 .  Ibid. , Athlone to Amery , November 7 ,  1925. 

54. Ibid. , Amery to Athlone , December 1 ,  1 925 . 

55 .  Ibid . 
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into a favourable agreement with promoters of a South African 

Aero Company" , and thought the probability of further 

negotiations failing , "remote" , 56 the fact remained that 

the Union had certain reservations regarding the German 

proposal . In terms of South African-Bri tis� relations , the 

nationalist-minded Hertzog and his associates were prepared 

to challenge but not to alienate London. Nonetheless , along 

lines from which would evolve the new concept of ' dominion ' 

for the Union , C anada , Australia and New Zealand , national 

aims were given priority over imperialism in all its forms . 

Hertzog clearly pref erred the shadow to the substance of 

empire . 57 Thus , the Union goverrment was less anti-British 

than it was pro-South African , and , in the context of air 

transport development , policy was not so much dictated by 

the need to restrain British ambition as it was to assure 

that control was vested in South African hands. In 

negotiations with the Junkers firm , the issues were clearly 

political , turning on que stions of Union control and the 

training and employment of South African personnel .  58 

56. 

57. 

58. 

Ibid. , Athlone to  Amery ,  January 1 5 ,  1926. 

For background to General J . B . M. Hertzog (Prime Minister 
of the Union , 1924-1 939) and his atti tudes to empire , see 
Hya.IO , The Failure of South African E ansion 1 08-1 48 , 
esp .  pp . 101- • lso , o. arry ik 
Hertzog (Cape Town , n . d . ) 
The Union wanted Junkers to  employ South African pilots 
and mechanics to operate the service "right from its 
inception" .  FO 371/11451 , Athlone to Amery , November 
7 '  1925. 
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There was the added obj ection that there would be " a  real 

and serious difficulty" in obtaining spare parts for the 

aircraft should a world or European crisis ensue . 59 In 

8ny case , the Union did not want t o  embrace a German Junkers 

imperialism while in the proce ss of loosening the British 

tie . Matters , then , moved more slowly than the excitement 

in the British Air Ministry and Dominions Office suggested. 

In the meantime Cobham arrived in South Africa to 

broadcast the British cause and sell De iiavilland aircraft. 60 

In neither case was the mi ssion successful . Cobham • s  reports 

on the situation were valuable contributions to the British 

assessment , but , as he pointed out , 11mo st people" wanted a 

British service in the Union , but the government could not 

resist the appeal of the low cost Junkers bid. 61 Although 

the Cobham flight gave a great boost to the popularity of 

aviation in the Union, the Air Ministry was obviously 

disappointed that he could not have achieved more positive 

results. With still no competitive British bids to influence 

the Union ' s  deci sion, by !'larch , 1926 , the Air l"linistry was 

asking the Union government to postpone again any final 

59. AIR 2/290 , Lindup Liaison Letter , September , 1925. 

60 . See above , 170-73 , 180-82. 

61 . AIR 2/290 , enclosure re Cobham i n  South Africa. 
See too The Times , February 1 9 ,  1926 , p .  1 3 .  



393 

agreement with Junkers unti l  matters could be discussed with 

Cobham after hi s return. 62 What was to be gained by the se 

reque sts is not very clear , nor can it be said that they 

influenced the Union-Junkers discussions in any way. The 

British government was heartened by the news that " there is 

a possibility that the scheme may not be proceeded with" , 

but the basis of thi s lay in troublesome financial and other 

stipulations in the proposed Union-Junkers agreement , not in 

considerations of British concern. 63 By April ,  1926 , in fact ,  

the first Junkers ' scare ' was over , negotiations having broken 

down on the question of financi al guarantee s ,  and the Union 

once again open to tenders , British or otherwise.  64 

Coincidently, Imperial Airways now felt that Egypt-Karachi 

service arranf5ements were settled, and " adequate attention" 

could now be paid to South Africa. Woods Humphrey was 

prepared to explore the situation with the Aircraft Operating 

Company , thinking it desirable that "British interests work 

to  a certain extent hand in hand" . 65 Imperials '  view was 

that a careful survey and investigation should be made in 

62 . FO 371/1 1451 , Amery to Athlone , March 5 ,  1926. 

6 3 .  Ibid. , Athlone to Amery , March 1 3 ,  1926 . 

64 .  The Times , April 1 5 ,  1926 , p .  1 3 .  See discussions in 
Cape Times ,  February 1 8  and March 1 3 ,  1926 , and the Star 
(JOhannesburg ) ,  April 6 ,  1926. 

65 . AIR 2/290 , Woods Humphrey to Smit , April 1 4 ,  1926. 
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south Africa,  and offered its expert services to the Union 

for £2 , 500 , ple ading its own inability to finance such an 

t .  t '  66 inves iga ion. With Junkers temporarily out of the 

running , and the Union government in no haste and not 

prepared to raise the £8 , 000 subsidy,  hopes for a start 

to air transport development in South Africa in 1926 were 

ended. It was becoming increasingly clear ,  too , that the 

impetus was going to have to come from within not without . 

With the exception of an indication of interest on the part 

of Short Brothers , Ltd. , British firms appeared content to 

sit back and let matters lie . 67 

Still , aviation was moving ahead in South Africa on 

several fronts .  By 1926 , the Union could boast o f  70 

' landing grounds ' ,  68 and the Union had joined Great Brit ain 

and the other dominions in the airship scheme . A mooring 

mast was to be constructed at Cape Town or in Natal , and the 

ill-fated scheme promised to link London and the Union in 

6 days.  69 Cobham ' s  first flight to the Cape sparked a 

66. Ibid . Brancker endorsed the idea , claiming "South Africa 
would obtain a first class report • • • •  Imperial Airways 
probably know f ar  more about the possibilities of air 
transport than any other firm in the world" . Ibid. , 
Brancker to Smit , July 28 , 1 926 . The idea did not 
materialise . 

67. Ibid. , A . M. to DO , April 1 5 ,  1926. 

68. Imperial Conference , 1926 , Summary of Proceedings , Cmd. 
2768 ( 1 926) , p .  21 1 .  

69. l ater 
Higham , 
See AIR 
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revival of flying club activity , notably the Aero C lub of 

south Africa. 70 Major Mil ler flew a 2 , 300 mile ' round the 

Union' tour in 1927 and was instrumental in starting light 

plane clubs at Port Elizabeth , East London , Durban ,  

Bloemfontein and Kimberley. 71 From 1926 onwards , the 

Union became the popular target destination of a steady 

stream of pilots eager to set new records for the London

Cairo-Cape Town route . 72 The annual service flights of the 

Royal Air Force and the South African Air Force between C airo 

and C ape Town likewise made their contributions to air progress 

in the Union and the emergence of a new air-mindedness. 73 In 

the process of these varied activitie s ,  public apathy was being 

overcome . Only government short-sightedne ss inhibited more 

rapid development . 

In 1928 , after discussions with Cobham, Miller was again 

active in the pursuit of a government agreement to subsidise 

air transport , this time on the Durban-JohaIUlesburg route . 

70 . 

71 . 

72 . 

7 3 .  

South Africa,  Yearbook , No . 9 ( 1 926-27) , p .  763 .  It 
noted "a remarkable revival of int erest in avi ation" , 
especially the flying club movement which aimed "to 
encourage and promote the fullest development of civil 
aviation in South Africa" .  

Klein , Winged Courier, p .  69 . 

Beginning with R. a. Bentley in 1927 who flew a DH 60 
London to Cape Town in less than 28 days. On the 
record-breakers , see Jone s ,  The Time Shrinkers,  
pp . 1 35-204. 

The R.A.F.  made five Cape flights from 1926-1 930 , the 
S .A .A . F . , four Cairo flights.  
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It was to be operated by a new South African Comp any , African 

Airways Ltd. ?4 Negotiations broke down once more in the face 

of government intransigence ,  in part because of concern that 

non-nationals would control the company , in p art for fear that 

the airline would woo passengers away from the government

owned rail service. 75 In 1929 , Miller ' s  persi stent efforts 

were rewarded.  With new backing , the determined major 

re-opened his negotiations with the Union government , and 

by summer , agreement �ad been reached. The three year contract 

called for Union Airways Ltd. 76 to provide weekly mail and 

passenger services Port Elizabeth-Cape Town , Port Eli zabeth

Durban , and Port Zlizabeth-Johannesburg , via Bloemfontein. 

The flying schedule was to connect with the sea mails at 

C ape Town. The subsidy remained at £8 ,000 p . a. , the 

arbitrary limit set out in the parliamentary estimates  

yearly since 1925 . 77 

74. 

7 5 .  

76. 

?? . 

Klein, Winged Courier, p .  69 . Another company , British 
Airways Service ,  was reportedly seeking to e stablish a 
Durban-Johannesburg service in 1927 . Particulars cannot 
be found. See John Goldstrom , A Narrative History of 
Aviation (New York , 1930) . 

By 1932 , a South African Railways official expre ssed the 
view that if a private company commenced air services on 
the Johannesburg-Durban route , the railway would have to 
introduce a competitive service to monopolise air and rail 
revenue s. The Time s ,  July 3 ,  1931 , p .  14. 

The company was registered at Pretoria , July 24 , 1929 , 
with a c api tal of £5 ,000 . Two officers of the Atlantic 
Refining Company of Africa held one share each , Miller 
the balance of the 5 , 000 shares .  

In addition , monies were spent in the ad.mini stration of 
the Aviation Act ( 1923)  to the benefit of civil aviation; 
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The birth of Union Airways marked the first maj or step 

in providing South Africa with a network of dome stic air 

services.  Operations commenced in August , 1929 , with five 

DH Gipsy Moth aircraft , Miller and three other pilot s ,  and 

d . 78 one groun engineer. Along routes which totalled 1 , 438 

miles , the airline put up an impressive performance in the 

first years of operation. In the first six months , 1 30 , 000 

mi les were flown , carrying 104 passengers and over 6 , 000 lbs.  

of mail .  79  By 1930 ,  such was the popularity of the services 

that the airline added two more aircraft , a cabin Puss Moth 

and a six passenger Fokker Universal , to handle the increasing 

mail and passenger traffic ,  and to speed up services.  80 But 

despite the obvious operational success , financial difficulties 

plagued the air line from the beginning. The government 

77.  

78 . 

79. 

80. 

( c ontinued) 1923-24 , £480 , 1924-25 , £8 , 038 , 1925-26 , 
£5 , 09 3 ,  1926-27 , £1 , 536 , 1927-28 , £209 , 1928-29 , £2 , 21 5 .  
South Afric a ,  Yearbook , No . 10 ( 1 927-28) , p .  804 , and 
No . 16 ( 1 933- 34) ,  p.  796 . 

Klein , Winged Courier , pp . 71-72 . On beginnings ,  see 
also Graham Bellin (one of the pilots) , "South Africa ' s  
First Airmail Service" ,  Cape Ar�us , July 3 ,  1948 , and 
"Passengers Sat in the Open Coe pit " ,  ibid. , July 10 , 
1948 ; Wyndham , The Air Posts of South Africa ,  pp . 27-29 ; 
The Time s ,  August 27, 1929, p. 9. 

Klein , Winged Courier, p .  72 .  Official Union statistics 
for the period indicate totals for all flying , providing 
no separate category for Union Airways . 

In 1930-31 , 1 0 , 023 lbs . of mail and 761 passengers were 
carried; in 1931-32 ,  1 2 , 334 lbs .  and 1 , 056 respectively. 
Wyndham, The Air Posts of South Africa , p. 32. For new 
aircraft det ails ,  see Appendix I. 
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subsidy , the backing of the Atlantic Refining Company , and 

steadily increasing passenger and mail revenues were not 

enough to off set high running costs and provide for 

re-equipment. Just two months after Union Airways commenced 

service s ,  negotiations were being held with General Motors . 

The big American firm had obtained a substantial interest in 

the Atlantic Aircraft Company , the American conce ssionaires 

for Fokker aircraft . General Motors '  South Africa branch 

acquired an interest in Union Airways with plans to re-equip 

with Fokker aeroplanes and develop service s ,  including a 

route to Rhodesia .  81 

Throughout 1930,  Miller attempted to provide a more 

substantial financial footing for hi s company , but overtures 

to British and European companies were rej ected. The problem 

was that Mi ller was determined to keep the air line in South 

African hands while potential investors would not step in 

without being guaranteed control .  Barrett-Lennard of Imperial 

Airways , visiting South Afric a  in 1930 , proposed the purchase 

of Union Airways , the aim clearly to obtain a foothold in the 

Union pri or to the opening of the London to Cape Town route .  82 

81 . AVIA 2/422 , B . E . H .  Clifford (United Kingdom Representative 
in South Africa) to DO , October 26 , 1929 . C lifford 
suggested Imperial Airways start the African route from 
the south end as well , a move which might fore stall the 
establishment of Fokker "if undertaken quietly and 
expeditiously" . See also The Time s ,  October 26 , 1929 , p . 1 1 .  

82.  Imperial Airways had established a non-operating subsidiary 
in the Union in 1929 , Imperial Airways of South Africa ( The 
Time s ,  August 1 6 ,  1929 , p .  9) , but it wanted a "National
Xir Transport Company" with South African participati on. 
AVIA 2/1879 , A . M. to DO, �mrcb 1 7 ,  19 31 . 
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The proposal would have resolved .Miller ' s  problems , but on 

the advice of Oswald Pirow , the Union Minister of Defence , 

.Mi l ler rejected i t .  "Pirow asked me especially not , under 

any circumstances , to sell out to  Imperial Airways " ,  Miller 

reported , and Miller was assured of government support by 

Pirow and Hertzog if he would break off' negotiations with 

Imperial s .  83  In light of l ater developments , the decision 

to reject Imperials ' offer was unfortunate for .Mil ler and 

Imperial Airways. Miller ' s  future would have been secured 

as managing director of the subsidiary , and Imperial Airways 

would have controlled the development of air transport in the 

Union. Ironically , in January , 1932 , the Union government 

appro ached Imperial Airways with a proposal that the Bri tish 

company be responsible for all internal lines in the Union. 84 

Public opinion in South Africa discouraged the devel opment of 

this idea and ended any hopes  Imperials had of establishing 

themselves in the Union. 85 

By 1932,  Union Airways was near bankruptcy. The year 

before had been marked by several set-backs . A proposed 

Quoted in Klein, Winged Courier , p .  76. For Pirow ' s  role 
in South African aviation , see below , chapters IX and XI . 

84. The Time s , June 24 , 1 932 , p .  8.  Aeroplane , July 6 ,  1932 , 
p .  6. 

85.  In mid-1932 , Imperial Airways was sti ll thinking of 
organising a local company. AVIA 2/1 879 , part I ,  
Bulloch t o  DO , June 6 ,  1932.  The Junkers takeover 
of Union Airways ended the se hopes .  See below. 
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merger with Glen Kidston ended when Kidston and Tony Gladstone 

were killed in an air crash in Natal .  86 In November, Union 

Airways suffered its first fatalities when a Puss Moth on the 

Port Elizabeth-Cape Town route crashed killing the pilot and 

two passengers . 87 In December , the pride of the fleet , the 

Fokker aircraft , was irreparably damaged in a crash at Kayser ' s  

beach. 88 For Miller , the losses were more than the company 

could tolerate without additional out side support . In the 

spring of 1932 , negotiations were under way with Junkers.  

Pirow ' s  promise of government support was not forthcoming , 

and Miller by this time was ready to accept outside control 

or risk seeing his airline go out of business entirely. His 

three year air mail contract was to expire in August and there 

were questions whether it would be renewed. 89 By June , 1 932 , 

Miller , who had rej ected a Junkers take-over bid in 1931 , came 

to an agreement with the G erman firm which effe ctive ly gave 

Junkers control of the airline and placed them in a posit ion 

86. The Times , May 6 ,  1931 , p .  9. Kidston ' s  plans for Union 
Airways are outlined in the Cape Time s ,  May 8 ,  1931 . 

Eastern Province Herald (Port Elizabeth) , November 1 4 ,  
1931, p .  11. 
South African Airways , Fifty Years of Flight ( Johannesburg , 
1970) , p .  46. 

Cape Argus ,  January 9 ,  1 932. This newspaper was most 
symp athetic to Miller and Union Airways . See "A Pioneer 
Unrewarded" , ibid. , January 11 , 1932.  
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to monopolise the bidding for air services in the Union . 90 

Equally important , the agreement called f or the airline to 

be re-equipped with Junkers aircraft , a development which 

found the airline £85 , 000 in debt within two years . 91 All 

in all , the Junkers ' take-over ' was complete , despite .Miller ' s  

prote stations to the contrary and the British view that he had 

persuaded the Union government that the airline remained in 

South African hands. 92 l"loreover , it was Junkers ' second 

triumph in South Africa in the face of British competition 

and the professed ' South Africa first ' idea espoused by 

Union nationalists.  

In 1930 ,  the Union had called for tenders for a Windhoek

Kimberley mail service to link up with the planned Imperial 

Airways service to the C ape . 93 By October , Junkers were 

90. 

91 . 

92 . 

93. 

A full discussion is provided in The Times , June 24 , 1932,  
p .  1 3 .  The leader noted that if  the JUrikers-controlled 
Union Airways obtained a new mai ls contract ,  it would be 
"in so strong a positi on for meeting the future aviation 
needs of South Africa that no competitor could hope to 
challenge it " .  

Klein , Winged Courier , p .  76 . 

.Miller was adamant that Junkers bad not ' taken over ' .  
As he did obtain a further one year contrac t ,  it appeared 
to the British that he had satisfied the Union government 
that the airline was "not subject to control from outside 
the Union11 • The Time s ,  June 25 , 1932 , p .  1 1 ,  August 4 ,  
1932,  p .  9 .  The fact was that the Union was planning its 
own take-over (African World , August 1 3 ,  1932 , p. 1 32) 
and temporary outside control was of little consequence.  

Rand Daily I1ail , September 18 , 1930 .  More accurately, 
it was the South-We st Africa administration which c alled 
for tenders ,  but the Union controlled the interested 
department of Posts and Telegraphs , as we ll as defence . 
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confirmed as the successful bidders. 94 The five year 

contract provided for a £7 ,000 p . a . subsidy plus 3/ lb . 

on mail carried up to 6 , 000 lbs.  p . a . Provision was also 

xnade for South-West Africa Airways to be acquired "in the 

8yent of a state of national emergency, or for any other 

urgent reason which the ad.ministration may consider 

advisable" ,  a power the Union exercised in 1935.  95 

With Junkers aircraft , the airline commenced operations 

in 1931 , linking Windhoek to Grootfontein , Keetmanshoop , 

Walvis Bay and Kimberley. 96 In January , 1 932 , the 

connection with the Imperial Airways service was made , 

and until  its take-over by the Union , the services were 

run with "noteworthy consistency" .  97 In its last full 

94. 

95.  

96 . 

97 . 

AVIA 2/1879 , encl. 3b , C lifford to DO, October 21 , 
1930 . Also Cape Times , October 1 8 ,  1930. 

Union of South Africa , Relort Pre sented _by the 
Government of the Union o South Africa to the 
Council of the Leafoe of Nations Concerning the 
Administration of �uth West Africa for the Year 
1 hereinafter , outh est Africa eport , year) 

retoria,  1931 ) ,  p .  125. 
The airline used JU A50 and F1 3 aircraft . Stroud , 
Annals , p .  549. See too , Wyndham , The Air Posts of 
South Africa , pp . 33-37 ,  and "T:h.e South-West African 
Air Services" , Flight , January 1 9 ,  1933 ,  pp . 62-63 .  

South West Africa Report , 1934 (Pretoria ,  1935) , p .  84 .  
Also BOAC, I.A. file No. 1 8 ,  South-West Africa Airways , 
1931 -1935 , for data on company operations. History is  
reviewed in "The Airways of South-We st Africa " , Aeroplane , 
August 1 2 ,  1936, p .  216.  
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year of operation, the small company carried 1 35 passengers , 

5 , 581 lbs.  of mail and 466 lbs .  of freight over 80 , 000 miles. 98 

The award of the contract to Junkers did not go unnoticed. 

The Caue Times reported "a storm of criticism has arisen at 

what is described as a ' break ' from the G overnment ' s  policy 

of ' South Africa first ' in connection with this contract " .  99 

Walter Madeley , the labour M.P.  and former :Mini ster of Fosts 

and Telegraphs , was especially critical . He accused the 

government of having had a standing agreement with Junkers 

since 1 925 , de spite Junkers ' failure to agree to terms at 

the time . The Union , according to �1ade ley , had guarant eed 

the Junkers contract even before tenders were submitted , and 

Union Airways , who had submitted an identical tender , had been 

ignored.  4oo He further castigated the government for 

supporting Imperial Airways on the Cape route , 

giving away , as they have done , the ownership 
and control of South African aviation to an 
outside company , and for using taxpayers '  
money, to the tune of £400 , 000 , to enable 
this company to beat our own South Africans 
out of the field. 101 

For Madeley , Die Burger , 102 and other nationalist 

critics in the Union , 

98 . South Africa , Yearbook , No.  16 ( 1 933- 34) , p .  350. 

99 . C ape ·Times , October 24 , 1930 . 

100.  Ibid. 

101 . Ibid. 

102. AVIA 2/1 879 , pre ss clippings attached ,  Stanley to DO, 
April 1 7 ,  1931 . Die Burger ,  April 1 4 ,  1931 . 
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nothing is  likely to  be done for the real 
benefit of the Union so long as the disposal 
of the Govermnent subsidy is taken out of the 
hands of the local authorities • • • •  103 

Thus , the contract award to Junkers in South-West Africa 

merely aggravated a situation that had begun with the British

South African agreement on the Cape route . For British 

interests , however insignificant South-We st African affairs 

per � might be , the Junkers intrusion was a matter of grave 

concern. This was ' the thin edge of the wedge ' of German 

ambitions in Africa ,  obviously important politically , and a 

clear threat to the British aircraft industry , whose vitality 

depended upon access to markets like the Union for aircraft , 

engines and spares .  104 Ramsay I'lacDonald ,  the Prime Minister , 

noting the Junkers award , queried the Dollfinions Office "whether 

we can take the matter up " ,  a reflection of high level concern:05 

In Pretoria B . E . H .  Clifford , the British Representative , hoped 

the Air Mini stry would " appreciate the risks inherent in 

leaving civil aviation in the Union to develop on ' natural 

103 . AVIA 2/422 , Bulloch to Gedde s ,  June 6 ,  1930 , in 
explanation of South African hostility to Imperial 
Airways . 

104 .  From a high o f  525 aeroplanes exported i n  1 929 , British 
exports showed a marked decline over the next few years ; 
in 1930 ,  31 7 ,  1931 , 304 , 1 932 , 300 , and 1933 ,  234. In 
1930 , the total value of complete aircraft , engines and 
spares exported was £2 ,049 , 921 , a business certainly 
worth fighting for. Summary to 1937 in The Air Annua l  
o f  the British Empire , 1938 , (London , 1 938) ,  p .  614. 

105. AVIA 2/1 879 , Holmes (DO) to Bertram , October 28 , 1930.  
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lines ' , and urged Imperial Airways to answer the challenge . 106 

Clifford had taken the matter up with Hertzog , but had to 

accept the bland assertion that it was a concern of the 

south-i,.Je st Africa admini stration and the Union was " anxious 

to let them make their own arrangements " .  107 

Imperial Airways responded to the challenge as best they 

could. For almost three years , negotiations were held with 

the Union government and other interested parties in an 

attempt to establish a South African-based company to cater 

to all Union air transport needs . Early in 1931 , Woods 

Humphrey advised the Air �linistry that 

Imperial Airways has proposed setting up a 
South African Company with a South African 
directorate and offering opportunity to 
South African capital to participate ; but 
Imperial Airways wi ll finance the Company 
initial ly if South African capital is not 
forthcoming . Two very responsible South 
Africans , Mr . James Leish and f'.ir . Alexander 
Rennie have agreed to be directors and to 
select other South Africans of good st anding 
as their colleagues .  108 

Thi s was not the £250 ,000 scheme suggested by Imperi als '  

B arrett-Lennard in 1930 , 109 nor did it follow High Commissioner 

106. Ibid. , Clifford to Harding , December 31 , 1 9 30. Up to 
this point , Clifford had been against any Imperial 
Airways expansion in the Union. Now he was concerned 
that whi le two British manufacturing companys ( Vickers 
and Armstrong Siddeley) had been invited to tender, 
neither Imperial Airways nor any other British 
' operating ' company had been invited. Ibid. , C lifford 
to DO , December 9 ,  1930.  

107.  Ibid. , Clifford to  DO , December 9 ,  19 30. 

1 08 .  Ibid. , Woods Humphrey t o  Bertram, April 24, 1931 . 

109. Ibid. , Clifford to DO , December 9 ,  1930. 
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Sir Herbert Stanley' s  suggestions to form a company with 

Miller , G ladstone and Kidston , in order to win public 

support . 110 The proposed South African company was to 

nave an authorised capital of £100 ,000 , of which Imperials 

would subscribe £25 , 000. Three-engine aircraft were to be 

used,  and the first service was to operate the Durban

Johannesburg route twice weekly. All mail was to be sent 

by air at agreed �ates , and no competition was to be allowed 

for the life of the ten year contract.  1 1 1  It was an 

ambitious proposal but hardly one to quiet South African 

fears of an Imperial Airways air transport monopoly in the 

Uni on.  C learly , Woods Humphrey and Geddes wanted an ' all 

or nothing ' position in South Africa,  a demand t�at neither 

the Union government nor public could be expected to accept.  

In any case , the Union was pursuing another line of 

development . Parliament passed an Act (Act No. 21 of 1 931 ) 

which granted the South African Railways and Harbours 

administration powers "to operate own departmental aircraft 

for transport of passengers and goods " .  1 1 2  Although no 

110.  Ibid. , Stanley to DO , April 1 7 ,  1931 . 

111 . Ibid . , Leish to C .  W .  tialone (South African Minister 
of Rai lways and Harbours ) ,  July 1 5 ,  1931 . 

1 1 2 .  In the same year ,  a new Civil Air Board was constituted 
under the chairmanship of Van Ryneveld but without Major 
Miller. South Afric a ,  Yearbook , No . 8 ( 1 931-32) , p .  300 , 
and No. 16 ( 1 933-34) , pp . 722-23 , spells out terms of the 
Act . 
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steps were taken immediately to implement the Act ,  it did 

sugge st that the Union was looking forward to assuming the 

control and operation of all air transport , not merely the 

supervision and regulation of civil aviation. The wedding 

of air transport and railways also expre ssed the Union' s  

determination to co-ordinate all forms of transport . 1 1 3  

It was a discouraging development for Imperial Airways , 

now compelled to defer further action on their proposal 

until the future situation became more c lear. 

The news that "Junkers are in the field" prompted a 

renewed outbreak of British concern in 1 932. 114 The 

Aircraft Operating Company , the British air survey firm 

whose earlier plans in South Africa had come to nought , 1 1 5  

presented a comprehensive proposal for air mail services 

in the Union to F.H.P.  Creswell , the }linister of Defenc e . 116  

1 1 3 .  Predicting the transfer of civil aviation t o  the 
Railways department , the Rand Dail� Mail (July 1 4 ,  
1931 ) echoed the government view t at the Railways 
was "more competent to  deal with the position than 
the Post Office " .  

114.  AVIA 2/1879 , Stanley to Harding , April 26 , 1932. 

1 1 5 .  AVIA 2/452 , encl.  10a , note on Cap tain S. M. Wood , 
representing Aircraft Operating and Armstrong Siddeley. 
The companies , along with the Anglo-American Corporation , 
and possibly , National Flying Services ,  had hoped to 
operate a Johannesburg-Ndola service in 1929. 

116.  AVIA 2/1879 , G .  E .  Lavin to Creswell , April 20 , 1932. 
Civil aviation was transferred to the Defence department 
in August ,  1931 . Star (Johannesburg) , August 28 , 1931 . 
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The proposal received immediate support from the British 

High C ommissioner,  concerned that Junkers not be the only 

alternative to Imperial Airways . Stanley went further to 

sugge st that Imperial Airways back or work with the two 

principal s ,  Maj or Cochran-Patrick and G .  S .  Lavin. 117  

The Dominions Office response was that the Aircraft 

Operating Company could be supported if Imperial Airways 

was not too popular , as Stanley suggested,  but in any case , 

"it  seems clear that the British interests concerned should 

spare no effort to defeat , as Stanley urge s ,  the foreign 

challenge whether it be German or United States [ sic] 

11 1 1 8  Imperial Airways , in the meantime absorbed . . . . . 

in consolidating their operations on the Cairo-Cape Town 

route , clung to the idea of f orming a South African company 

with Leish as chairman, an idea already overtaken by events . 119  

Both The Times and the Aeroplane urged South Africa to accept 

one or the other of the British bids should the Union Airways 

contract not be renewed. 1 20 

1 1 7 .  AVIA 2/1879 , Stanley to Harding , April 28 , 1932. 

1 1 8 .  Ibid. , Harding t o  Bulloch, May 1 3 ,  1932. 

1 1 9 .  Ibid . , Bulloch t o  Harding , June 6 ,  1932.  

120.  The Time s ,  June 24 , 1 9 3 2 ,  pp . 8 ,  1 3 . Arguing that 
"we look l ike being defeated by the Dutch South Africa 
e l ement " , C .  G .  Grey went on to claim that Hoepfner 
had returned to South Africa with £70 ,000 of German 
money " as backing for the South-West-cum-Union Airways 
C ombine " .  "On the South African Air-Line Scandal " ,  
Aeroplane , July 6 ,  1932 , pp . 1 - 2 ,  4 ,  6 ,  8-9 .  
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The renewal of Union Airways mail contract for one year 

in August ,  1 9 32 , and the succes sful tender of the Junkers

Union company against the two British rival s ,  ushered in a 

new era in South African air transport . 1 21 From this point 

onward , South African aviation development �oved toward state 

control ,  a growing dependence upon German support , a diminution 

of British influence ,  and the uti lisation of the aeroplane in 

the vanguard of South African efforts to further ambitions 

north of the Limpopo.  All thi s become s particularly apparent 

under the direction of the "very un-British" Oswald Pirow , 1 22 

from 1933-1939 , Minister of Defence , as well as Railways and 

Harbours , in the Hertzog-Smuts coalition government . In a 

very real sense , the Junkers triumph was a South African 

triumph , as it was a British defeat . 

Under the j oint management of F .  Hoepfner of Junkers 1 23 

and Miller , Union Airways survived for al.most another two 

years . In April ,  1932 , the Durban-Johannesburg route was 

opened for passenger and freight traffic with a JU F1 3 

aircraft and a Puss I1oth. 1 24 The mails contract ,  renewed 

1 21 .  AVIA 2/1879 , encl.  14a , · �emorandum on Feeder Service s ' , 
n . d .  

1 22 .  Ibid. , Stanley to Sir Geoffrey Whiskard , May 1 3 ,  1 9 3 3 .  

1 2 3 .  Hoepfner was a former German U-boat commander and the 
organiser of South \-lest Africa Airways.  In 1935 , he 
returned to Germany and a post in the Air YJ.inistry. 

124 .  Stroud, Annals , p .  550 .  Klein, Winged Courier , p .  77. 
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in August , was repl aced by a new one year agreement in 

J1arCh ,  1 9 3 3 ,  with an increase in subsidy to £10 ,000 p . a.  1 25 

Although the company- continued to operate in the red ,  the 

commercial returns were gratifying. In 1932 , 1 , 1 39 p assengers 

and 1 0 , 003 lbs.  of mail were carried. In 1 933 , the figures 

were 2 , 388 and 1 2 , 935 respectively, representing load increase s 

of 1 09 . ?fo and 29. 3%.  126 

Despite Junkers support in aircraft and money,  and their 

efforts to expand operations in the Union , 1 27 by January, 

1934 , it was apparent that Union Airways could not continue . 

The f inancial picture darkened with each passing month , and 

the loss  of an aircraft and five lives in December , 1933 , 

seemed to sound the death knell .  128 In January, Hoepfner 

left Durban for Cape Town and meetings with the government ,  

and the press was reporting the impending take-over of the 

airline by the Union. 1 29 On February 1 ,  1934 ,  it was 

publicly announced that the Union government had acquired 

the assets and liabilities of Union Airways , and a newly 

125.  South Africa ,  Yearbook , No . 1 5  ( 1 932- 33) , p .  331 . 

126. Ibid. , p .  336. 

127 .  Imperials ' Leish reported that Junkers " are exercising 
tremendous pressure to get the Imperial Airways Service 
stopped at Johannesburg • • •  " ,  with a view to obtaining 
the Johannesburg-Cape Town route . AVIA 2/1879 , 
Liesching ( acting UK High Commissioner ) to Batterbee 
( DO) , October 4 ,  1933. 

128 .  Klein , winged Courier , pp . 77-78 . 

129. C a�e Times , January 30 , 1934. The Time s ,  January 30 , 
19 4, p .  13 . 
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formed state-owned airline had been formed with authority 

t 1 t d . th R . 1 d H b dm · · t t · 1 30 
for con ro ves e in e ai ways an ar ours a 1n1s ra ion. 

It was a move long in coming and perhaps overdue , although 

forec ast as early as August , 1933.  1 31 The company , at this  

point , was "clearly insolvent" ,  with debts amounting to 

£74, 000 and assets of only £48 ,600 . 1 32 

The Union take-over of the Junkers-Miller airline 

signaled a closing of the door to the British air presence 

in South Africa.  ?irow was now master of the situation and 

German influence had been , if anything , strengthened.  Herr 

Hoepfner was appointed Technical and Commercial Air 

Superintendant of the new South African Airways and 

advisor to  the government . 1 3 3  Hoepfner ' s  new role meant 

that he would have acce ss to confidential information rel ated 

to imperial defence , a matter of no small concern to British 

offici als. 1 34 It meant , too , that Hoepfner ' s  influence 

1 30 .  

1 31 .  

1 32.  

1 33 .  

1 34.  

Details of acquisition in Cape Time s ,  March 2 ,  1934. 
Also AVIA 2/1879 , G .  N. Trace (Imperial Airways South 
Africa Manager) to Woods Humphrey , February 22 , 1934.  

Star (Johannesburg) , August 2 ,  1933.  And there was 
concern that the coupling of German interests and a 
Union take-over would "shut out " British aircraft 
manufacturers . AVIA 2/1879 , Liesching to Batterbee , 
August 1 5 ,  1933.  

Union of South Africa , House of Assembly , Debate s ,  No . 6 ,  
�Jarch 5 ,  1934 ,  p .  990. Pirow p ointed out that £45 , 000 
of the debt was owed Junkers , of which £35 ,000 was for 
aircraft on order. The t akeover paid overseas creditors 
10/ on the £ ,  but provided nothing for shareholders and 
no payment for goodwil l .  
AVIA 2/1879 , Trace t o  Woods Humphrey, February 22, 1934 . 

Ibid. , Liesching to Batterbee ( secret) , April 1 0 ,  1934. 
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would be crucial in determining the aeroplane needs for the 

Union. Despite Pirow ' s  invitation for British aircraft 

manufacturing interests to establish factories in the 

Union , 1 3 5  Pirow quickly ordered £85 , 000 worth of Junkers 

aircraft , in addition to the orders already placed by Union 

Airways in 1933.  1 36 The first JU 52/3m aircraft arrived in 

November ,  1934 and commenced operations on the Durban

Johannesburg route . 1 37 By 1939,  South African Airways 

operated an all-Junkers fleet of 29 aircraft. 1 38 

It was also evident that Pirow planned to force Imperial 

Airways to make changes in their trunk service to the Union 

after the five year contract had terminated. By requiring 

Imperials to stop at Germiston , and instead operate a coast al 

service to Durban and Cape Town from East Afric a ,  South African 

Airways could thus move onto the Cape Town-Johanne sburg route 

1 35 .  

1 36. 

1 37.  

The Time s ,  March 7 ,  1934 , p .  13 .  De  Havilland was in 
South Africa in a modest way , having established a 
subsidiary in 1930 to develop the southern African 
market . Ibid. , February 25 , 1930, p. 1 3. 

The Time s ,  May 1 5 ,  1 9 34 ,  p .  16.  Pirow repudiated 
sugge stions that he was not serious in negotiations 
with British aircraft manufacturers . Ibid. , June 5 ,  
1934 ,  p .  1 3 .  

Star (Johanne sburg) ,  November 5 ,  1934.  The JU 52/3m 
was the fir st multi-engine aircraft to be employed.  
An excellent pictori al record of the Dessau-Johannesburg 
de livery flight of the three aircraft may be found in F .  
A .  Fischer von Poturzyn, Afrika von Oben (Berlin , 1935) . 
Press response to the JU aircraft was favourable . See 
Rand Daily Mail ,  November 1 2 ,  1934 ,  for extracts.  

1 38 .  South Africa,  Department of 
South African Airwa s Comes 

553.  
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and begin pushing northward to Salisbury and beyond. 1 39 

It was an idea that disturbed Van Ryneveld, the S . A . A . F .  

commander and most prominent member of the Civil Air 

Board , 140 but the Board , having been di sbanded by Pirow 

in 193 3 ,  was no longer ir. a position to influence air 

transport decisions . 141 In the Bri tish Air Ministry , 

the new state of affairs was regarded with suspicion. 

"I am very much exercised" , wrote Bulloch , 

at the news of German intrigue in South 
Africa and the reports that Pirow is 
lending a most favourable ear to it • 

• • .  The latest that I hear is  that Union 
Airways [ sic] are proposing to  run a 
service right up to Salisbury . There 
are even vague rumours of a G erman 
service from Europe to South Africa -
possibly via the West Coast. 142 

Bulloch was reflecting the general Air Mini stry and 

Imperial Airways concern that any South African ..£!!!!! German 

plans to expand operations in southern Africa could only 

come at the expense of existing British operations. The 

imperial defence consideration merely added a frightening 

dimension to the problem. 

1 39 .  The Time s ,  Apri l 1 2 ,  1 934, p .  11 , I1ay 1 5 ,  1934 , p .  16.  

140 .  AVIA 2/1 879 , Stanley to  Batterbee ,  March 29 , 1934. 

141 . In its stead ,  Pirow used the office of the Director 
of Civil Aviation under Major J. Holthause , and after 
November ,  1934, General A. J .  Brink . 

142. AVIA 2/1879 , Bulloch to  Shelmerdine , I-larch 26 , 1934.  
Bulloch ' s  "vague rumours" had substance .  According 
to the Rand Daily Mai l  ( July 1 5 ,  1933)  and Mr .  Peter 
Falk of Junkers , plans for a German service were under 
way. Ibid . , Stanley to  DO , July 1 7 ,  1933.  See below , 
chapters IX-Xl for varied Europe-South Africa proposals. 
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The most outspoken crit icism of the turn of events in 

south Africa came from C. G. Grey,  a sometime sympathiser 

of German policies in Europe and Afric a ,  but an even stronger 

proponent of the British aircraft manufacturing industry. 

Arguing that flying in the Union should be "predominantly 

British" ,  and adding , parenthe tic ally , that South Afri ca 

should be returned to "Crown Colony status " if necessary , 

Grey insi sted upon the better performance and rel iabil ity 

of British aircraft as opposed to Junkers . In typically 

outrageous language , Grey pointed out that Cobham ' s  ' round

the Union ' air di splay in 19 32- 33 showed "even the little 

dorps the possibilities of Bri tish aircraft " .  143 Such 

criticism did not go unnoticed in the Union , and Grey, as 

an authoritative spokesman for British aviation intere st s ,  

did little to help the deteriorating state of Union-Briti sh 

relations in air transport mat ters . The C ape Argus referred 

to him as a "reckless critic" and challenged the ide a of a 

"pro-German plot " .  144 An incensed ?irow called Grey ' s  

attitudes " scurrilous " and "di sgraceful " .  145 It i s  

que stionable at this juncture whether any British critici sm 

mattered very much. By 1934 ,  the die was alre ady cast and 

143. 

144. 

145. 

" On South African Affairs " ,  Aeron lane , June 20 , 1934 ,  
p .  949 . Many other such comments from 1930 onwards . 

Cape Argus , .May 5 ,  1934. 

Cape Time s ,  June 2 ,  1934. 
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the moulding of a non-British air transport empire well 

underway .  Nonetheless , Grey was making public a re action 

felt privately in British air transport circles .  

Under Pirow' s  direction, civil aviation i n  the Union 

was to forge ahead until 1939 .  Although the transfer of 

Union Airways to government control had occasioned some 

serious personnel and morale problems , with �liller ultimately 

eased out of the company , 146 the first year ' s  operations of 

South African Airways suggested a strong foundation upon 

which Pirow could build. In 1934 ,  the airline flew 246 , 306 

miles with 1 , 973 passengers and 9 3 , 031 lbs . of mails and 

freight . 147 'di th more and l arger aircraft in service , 148 

South African Airways operated with greater flexibility and 

was able to achieve what Yuller and his impoverished 

organisation could not .  On such a basi s ,  Pirow was laying 

the plans for future growth. As early as April , 1934 , the 

146 .  For a critical assessment of the take-over , see 
' Afrikander ' , "On South African Airways 11 , Aeroplane , 
February 20 , 1935 , p .  206. Why Major Miller was 
treated in such a cavalier way is not certain. 
Klein is no help in suggesting reasons "which time 

should allow to die " .  Winged Courier , p .  76 . 

147. South Africa ,  Yearbook , No.  17 ( 1 934- 35 ) , p .  759 . 
Somewhat different figures are given in The Air 
Annual of the British Zmpire 1938 (London , 1938) , 
p .  169. 

148. While the JU 52/3ms did not commence operating until 
November , they performed yeoman service with their 
higher load capacitie s .  In addi tion , the company 
continued to use the three JU :i.�1 3  and one JU W34 
aeroplane inherited from Union Airways . 
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acquisition of South ',.Jest Africa Airways was being considered,  

a plan which would complete the monopoly of all air services 

in the Union , with the exception of the Imperial service t o  

the Cape . 149 Pirow also wanted early links made with 

Salisbury , Luanda and Louren�o Marques.  1 50 

Thus , by the end of 1934 ,  civil aviati on and air transport 

development in the Union was at last attaining the pace expected 

of it more than a decade before . There were now 73 aircraft 

flying in the Union , and 59 aerodromes of fair to good standard 

in service . 151  The government planned to erect wireless 

stations at the maj or airports in 1935. 1 52 Mille r ,  with 

his early efforts , and with Union Airways , had done much to 

make all this possible . So too had Junkers , British 

antagonism notwithstanding . Whether the Germans ' activi ty 

was a "clever tactical exploitation of the position" as part 

of some grander scheme of eventual world domination , 1 5 3  or 

149.  The Times , April 12 ,  1934 , p .  1 1 .  
November 30 , 1934 .  

Rand Daily Mai l ,  

1 50. Arrow Air Line s ,  a p=ivate company , operated a Durban
Lourenco Marques weekly service in 1 932-33.  Stroud 
Annals , p .  550 ; Davies , A Hi story of the World ' s  
Airlines ,  p .  193 . 

1 51 . South Africa , Yearbook , No . 16 ( 1 933- 34) , p .  350. 

152. The Air Annual of the Bri tish - 6 ( London , 
1 35 ' p .  7 • 

1 5 3 .  Klein , Winged Courier , p .  76 . Certainly it i s  hard t o  
subscribe to Klein's "Nazi master plan" thesis , Junkers 
Flugzeugwerke had formed the Junkers Luftverkehr with 
the express purpose of exploiting its  own products in 
1921 , many years before the nazi menace .  
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simply an expre ssion of an aggressive commercial po licy , 

their efforts rewarded the Union with a stepped up pace of 

air transport development . Germany was building and ab le 

to deliver aircraft while British rivals still hovered over 

the drawing boards.  4 54 The lines of development may well 

have run a different course for British interests and Union 

Airways had the Depression not struck so hard from 1929-1933,  

but there is  nothing to suggest that Junkers would not have 

been just as formidable in its bid for a presence in Afri ca. 

For Pirow, Junkers aims served the ends of South African 

policy. In the contest with Bri tish air ambitions in the 

Union , Boer nationalism had emerged triumphant . Thus far , 

the fight had been confined to  a struggle within South Africa,  

but , under Pirow, it  was ripe to spill over into Central and 

East Africa. Union air policy could now move beyond the mere 

making of greater ' air consci ousness ' ,  and beyond the 

establishment of a network of domestic air services to keep 

South Africa apace with the modern world. Air transport was 

to move South Africa northward to challenge Great Britain in 

its African empire . In later chapters , much of this the sis 

wil l  emerge as Pirow ' s  ambitions provide South Africa with 

an increasingly larger role in the history of British African 

aviation. 155  

1 54. Two competitive British aircraft were in the works in 
1934 ,  the De Havilland DH86 , and the Airspeed Envoy. 
See appendix I for details .  

155 .  See below , chapters IX and XI . 



CHAPrER VIII 

BRITISH WEST AFRICA: PROBLEMS 

A.ND PROPOSALS, 1919-1934 

• . •  the Englis� had brought trains , 

then motor cars , and then the wind 

train , and there was only Allah left 

to see . 
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Nigerian Lmir , 1925. 1 

Thus far , little has been said about air transport 

developments in British West Africa.  2 The c olonies of 

Gambi a ,  Sierra Leone , Gold Coast and Nigeria ,  along with 

the mandated territories of Togo and British Cameroons , 3 

together comprised more than 500 , 000 square miles of the 

British empire in Africa.  4 They were scattered some 2 , 000 

miles along the Atlantic ,  from the Gambia river to the Gulf 

1 .  Quoted by Sam Hoare , Hansard , CXCII , February 25 , 1926 , 
col .  774. 

2. See above , pp . 35 , 55 , 72-73 ,  105-09 , 201-09 . 

3.  Togo and the British Cameroons were former German 
colonies lying to the east of the G old Coast and Nigeria 
respectively. 

4. Nigeria,  the largest of the coloni e s ,  contained 356 ,669 
s quare miles with a population in excess of 30 ,000 ,000. 
In terms of British investment and trade , only India and 
C eylon were more important colonies.  See A. N .  Cook , 
British Enterprise in Nigeria (London , 1 943) , p .  281 . 
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of Guinea ,  thrusting inland from the seaboard as enclaves 

of British power in the vastness of French West Africa. 

To a great degree ,  this unique geographical/political 

setting had much to do wi th the rate and direction of 

civil  aviation development after world war I.  

Unlike the bulk of the British empire in Africa  lying 

along the C airo-Cape Town route , 5 the c olonies in We st 

Africa lacked the geographical contiguity so e ssent ial to 

the co-ordination of transport planning and policy. 

Surrounded by French territ ory and separated from one 

another , the isolation was only relieved by common acce ss 

to the Atlantic and the sea-lanes to Europe and South Afri c a .  

Set apart , a s  they were , from the mainstream o f  imperial air 

transport development be tween the wars , the �est African 

colonies were relative late-comers to the world of civil 

avi ation. It was not so much a case of being 11 ignored" , 

as one observer noted , 6 but rather the c ase that the problem 

of integrating the colonies  into the imperial air scheme 

posed a problem that was not resolved until late  in the 

period. Ideas about dome stic air services were ever 

circumscribed by economic limitations . �o link West 

5. See above , chapter IV . An exception was British 
Somali land. 

6. Margery Perham, The Times , December 28 , 1932 , cited 
in Perham, Colonial Sequence (London , 1967) , p .  54. 
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Africa by air with Great Britain and the empire meant a 

turning to France ,  across whose territory any British air 

service would have to fly ,  either along the Atlantic coast , 

across the Sahara , or across Chad from Khartoum t o  Nigeria. 7 

Not until the late 1 9 30s was Great Britain prepared to set 

aside questions of pride and security and , ma.kinB use of 

French facilitie s ,  provide an air service to West Africa .  

An e arlier effort would have certainly sponsored a more 

rapid stirring of ' air-mindedness ' and the beginnings of 

local feeder air lines .  As it was , the eve of world war 

II found British �est Africa still without loc al or 

regional air transport . 8 

Still , the ' isolation ' of British West Afric a  was but 

one factor inhibiting air progress . Although British contact 

and trade with 1.Yest Africa went back to the 16th century, 

time had done little to erode the notion that much of thi s 

territory was unfit  for European sett lement . The ' white 

man ' s  grave ' idea persi sted long after its reality had 

passed into history. But , the result was that unofficial 

di scouragement and official prohibition of white settlement 

? .  A Khartoum-Nigeria service was instituted in 1936. 
See below ,  chapter X .  

8 .  These were developed mainly after the formation o f  West 
African Airways corporat ion (WA.AC ) in 1 946. See E. H. 
C oleman , How Aviation Came to Nigeria (Lagos , 1960) . 
Also H. \Va.Iker , "Air Transport in west Africa" , ·�·ie st 
Africa,  XXXII � October 16 , 1948) , 1049-51 , and "Some 
Problems in the Development of Air Transport in ·�-Jest 
Africa" , Journal of the Ro�al Aeronautical Society, 
LVII (August ,  1953), 477-9 . Walker was first chairman 
of WAAC . 

• 



421 

in the West African colonies prevented Europeans , other 

than transient traders and officials , from establishing 

a permanent community. 9 In the long term , this was 

unquestionably a good thing , making travel along the 

road to independence easier for African nationalists.  

In the short term , especi ally as  it applied to  civi l  

aviation development , the lack of a British whi te 

community , as in Kenya or Rhodesia , meant the near

absence of an articulate group demanding closer ties 

with ' home ' and the empire . Of the few white ' re sidents ' 

who did champion the cause of the aeroplane , they had to 

be content with what communications road , rail and the 

shipping lines could provide . 10 The large African 

population was as yet not caught up in the spirit of 

enthusiasm which marked air transport promotion elsewhere . 1 1  

9 .  Thus , for example , in 1931 , out of a population of 3 , 16 3 ,  
568 in the Gold Coast , only 3 , 182 were "non-African" . 
Colonial Office , An Economic Surve� of the Colonial Empire 
( 1932) , Colonial No . 95 (London, 1 34) , p .  77. On the role 
of Europeans and their impact on West Africa , see I"lichael 
Crowder , West Africa under Colonial Rule (London, 1 968) . 

10.  On early transport history ,  an excellent chapter is 
provided in Alan McPhee , The Economic Revolution in 
British West Africa (London ,  1926) ,  pp. 106-29. More 
recent assessments are found in Albert Adef olalu, 
"Communi cations and Transport in Nigeri a " , unpublished 
M.A. thesi s ,  Queen ' s  University of Belfast , 1 966; R. J .  
Harrison Church , "The Transport Pattern of Eritish West 
Africa" , Geo ra hical Essa s on British Tro ical Lands 
(London , 1 , pp . - ; an • • ou , he 
Development of the Trans�ortation Pattern in"""""ITTiana 
(Evanston , Illinois , 196 ) . Elder be'mp ster provided the 
main sea link with Great Eritain with four major services 
along the coast to Lagos , Benin , Opobo and Calabar. 
Allister 1'1acl1illan,  'rhe Red Book of West Africa, 1920 
(London, 1968) , p .  296. 

1 1 .  See above , chapters V-VII . 
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For West Afric a ,  this was the age of the train , the lorry 

and the bicycle . 1 2  

A further discouragement t o  both settlement and air 

transport exploitation was the climate of West Africa. 

While medical science was providing an expanding range of 

treatments and cures to the myriad di seases common to 

tropical Afric a ,  1 3  the weather remained a constant of 

extreme s ,  inimical to the operation of primitive under

p owered aeroplanes as it was enervatin� to man and machine 

alike . 14 Like the fears once wrought by disease , the 

weather too made its contribution to the ' white man ' s  grave ' 

portrayal of West Africa.  'l'he downpours of the rainy season , 

particularly along much of the coast , can inundate an area in 

a few hours . The line squal l s ,  which form up over the sea ,  

move inland like an advancing wall , towering at  points over 

1 2 .  While major rail projects had been completed for the 
most part by the end of the war , and the bicycle provided 
short distance individual trave l ,  the most promising 
development was " the native-owned lorry which is doing 
so much to open up British West Africa " .  By 1 926 ,  2 , 401 
were in use in the Gold Coast. Colonial Office , Report 
b the Hon. W . G . A .  Ormsb -Gore M. P. on his Visit to 

est rica duri the ear 1 2 , md. 1 26 , 
pp . 

1 3 .  For an interesting and descriptive evaluation of health 
problems , see Air I1inistry , l"Iedical Notes and First-Aid 
Treatment for Detached Personnel in the Tro ics and 

ub- ropics , 1 t  on on , 1 
14.  A thorough analysis of West African weather is provided 

in Great Britain, Meteorological Offic e ,  Weather on the 
West Coast of Tropical Africa (London , 1949) . Also R. 
J. Harrison Church , (lest Africa ,  5th.  ed. (London , 1966) , 
pp . 21 -62. 
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60 , 000 feet high. Only the sturdiest of aeroplanes and the 

boldest of pilots can meet their violence as paths cross 

along the airways. And everywhere there i s  the heat , 

debilitating in the saturated air of the coast ,  scorching , 

with record temperatures , as one moves towards the Saharan 

interior. 15  For the men and aeroplanes of the period after 

world war I ,  the challenge was more obvious in West Africa 

than anywhere else on the continent , and the odds against 

their success formidable . The story , then , of the e arly 

years of aviation in British West Afri c a ,  suggests more 

failures than successes , ideas rather than realitie s ,  and 

a staggered development unlike the even pattern evolving 

elsewhere in the African empire in the 1930s . 16 

Nonetheless , attempts were made to establish some forms 

of c ivil aviation , and needs could be argued for local , inter

colonial and international communications by air .  Here , too , 

arguments could link c ivil and military aviation in a general 

the sis aimed at bringing West Africa into the air age . A 

Royal Air Force establishment in west Africa could be but a 

prelude to commercial air enterprise , acquiring knowledge 

and prompting development at one and the same time . In 

addition,  the air force would facilitate police and other 

1 5 .  The writer recalls one unrecorded moment in 1962 at 
Maiduguri , in north-eastern Nigeria ,  when the temperature 
at the airport reached an incredible 1 31 degrees  
fahrenheit . 

16.  See above , chapters V-VII.  
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official business in the colonies.  While these ideas were 

slow to mature , it is not surprising to find them first 

appear during the latter stages of world war I when the 

successes of military aircraft in East Africa suggested 

a peace-time app lication. 1 7  

The first suggestion concerning aviation in West Africa 

appeared in 1917 from one Captain W. B. Hellard , ex-RFC , and 
· . . � t Af . 18 living in �as rica. Hellard envisaged a small 

organisation of four aircraft with headquarters at Zungeru 

T,T '  • 19  in .1.�igeria. While it would provide limited mail services 

and assist in general administration , its prime function 

would be to suppress " local uprisings " .  " I  think" , wrote 

Hellard , 

the chief point to bear in mind in the 
suggested use of aircraft in Nigeria is  
the incalculable moral effect in  the 
Native mind • • • •  The affect of the prestige 
attaching to the English , if they are the 
first to introduce the Aeroplane into west 
Africa  should not be overlooked. 20 

17. See Jone s ,  War in the Air ,  vol . III , pp . 1-68. 

18. CO 583/81 , Nigeria , ' Aviation in Nigeria ' ,  West Africa  
1273 , January 6 ,  1919 .  Hellard was formerly an officer 
with the Nigerian Forest Service . 

19.  Ibid. , Hellard to Strachey, Jecember 1 ,  191 7 .  Initial 
costs were estimated at £23 , 500 , with £10, 200 annual 
maintenance charges .  

20 . Ibid. 
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The suggestion was greeted with little enthusiasm at 

the Colonial Office , although Charle s Strachey, the senior 

principle clerk , admitted,  "the question of introducing 

aeroplanes into West Africa (possibly from a civilian as 

well as a military point of view) will certainly come up 
21 sooner or later , . . .  A CO minute took the view that 

"aeroplanes were great instruments for producing disorder 

and destroying property --- but of little use for the 

preservation of order which i s  our obj ect in W.  Africa  

and elsewhere " .  22 Lt . -Co l .  Jenkins of the '{lest Africa 

Frontier Force was totally unimpressed by the proposal.  

Taking up Hellard ' s  argument that one aeroplane was the 

equivalent of one battalion , Jenkins pointed out that an 

aircraft cannot disperse in detachments ,  and asked 

rhetorically i f , w:ien one aeroplane went unserviceable ,  

a whole battalion was out of action'? 23 

At the newly-formed Air Mini stry , the response was 

warmer if no more helpful , Trenchard , the Chief of the Air 

Staff , pointing out that no "mechanics" were available , but 

"there is no doubt in my mind that machines will  be wanted 

in Nigeria one day" . 24 

21 . Ibid. , Strachey notation on file . 

22. Ibid. , minute probably authored by J .  F.  Green, n . d .  

23 . Ibid. , Jenkins to Strachey, December 9 ,  1917.  

24 . Ibid. , Trenchard to Strachey, January 1 ,  1918.  Trenchard 
later pointed out that no "machines " were available either , 
as all aircraft suitable for hot climates were already in 
use . Ibid. , Trenchard to Strachey , April 2, 1918.  
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The Colonial  Office , despite some coolness  towards the se 

first ide as ,  did not close the door on flll'ther discussions . 

Nor did the Air Ministry and its ambitious R . A . F . , already 

poised to plunge into Africa  along the Cairo-C ape  Town 

route .  25 With war ' s  end , all parties were becoming more 

amenable to investigating aviation possibi lities in West 

Africa ,  and a brief note by Lt . -Col.  Ross on the p ossible 

potential of tne area in early 1919  appears  to have sparked 

a new round of intere st . 26 In addition,  British commercial 

interests were eyeing the possibilities of West Africa. 

Captain A. J. Swinton , an aeronautical engineer and author 

of The £ . S . D .  of Flying (London , 1918) , wrote to Governor 

Clifford ( 1 91 2-1919)  in the Gold Coast , expre ssing a desire 

11 to enter into negotiations with yolll' Government on the 

question of Aerial Transportation" . 27 A more precise 

proposal was prepared by the Vickers Company , wanting to 

bring to Clifford ' s  notice , " the great advantage that would 

accrue to those Colonies of Olll'S that are prepared t o  take 

up serious ly the question of employing aircraft " .  28 Noting 

25 . It could be argued ,  too , that the R . A . F . , as the 
youngest service , was e ager to assl.U'e itself a role 
in the management and development of the empire . 

26. CO 554/44 . R1 0767 , West Afri c a ,  'Aeroplanes in West 
Africa ' , note by Ros s ,  February 1 7 ,  1919.  

27. Ghana National Archive s (hereinafter , GNA) , 1 7073/18 , 
Aeroplanes - Employment of in the Colony ,  Swinton to 
C lifford , January 2 ,  1919.  

28 . Ibid . , H .  Hood (Vickers ) to C lifford , October 22 , 1918.  
Also CO 96/605 , Gold Coast 982(1920) , encloslll'e ,  ' Use of 
Aircraft in the Gold Coast ' , Guggisberg to Milner , November 
30 ,  1 91 9 .  
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that the war had "proved and established the fact that a 

reliable and speedy method of transport in the air is  

possible " ,  Vickers argued , 

the value , therefore , of the Aeroplane in 
carrying mails , passengers and goods to 
those Colonies of ours w:iere Railways are 
slow or do not exist , would be inestimable. 29 

Clifford ' s  response was to let matters stand for the 

moment as , with fears of declining government revenues ,  

"we are little likely to afford new departures of this 

description" . 30 At this point , Clifford left the Gold 

Coast on leave to return to West Africa as Governor of 

Nigeria ( 1 919-1925) , and matters were left in abeyance in 

the Gold Coast until the arrival of Governor Guggisberg 

( 1 91 9- 1 92?) . In the meantime , having studied the question 

in England , Clifford called for some expert opinion on the 

situation in Nigeri a ,  especi ally in the north where 

communications were notoriously slow. In July, 1 91 9 ,  

he sugge sted the Air Ministry send out someone "to  furni sh 

a detailed report , and formulate a scheme , including 

estimates of the cost of establi shing and naintaining an 

Air Service in Northern Nigeria " .  31 A few months later , 

29. GNA , 1 7073/1 8 ,  Hood to Clifford, October 22 , 1918.  
A second letter provided full aircraft detai l s .  Ibid. , 
Caddel l  ( Vickers) to Gold Coast Governor , May 31 , 1919. 

30 . CO 96/605 , Clifford to Guggisberg , March 22 , 1 9 1 9 ,  cited 
in Guggisberg to tlilner , November 30 , 1 91 9 .  

31 . C O  583/82 , Nigeria , CO 40812 ,  Clifford t o  C O ,  July 1 6 ,  
1919.  
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in apparent contradiction , Clifford shifted his emphasis to 

the south , calling for the Air Ministry expert to furnish a 

report on aviation 

for postal and passenger purposes between 
Lagos , Victoria ,  and intervening ports , 
also upon Air Service between Kano , 
Maiduguri , Sokoto , Kaduna. Northern 
Provinc es service less urgent and important 
of the two . 32 

The Colonial Office had acted quickly on C lifford ' s  

first request , and by August , arrangements had been made 

for the dispatch of Squadron Leader J.  C .P.  \�ood. 3 3  '•lood 

proceeded to Nigeria ,  where , with the help of C aptain F .  A.  

Bates , he  prepared and presented the first comprehensive 

report on aviation possibilities in the colony. His 19 page 

report took little account of the government need for economy. 

Admitting the many problems t o  be faced, Wood nonetheless 

proposed a coastal service on a line Lagos-Forcados-Degema

Calabar-Vic toria.  1 2  seaplanes would be used , which with 

other support equipment called for a capital outlay of £90 , 347 .  

RUIUling costs were estimated at £37 , 994 . 34 In all ,  Wood ' s  

report was optimistic , as was that of Bates , who surveyed the 

north. Cli fford was unquestionably di smayed at the forecast 

32. CO 583/78 , Nigeria ,  6088 5 ,  Cli fford to CO,  October 22 , 1919.  

3 3 .  CO 583/81 , Nigeria , A . M. to CO,  August 1 2 ,  1919.  Wood 
replaced the original appointee ,  Wing Commander J .  T .  Cull . 

34. CO 583/85 , Nigeria ,  enclosure , ' Aviation in Nigeria ' ,  
report by S/L J . C .P. Wood , and Captain ]' . A.  Bates on 
aviation prospects in Northern Provinces .  
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cost s .  Admitting that " the establishment of an aerial 

passenger and postal service between Lagos and Victoria 

and the intermedi ate ports would be of great practical 

utility,  • •  " he recommended against any action on the basis 

it was "prohibitively expensive " .  35 The Nigerian government , 

like its colonial counterparts ,  had to op erate within the 

framework of Colonial Off ice policy which dictated the 

' colonies must p ay for themselves ' .  The acceptance in 

general of Wood ' s  proposals would have thrust Nigeria into 

the forefront of aviation development in Africa , but without 

imperial or other outside supp ort , Nigeria was p lainly in no 

p osition to implement the scheme . The Colonial Office 

concurred with Clifford ' s assessment , at the same time 

expre ssing concern over Brit i sh prestige in Northern Nigeria 

and fearing the French would be flying alon� the upper Niger 

" soon enough" . 36 Milner suggested to Clifford that a scaled

down scheme might be established in the north , but offered no 

financial support , and with this exchange the whole que stion 

was laid to re st.  37 

Discussions in the Gold Coast followed a simil ar pattern. 

Guggisberg , noting that the colony ' s  financial picture had 

improved "immeasurably" since Clifford ' s  concern in March ,  

35 .  Ibid. , Clifford to Milner , April 3 ,  1920 . 

36. Ibid . , Milner to Clifford , August 5 ,  1920. 

37 . Ibid. 
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requested Wood be sent to the colony following his completion 

of the Nigerian survey. 38 While doubtful that the shortage 

of labour in the colony could meet  the demands of an air 

service clearing and building programme , Guggisberg thought 

it worth considering "whether aircraft might not be usefully 

employed even at the present time on a small scale " .  39 In 

March ,  1 920 , with Colonial Office and Air Ministry concurrenc e ,  

Wood arrived t o  prepare a second report . His report on the 

Gold Coast was a s�ort document and clearly le ss optimistic 

about possibilities than his Nigerian report . 4o In wood ' s  

view , "the Gold Coast Colony in no way lends itself to 

avi ation" . Similarly, "the Ashanti i s  by no means an ideal 

country for aviation" . 41 Only the Northern Territ ories 

appeared to offer reasonable possibilitie s .  42 �uch of 

Wood ' s  concern stemmed from the fact that , unlike hi s 

proposed Nigerian service with seaplane s ,  the needs of the 

Gold Coast would have to be met with l andp l anes.  To Woods , 

the setting up of airfie lds and clearings every 1 2  mile s to 

accommodate ' forced landings ' would be an enormous and 

38 . CO 96/605 , Gold Coast , Guggisberg to Milner , November 
30 , 1919.  

39. Ibid. 

40. GNA, accession No . 2548/58 , S/L Wood ' s  Report on 
Possibilities of Aviation in the Gold Coast Colony ,  
Ashanti and Northern Territories , M .P.  1 721 5/20. 

41 . Ibid. , p aras , (A) , (B ) .  

42. Ibid. , para (C ) . 
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expensive task in this heavily-timbered cot ntry. Nevertheless , 

it was the weather which troubled him the most . "The Climate 

of the W€ st Coast of Africa lends itself to flying" , be wro te , 

"but only in limitation" . 

The early morning and evening are the only 
times during the day when aviation become s 
practicable . The Flying Service s ,  even 
during the war , found it impracticable to 
fly during the heat of the day in the 
tropics • • • .  as the sun causes air 
disturbances so great that flying not 
only becomes most arduous and dangerous , 
but the strain put on the machine i s  so 
great that she has to be re-rigsed after 
every flight , and her life is considerably 
lessened , and so in a commercial enterprize 
[ sic]  it become s impracticable . 43 

Furthermore , according to Wood , no flying could be 

carried out for a good part of the year because of the 

harmattan and the heavy rain , leavine only about 5� months 
44 of fair flying weather. 

Nonetheless , Wood proposed the e st abli shment of two 

services ; Akuse-Ada-Longoro-Tamale-Gambaga , and Accra

Sekondi. The c ap i t al outlay for 12 aircraft and other 

equipment was e stimated at £1 10 , 388 , with annual running 

costs of £37 , 009. 45 Here , too , �ood was over-ambitious , 

43. Ibid . , para (D) . 

44. Wood stated that all flying would have to be suspended 
for the two or three months of the harmattan and one 
to two months on acc ount of the rain. Ibid.  

45. Running costs would be slightly lower if both services 
were operated by one company. 
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prescribing an air transport system well beyond the means 

of the colony to sustain. For the same reasons , it met the 

same fate as his Nigerian proposals.  Not for almost a 

decade were any serious air transport proposals  to receive 

consideration in either the Gold Coast or Nigeria. 46 Both 

colonies were victims of circumstance.  Certainly the 

prevailing economic situation allowed little leeway to 

aviation experiment ation , however useful and prestigious 

such a pursuit might be. But there was the matter of 

technology as wel l .  In 1920 , the aeroplane was not yet 

ready to tackle the special circumstances  of West African 

climate and topography. Much of the high costs anticipated 

in proposed plans were in recognition of high overhead and 

replacement expenses. Add to these factors the lack of any 

special enthusi asm on the part of the Nigerian and Gold 

Coast governments ,  a total disinterest on the part of 

Sierra Leone and the Gambia ,  and an Air �linistry more 

concerned with developments elsewhere , and the slide of 

West Africa into aviation obscurity for the next several 

years is understandable , if regrettable . 

As was the case on other parts of the empire , much of 

the credit for stirring up intere st in aviation in West 

Africa could be given to the R .A .F .  and the British Air 

Minister , Sam Hoare . It was Hoare who recalled "our 

46 . See below for proposals by Alan Cobham Aviation in 
1 928-29 , and above , pp . 203-09 . 
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settled policy to  show the Air Forc e ,  as  the Navy showed the 

Fleet , in the di stant parts of the Empire " ,  47 and ordered 

the squadrons to visit \vest and South Africa in 1 925 . 48 

From that year onward , unti l  1 9 37 , Khartoum-based aircraft 

flew into West Afric a ,  on one flight as far as Bathurst , 49 

and from 1 9 36 ,  R . A . F .  flying boats came along the coast from 

the Mediterranean. 50 As noted earlier , the 3ri tish were 

concerned about the obvious successes the French were 

enjoying in their efforts in West Africa and the Sudan. 

Their mails  service to Dakar was in regular operation by 

1 925 , 51 the Societe Air Afrique was formed in 1925 to 

establi sh a trans-Saharan service , 52 and French military 

47 .  

48.  

49 .  

50 . 

51 . 

52. 

Hoare , Empire of the Air , p .  21 3 .  

Details of planning i n  AIR 2/287 . 

The Bathurst flight was made in 1930 , led by Squadron 
Leader Howard--;/illiams. AIR 5/825 , chapter 63 , West 
Africa Flight , 1 9 30 .  The first Freetown vi sit was in 
1 9 3 3 , led by Air Commodore G .  R. Bromet.  AIR 5/1228 , 
chapter 1 28 ,  West African Crui se , 1 9 3 3 .  

See , for example , Sierra Leone , Blue Book for the year 
1936 (Freetown , 1937 ) , p .  397 . 

Prompting one British observer to arGue that a British 
service to West Africa "need be no dream of some hair
brained visionary" .  A. G .  Linney , "Liverpool to Lagos 
by Air " , Elder Dempster Magazine , V (Christmas , 1 926) , 1 14. 

Davies , A Histor� of the World ' s  Airlines ,  p .  183 .  A 
French miiitary light had crossed the Sahara in 1 920 , 
a commercial proving flight made in 1 927. By 1 929 , 
developments were well in  hand to establish a regular 
service . "Aviation •rransafricaine " ,  L '  Illustration , 
LXXXVII ( April 23 , 1929) , 500. As with the Cairo-Cape 
Town route , the aeroplane was achieving what the railways 
could not . See R. J .  Harrison Church , " '�rans-Saharan 
Railway Proj ects " ,  London Essays in Geography ( London , 
1951 ) , pp . 1 35-50. 
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aircraft were regular visitors at interior ports of call , 

using the growing string of airfields which stretched from 

Senegal to Chad . 53 The j ob of the R . A . F . , then, was to 

prop up British prestige and ' show the flag ' .  Incidently, 

their experiences and reports contributed in no small way 

to the ultimate establishment of air transport services in 

British �est Africa.  The impact of these flights was 

considerable . One letter , written by the Chief of Kaltungo 

(Nigeria) to Hoare in November , 1 927 , merits quoting at length. 

rvle went to Bauchi and we saw somethin� that 
everybody declares he has never seen . It came 
to us travelling in the sky , making a noise like 
the sound of a great rushing wind - 0- 0- 0- 0- 0 . 
There was a large piece of cleared ground , and 
we , a great multitude , surrounded it . The thing 
came , circling the air , recedinG and returning 
as a bird tracks the sky • . • •  0-o-o-o-o it went . 
And the people said , ' It wi ll fo.11 on us and kill 
us . . • •  As I looked up at them flying about , I said , 
' They will just play a bit and t!i.en return ' .  But 
while we beheld ,  they made away , and we saw them 
no more . • • • Men said , ' How was it done? ' In a 
moment , while we were thinking , they will have 
just a bit of play and then return , off they went 
beyond our sight ! All men , therefore , who 
witnessed that --- even the Hausas , all and 
sundry --- were seized with fear .  They said , 
' There is none like the white man. None can 
match him. The white man has God. What we have 
seen mere man could not do ; God alone could do it .  
The whi te man ' s  works are the works of  God,  not of 
man ' . These were the exclamati ons of the people . 54 

53 .  For French developments ,  see H .  De La  Vaux , "L ' Aviation 
Fran�aise en Afrique Occidentale " ,  L ' Illustration , LXXXIV 
( June 1 2 ,  1 926) , 610-61 2.  In contrast , only a few 
' airfields ' were laid out in British West Africa ;  in 
Nigeria ,  their condition was described as "indifferent "; 
of the two in Sierra Leone , "neither ground is fit for 
use without considerable notice " .  Colonial Office , An 
Economic Survey of the Colonial Empire ( 1 932) , pp . 1� , 1 10.  

54. Quoted in Hoare , Empire of the Air , pp . 214- 1 5 .  Also , 
"Chief of K altungo1 s Account of his Visit to Bauchi in 
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Certainly , the H .A .F .  flights were achieving some 

measure of success in their mission if the above comment 

suggests a general response . 55  Amery , at the Colonial 

Office , moved to assure R . A . F .  visits to " all the West 

African Dependencies" , expecting they would achieve results 

of "political and imperial importance " .  Amery was concerned , 

as were others , at  the number of foreign aircraft showing up 

in West Africa.  "It is unnecessary for me to emphasize " ,  

he wrote , "the increasing importance of air communications , 

and the future will probably show that aeroplanes can serve 

various useful purposes in West Africa" . 56 Flight Lieutenant 

Gayford , in West Africa to arrange the 1 929 R . A . F .  cruise to 

the Gold Coast , echoed Amery' s  concern more precisely;  

54. 

5 5 .  

56. 

In all Colonies  I was conscious of great 
confusion which existed in the minds of 
residents ,  official and unofficial , as to 
the difference between Service and Civil 
Avi ation , and most people imagined that I 
was there to inaugurate a Civil Air Line 
to England. Great re sentment was expre ssed 
on the subject of the almost total non
appearance of British aircraft and adverse 
comment was made on the fact that in most 

(continued) November and of the Two Aeroplane s which 
he saw there " ,  Royal Air Force Quarterly, I (Apri l ,  
1 930) , 358-60 . 

A British observer in Kano suggested the "natives"  were 
suitably impre ssed , having received "the greatest object
lesson of their live s " . \.Jest Afric a ,  IX <.November 28 , 
1925) , 1 591 . Also , Val MUrray , "In the Air in Nigeria" , 
ibid. ' 1 599. 

GNA , accession No . 3197-58 , Royal Air b'orce - Visit to 
Gold Coast 1 929 , Amery to GuggisburB , October 18 ,  1927. 



places the only aircraft seen had been 
French , Spanish or Portuguese • • • •  Great 
keenness was evident to become ' air-minded ' 
and to do something to help aviation , but 
nowhere was there any idea of what could be 
done or of any definite air policy. 57 
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While i t  seems clear that R . A . F .  activities were leaving 

a "definite impre ssion on the public mind" , 58 i t  was equally 

apparent that these flights by themselves were inadequate to 

promote air transport establi shment . Nor , for that matter , 

were they operating within the framework of a policy designed 

to introduce civil aviation to the colonies.  With the Air 

Ministry content to ' show the flag ' and "create enthusiasm 

amongst the people " ,  59 and the ' chosen instrument ' ,  Imperial 

Airways , absorbed in the Indian and Cape routes , new impetus 

had to be provided by other commercial operators . 

In 1 928 , the ever-enthusi astic Alan Cobham arrived on 

the scene , promoting the Bri tish cause in his ' round Afri c a '  

tour. Cobham ' s  study of the situation in all four West 

African colonies was the first such obtained since Wood 

had reported on Nigeria and the Gold Coast. From this study 

57.  AVIA 2/401 , enclosure , ' Tour of '•lest African Colonies ' , 
extract from Gayford ' s  reports , n . d .  The four reports 
( from Lagos , Accra , Freetown and Bathurst) may be found 
in AVIA 2/1836 , Collection of Information re Possible 
Landing Grounds and Seaplane Stations in West Afric a ,  
part I ,  1925 , encl.  42b . 

58. West African Review, V ( January , 1934) , 37 . 

59. AVIA 2/1 836, J.  Salmond (Chief of Air Staff ) to Lord 
Thomson, l1arch 18 ,  1930 .  A first-hand assessment can 
be not ed in E . L . A .  Howard-'�lilliams , "The 1930 West 
African Flight " ,  Royal Air Force Quarterly ,  II 
(October , 1931 ) ,  573-86. 
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came a set of proposals by Alan Cobham Aviation to develop 
60 

internal services . Cobham received some support . The 

Officer Commanding the Gold Coast Regiment at Akuse 

recommended the government accept the proposal , arguing , 

8lllong other things , that Africans would be employed ,  and 

"such Africans will be le arning a trade which is still in 

its infancy • • . .  
11 61 R. S .  Rattray, the Provinc ial 

commissioner at Navarongo , urged the acceptance of Cobham ' s  

offer . Rattray was himself a pilot , having flown an 

aeroplane :rom �n�land to the Gold Coast in 1928 . 62 Of 

trip , he wrote ,  

I trust that the enthusiasm and keenness 
everywhere displayed will not be permitted 
to die away entirely , but that all this 
good work on the p art of tho se who he lped 
and so largely contributed to make this 
flight a success , will soon bear frui t , 
and bring appreciably nearer the day when 
the Gold Coast can boast of i t s  own Air 
Service . 63 

See above , pp . 201-07 for detai l s .  Cobham was much 
more impressed with opportunities along the coast than 
was the Air 1"1inistry (See Cobham, "My Flight Around 
Africa" , p .  84 , also The Time s ,  April 1 2 ,  1928 ,  p.  1 1 ) .  
The A . M. sounded a discouraging note , pointing to little 
protection along the coast for s e ap lane operation , and a 
limited number of sites for airfields.  AVIA 2/1836, 
A . 11. brief , ' Present Position with Regard to the 
Reconnaissance for Air Bases in the �'/e st African 
Colonies ' ,  October 27 , 1927. 

AVIA 2/401 , Lt . -Col.  i·i . i�i l son to Colonial Secretary (CS) , 
February 1 9 ,  1 929 . 

Background and correspondence in AVIA 2/341 , Captain 
R. S .  Rattray , Flight to the Gold C oast , 1 3 . 7 . 28- . 

R. S .  Rattray , "A Solo Flight from Zngland to the Gold 
Coast in C irru.s-Moth G-EBZZ " ,  Gold Coast Review ,  V 
(January-June , 1 929) , 71 . Also published in Blackwood ' s 
Magazine , CCX:X:V ( June , 1 929) , 731 -65 . 
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Rattray was .core emphatic in dealing with t:ie C obham 

proposal.  "The question at i ssue i s , "  he argued ,  

I re spectfully submit ,  the nece ssity for an 
immediate decision whether British enterprise 
and c apital are to be allowed to launch a new 
venture in these part s ,  a venture , the ultimate 
scope and ramifications of which no man c an 
foresee • • . •  every month ' s  delay in settling 
the question , i s  only serving to jeop ardise 
British intere st s , and to reduce British 
prospects of gaining a belated footing in 
West Africa ,  in a new field of development 
and a new form of transport • • • •  64 

In the Gold C oast , the Accra and Kumasi Chambers of 

Commerce endorsed Cobham' s offer , as did BriBadier H. S .  

Winterbotham. 65 Unfortunately for C o1:>ham , supporters were 

too few here and in the other We st African colonies .  The 

official response of the west African governors was that 

the proposals could not be entertained at the time for 

economic reasons . Governor Byrne in Sierra Leone doubted 

very much "whether the commercial communi ty would avail 

themselves of this mode of transport " .  66 Governor Slater 

in the Gold Coast was convinced that "in existing 

circumstances very little use would be made of aeroplanes 

for local transport " .  67 In Nigeria ,  Governor Thompson 

64 .  

65. 

66. 

67 . 

AVIA 2/401 , Rattray to CS , Narch 1 9 ,  1 929 . 

Ibid . , corre spondence with CS , May 21 , i'lay 7 ,  and 
March 14 , 1 929. 

Ibid. , Byrne ( 1 927-1 931 ) to Amery, February 9 ,  1929 . 

Ibid. , Slater ( 1927-1932) to Passfield ,  July 8 ,  1929 . 
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advised his re jection of the Cobham proposal , and a separate 

proposal by the Aircraft Operating Company , 68 intimating 

that Nigeria was to purchase its own aircraft.  69 In the 

Gambia ,  Governor Denham, noting the rejections of Nigeria 

and the G old Coast , sugge sted it would be "useless"  to 

continue negotiations with Cobham, but warned of the swift 

progress  of French aviation development based in Dakar , and 

urged the whole matter be considered " as an Imperial and not 

as a local question" . 70 ·ro Denham , as to other observers 

close to the scene , the French had a definite policy in hand 

to bring aviation to its African empire , in sorry c ontrast 

to the lack of an overall British policy. 71 While the 

Governors thus rej ected Cobham ' s  proposal s , and indeed 

appeared somewhat pessimistic about air transport 

possibilities ,  they urged some action be taken , inviting 

the Air Ministry to advise on existing proposals and future 

plans . 72 

68 . 

69. 

70 . 

71 . 

72 .  

See below on the Aircraft Operating Co�pany. 

AVIA 2/401 , enclosure , ' Aviation in vle st Africa .  No te s 
for Meeting at Air �tinis try on 18th September ' ,  p .  2 .  
Governor Thomp son ( 1 927-1931 ) proposed a government 
service in April , but cancelled the plan in August . 

Ibid. , Denham ( 1 928-1 9 30) to Passfie ld , July 31 , 1929 . 

For a general survey of French activities to the 1950s , 
see Jean Paul Rey, Le Role de l ' Aviation dans le 
Develo ement Economi ue de l1Afri ue Noire Pranc; aise 

aris , 1 1 • ee too the exce lent study, • Rerchman ,  
Air Transport in West Afric a ,  2 vol s .  (Paris ,  1965) , e sp .  
vol. I ,  pp . 1-19. 
AVIA 2/401 , CO to Bullock , April 8 ,  1929 . 
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The Air I1ini stry was generally agreeable with Cobham' s 

plans insofar as costs estimates were concerned , as it was 

with the Nigeria proposal set out by the Aircraft Operating 

Company. 7 3  The latter company had been invited by the Niger 

Company to establish an aviation organi sation in Nigeri a ,  and 

on that basis had submitted a proposal to operate a Lagos

Victoria weekly service wi th two I'1oth seaplanes .  74 "It  i s  

quite clear" , Tymms pointed out , " that we should d o  everything 

to get these two companie s  to co-operate in West Africa" , and 

some general lines of agreement were worked out with Cobham 

and Major Cochran-Patrick. 75 A separate proposal for a 

service operating along the coast from Dakar , submitted by 

L.H.G . Walford of Walford Lines Ltd. , and calling for a 

£27 3 ,000 p . a . subsidy ,  was set aside as prohibitively 

expensive , Walford being advised to seek technical advice 

and c ooperation from the Aircraft Operating Company. 76 In 

all , while no final decisions had been made , and a great deal 

more information was wanted , thi s spate of intere st in West 

Africa was not to be ignored . 

7 3 .  

74. 

75 . 

Ibid. , Tymms memorandum , ' Proposals by Alan Cobham 
Aviation Ltd and Aircraft Operating Co.  Ltd. for Air 
Surveys in 1.fost Afric a '  , .f'iay 7 , 1929 , p. 2. 

Ibid. , pp. 1 - 2 .  
Ibid . , p .  2.  

76. Ibid. , ' Avia�ion in West Africa. NoteG ' ,  p .  2.  
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At a meeting held in the Air Ministry in September , 

1 929 , the first steps were taken that would bring British 

West Africa into the expanding world of c ivil aviation. 

The meeting agreed,  " as to the necessity for air communications 

being established by British interests as early as possible 

within and to our West African Colonie s  particularly in view 

of French activities in that region" . 77 It was also decided 

to send out an Air �hnistry representative to West Africa " to 

study conditions on the spot and to report on the air 

requirements of the various Colonies " .  78 Finally , i t  was 

decided to have the Air Ninistry prepare a defini te scheme 

to provide for , 

( a) inter-communication by air between the 
British West African Colonies , (b )  local 
air services , ( c )  c onnections with the 
French air service to Dakar , (d)  possible 
future c onnections with the proposed French 
Trans-Sa.�ara air service , and ( e )  a central 
organisation for air survey.  79 

Acting swiftly, by early January, 1 930 , the Air Ministry 

was ready to call for tenders from British companie s  to 

operate a return weekly service Dakar-Bathurst-Bolama

Freetown-Port Robert-Cestos River-Grand Bassam-Takoradi-

77. Ibid. , 'Notes of a Meeting held on 18th September ' ,  
para. 2 .  

78 . Ibid. , para. 3 .  

79 . Ibid. , para . 6. 
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Adda-Lagos-Forcados-Lokoj a-Kaduna-Kano , a total distance of 

2 , 561 miles to be flown in 3� days . 80 'l'enders were invited 

from the Air Survey Company ,  Aircraft Operating Company, 

Alan Cobham Aviation, Imperial Airways , and National Flying 

services . 81 For most , it was still very much a question of 

operating in the dark. Cobham ' s  flight had been the only 

• on the spot ' study of consequence , and he had come to the 

conclusion that "an air transport line running t:ie whole 

length of the West Coast from Bathurst to Nigeria had little 

chance of success at the present time from a commerci al 

point of view" . 82 The response to the Air Ministry scheme 

was thus disappointin� , although Im�erial Airwayn asked for 

more information and promi sed to look more closely at the 

matter once a study had been made by an Air Yunistry 

repre sentative . 83 The problem was obvious . Commercial 

operators were being asked to operate a service to meet  

imperial aims of  meeting French ambitions in the are a .  

The prospects sugge sted by the route were dim. There was 

no evidence that the service would be used sufficiently for 

mails , passengers or freight to cover the inevitable losses 

80. Ibid . , Tymms minute to Bertram, January 1 1 , 1930. 

81 . Ibid. , A . M. to companies , January 1 7 ,  19 30 . It asked 
that the ":machine employed be cap able of carrying a 
paying load of 600 lbs .  ( 3  passengers) 11 •  

GNA , accession No . 3182/58 , CSO 9372 , Cobham to CS , 
August 1 ,  1928 . 

AVIA 2/401 , Dismore to A . M. , March 1 8 ,  1930 .  



of the service . ��e icperial GOVe�Il.I:ent , for all its 

profe ssed interest and concern , hinted at no financial 

support , 84 allowing this responsibility to remain with 

the hard-pressed colonie s .  11 I only wish" , wrote Brancker 

to Governor Slater , 

I could promise you. some serious activity 
on the p art of the Imperial Government . 
But at present we are very hard up and 
cannot even suggest any measure of financial 
support . On the other hand , if your Colony, 
or all the West African Colonies  combined ,  
could put up some concrete sugge stion of 
financial support locally, I feel sure that 
the Imperial Government would do its very 
best to take a share of the financial 
burden . • • •  One thing is clear to me ; we 
must strain every nerve to get the British 
Flag flying in the air in our West African 
Dependencie s .  85 

In the summer of 1930 ,  W. A .  Ca.I!lpbe ll went to West 

Africa as the Air I1ini stry representative with three main 

purposes in mind ; to determine the needs of the colonies , 

the extent to which they were willing to co-operate , and to 

set out the lines along which development would have to take 

place .  86 Always san5uine in the se matters , The Times added 

that "more recent reports indicate a keen desire for local 

air services wherever possible , • • •  " 87 

84. Even the costs of the Air I'linistry survey were to be 
borne , for the most part , by the colonies themselves .  

85.  GNA ,  accession No . 31 82/58 , Brancker to Slater , May 28 , 
1930. 

86 . The Time s ,  August 20 , 1930 ,  p .  5 .  

87 . Ibid. 



C ampbell ' s  five-month tour of West Africa produced an 
88 excellent report . In addition to detailing requirements 

for each of the colonies , his main recommendation c alled for 

the establishment of a mails and passenger service to operate 

Dakar-Bathurst-Bolama-Konakry-Freetown-Monrovia-Tabu River

Grand Bassam-Takoradi-Ada-Lagos on a four day schedule , not 

unlike that set out by the Air Ministry earlier in the ye ar . 89 

Campbell was confident that such a service "could be operated 

successfully and would undoubtedly be beneficial to the 

Colonies" . 90 Such confidence was premissed on the belief 

that the air service would attract a good portion of the 

overseas mails traffic , even with the additional air mai l 

fee of 6d. per ounce . 91 With the added possibility of 

carrying French mails along the coast , some 300 lbs . a week 

might be carried on t�e service with rooD s�ill �or two 

passengers. 92 

88. Air Ministry, ' Report of a Visit to West Africa between 
June and October , 1930 , for the Purpose of Studying 
Local Conditions and Ascertaining the Air Requirements 
of the British West African Colonies ( hereinafter , the 
Campbell Report) , November 29 , 1930 .  

89 . Ibid. , pp.  1 32-145 . 

90 . Ibid . , p .  149 . 

91 . The Blue Books of the colonies are the best source of 
mail statistics. In 1929 , about 600 lbs . of letters 
and postcards were being sent to the United Kingdom 
each week. C ampbell Report , p .  147. 

92. C ampbell Report , p. 147 .  
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C ampbell focussed special attention on Nigeria ,  the 

large st and most inviting colony for air transport services .  

Here he recommended a Lagos-C alabar ( or Victoria) route , and 

a Forcados-Onitsha-Lokoj a-Yunna-Kaduna-Kano service , both to 

link with the inter-coloni al line . The preparation of ground 

facilities would cost the colony £7 , 620 , with annual 

maintenance charges of £350. 93 In the Gold Coast , a service 

was recommended linking the c oast with Tamale and Yendi in 

the interior , with initial costs of £1 , 740 , and an annual 

charge of £235 . 94 Sierra Leone offered few domestic 

possibilitie s ,  other than a taxi and flying school 

organisation at Fre etown, but a hangar , slipway and 

mooring facilities were e stimated at £2 , 040 , and annual 

maintenance costs of £60 . 95 Finally , in the Gambia ,  "the 

most poorly served of all West African c ountries as far as 

mail service i s  concerned" ,  C ampbell recommended a weekly 

Bathurst-G eorgetown-Basse seaplane service to link with the 

Dakar-Nigeria route , facilities for both services to cost 

£1 , 750. 96 

All in all , C ampbell produced a fine detailed report on 

every aspect of potential aviation development in the colonies ;  

93.  Ibid. , p .  17a.  

94. Ibid. , p .  71 . 

95.  Ibid . , p .  103.  

96.  Ibid. , pp . 1 1 8 ,  123.  
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weather , airfield and mooring requirements ,  wireless needs , 

and traffic potential. In short , the Air 11inistry, the 

local governments ,  and the commercial air transport 

developers now had in hand a documented study from which 

to work and plan. • Only the timing of the report was poor . 

Thi s was 1 9 30 and the depression ,  not a propitious moment 

for the implementation of plans , great or small , had begun 

to hit hard. Campbell ' s  report remained unpublished , 

although the general outline was known as early as January , 

1931 . 97 None of the recommendations were acted on in full 

before 1939. 98 Such a pattern of development had to await 

the end of the world war I I ,  when they were clearly the 

basis for the expansion of We st African Airways in the 

colonies.  

One enterprising group did take note of the We st African 

situation , and in August ,  1931 , the Aero Development Company 

was formed by J.  I .  Cowan, C .  H .  Bembridge , and E .  S .  

Cotterill.  99 With one aircraft , a Junkers single-engine 

seaplane , the company proposed "to operate with Lagos as a 

base for linking up the coast probably to Dakar and to work 

97 . The Times , January 2 ,  1931 , p .  6. 

98 . See chapter X for developments 1935-1939 .  

99 . BOAC , I . A .  file No. 9/1 5/1 5 ,  Internal Correspondence 
Re Air Services in West Africa , November 1 5 ,  1932. 
Details on the ' Aerial Development Company ' [ sic] . 
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up the rivers for inland commercial transport" .  10° Cotterill 

asked for no subsidy ,  and asserted confidently that " this 

undertaking is definitely one to commence immediately on a 

commercial basis.  It is  not an advertising stunt " .  101 The 

Air Ministry response was less than enthusiastic. Bertram 

regretted the choice of a German aircraft , but admitted that 

was not " sufficient reason for obstructing their proposed 

activitie s " .  102 Holloway did not even want to give a 

" qualified blessing " to the enterprise ; 

The moving spirit in the Walcot Trust Ltd. , 
which has a paid up capital of .::500 only is 
l"Ir . E.  S. Cotterill who was bankrupt in 1923 
and is the managing director of walcot Air 
Line s ,  a ' catspaw ' subsidiary of the Walcot 
Trust , with a paid up capital of £10. The 
latter c ompany owe s us £220 and Mr .  Cotterill 
is trading on the fact  that t�e Walcot Air 
Line has no assets  to refuse any payment of 
our debt . I do not think that any air service 
in Nigeria floated under such financial auspices 
is  likely to prove a success .  103  

Shelmerdine , in  response to a French query , replied , 

" I  cannot say that we have any great confidence that the 

Walcot Trust Ltd. are in a position to make a commercial 

100 .  AVIA 2/544 , Flight of Mr. Bembridge and .Mr. Cowan in 
a Junkers F1 3 Float Seaplane G-AAGU from England to 
Nigeria ,  July, 1931 , Cotterill to CO ,  June 25 , 1931 . 

101 . Ibid. Tb.e Aeroplane (September 2 ,  19 31 ) felt " Mr .  
Cotterill is probably justified in his optimism" . 

102. AVIA 2/544 , Bertram to Holloway, July 9 ,  1931 . 

1 0 3 .  Ibid. , Holloway to Bertram ,  July 1 1 , 1931 . 
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success of their venture " .  104 Although Cowan insisted that 

the "present venture i s  purely a private one and is quite 

apart from the Walcot 'rrust Limited" , 105 the Air Ministry 

remained unconvinced ,  and the experiment suffered accordingly. 

This did not deter Cowan. Leaving Bngland on August 18  with 

Bembridge as pilot , and a German , Freiderich Kulig as 

mechanic ,  the Junkers arrived in Lagos on October 5 ,  1931 . 106 

Initial plans culled for a weekly mail service , Lagos-Port 

Harcourt-Calabar-Tiko , to commence on November 6th. 107 The 

Aeroplane was enthusiasti c ,  so too was the Nigerian Daily 

Time s ,  the latter disappointed that the apparent �overnment 

interest of a couple of years ago " seems to have vanished 11 • 108 

"It now remains " ,  preached one editorial , " for the commercial 

community generally to make the fullest use of this valuable 

and interesting new line of communication" . 109 

104. 

105.  

106 .  

107. 

108 .  

109 .  

Ibid. , Shelmerdine t o  M. E .  Chaumie , Directeur de 
l'Aeronautique I1a.rchande ,  Paris , September 22 , 1931 . 

Ibid. , G . C .H.  Parish ( acting governor , Gambia) to CO,  
September 14,  1931 . 

Nigerian Daily Times , October 6 ,  1 931 . On the trip 
down, 120 p ersons were given ' j oy-rides '  at Freetown , 
and 2 , 000 more were on the waiting list when Cowan left. 

AVIA 2/544 , clipping from Nigeria G azette , No . 59 , 
October 29 , 1931 . 

11Nach Niger" , Aeroplane , September 2 ,  1931 ; Nigerian 
Dai ly Time s ,  October 29 ,  1 9 31 . 

Nigerian Daily Time s ,  November 2 ,  1 931 . 
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This , the first and only air transport experiment in 

British We st Africa before 1936 , lasted less than a week. 110 

Traffic failed to meet expectations . More important , Cowan 

realised how poorly prepared the country was to handle an 

organised air service . The company continued with charter 

work, ' j oy-rides ' ,  and some mai l carrying in southern 

Nigeria,  for part of December in the Gold Coast , and until 

the middle of February , 19 32 , in northern Nigeria. On 

February 21 , t�e aircraft was returned to Accra where it 

was dismantled for storage , and ultimately sold to Union 

Airways . 1 1 1  In the meantime , Cowan persisted with even 

grander p lans . He proposed the formation of a new comp any,  

West African Airways Limited, with £50 , 000 capital , to operate 

6 services in West Africa : Lagos-Kano , Lagos-Calabar , Accra

Kumasi-Takoradi-Accra , Lagos-Accra , Kano-Khartoum, and Kano

Niamey. The proposal required 6 pilots , five aircraft , and 

mail contracts with the Gold Coast and Niserian post offices. 112 

It suggested, if nothing else , that Cowan was incredibly 

ambitious , and certainly optimistic about possibilities in 

West Africa.  With adequate capital and official support , 

the idea might have succeeded. As it was ,  Bembridge and 

Cowan separated and the proposal was not heard of again. 

110.  Ibid. , November 11 , 1931 . 

1 1 1 .  BOAC , I . A .  file No . 9/1 5/1 5 ,  ' Aerial Development Company ' . 

1 12 .  Ibid. , ' ComI:lercial Considerations ' .  
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Bembrid.ge tried briefly to form a new company to operate a 

Kano-Niamey service to link up with the French trans-Saharan 

service , but when this failed , he followed Cowan into avi ation 

obscurity. 1 1 3  

While failure thus seemed to be the hallmark of British 

West African aviation development , the whole of West Africa 

was becoming increasingly a focal point of  intere st in the 

early 1930s . In part , this was reflected in the growing 

number of private flights through t�e are a ,  including those 

passing to and from England and South Africa. 1 14 A few 

private owners imported aeroplanes to Nigeria and the 

Cameroons . 1 1 5  The Shell c ompany was p articularly active 

in the Sahara , working with the French and Belgians on the 

trans-Saharan route .  1 1 6  

1 1 3 .  

1 14 .  

1 1 5 .  

1 16.  

Ibid. Little is known of Cowan before or after his 
Nigerian experiment. Bembridge was described as both 
a former Hoyal Canadian Air Force pilot and a former 
Royal Air Force pilot . His final African efforts 
attempted to obtain the support of Joe Allen, a Gold 
Coast and Nigeria trader,  to no avail.  

See , for example , R .W.H .  Knight , 11.:::ngland t o  Nigeria 
across the Sahara" ,  Shell Aviation News , XLIV (February, 
1935) , 4-1 0 ;  R .C .  Preston, "Timbuctu, Kano and Khartoum" , 
ibid. , IL ( July , 1935) , 14-16 ;  W . G .  Pudney, "Flying Down 
the West African Coast" ,  Flight , October 27 , 1932 ,  pp . 1001-03. 

One Bud C arpenter owned a Moth and flew in Nigeria.  In 
the Cameroons , Herr Blaitsch owned two German training 
aircraft , giving rise to the rumour that he was training 
German pilots .  Coleoan , How Aviation Came to Nigeria ,  p . 1 1 .  

See "Air Transport in West Africa" , Shell Aviation News , 
XLIV (February, 1935) , 1 3- 1 5 ;  "Africa is no Longer Dark" , 
ibid . , IL (July , 1935) , 19-21 ; "A She ll tour of Western 
Sudan" , ibid. , L and LI (August , September ,  1 935) , 18-19 ,  
8- 1 1 ;  11A Complete Organisation Across the Sahara by Shell " ,  
ibid. , X:X:XVI (June , 1934) , 1 7-20 .  
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More important was the new emphasis placed upon West 

Africa as a ' jumping-off ' point for services to South 

America,  and as an alternative route to South Africa. 

Great Britain , as yet , had no interest in developing a 

South American service , 1 1 7  but the French and the Germans 

were active and successful . As an extension of the Toulouse

Dakar Aeropostale service ,  the French commenced experiment al 

flights from Dakar to Natal (Brazil) . By 1936, Air France 

was able to operate a scheduled mail service which ran until 

1940 . 118 The Germans , whose efforts elsewhere in Africa 

have already been noted , began the organi sation of their 

South American service in 1930.  Deutsche Luft Hansa 

( D . L . H . ) ,  119 and affiliates in Spain and Brazil ,  initiated 

a Stuttgart-Rio de Janeiro service , with the Las Palmas

Fernando Noronha sector operated by ship s ,  thus cutting 10  

days from the all  sea mail service . 120 At the s ame time , 

1 1 7 .  

1 1 8 .  

1 1 9 .  

1 20.  

For later Briti sh interest , sec below, chapter X .  

SUlllI:lary i n  Davies , A Histor� of the World ' s  Airlines ,  
pp . 218-1 9 . Details in E. lane , 11Histoire de la ligne 
France-Amerique du Sud; de Toulouse a j)akar" , Revue 
Scientifi!ue , LXXIII ( August 1 0 ,  1 936) , 485-94. 
Aeroposta e was absorbed by Air France in 1933.  

D . L . H .  was formed in 1926 from the Aero Lloyd and 
Junkers groups of companies.  

Davie s ,  A History of the World ' s  Airlines , p .  219. 
Note too ,  New York Times ,  June 4, 1931 , p .  1 .  
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airships of the Deutsche Zeppelin Reederei operated a summer 

service , Friedrichshafen-Recife-Rio de Janeiro , from 1932-

1937 · 
1 21 In 1933 , D . L . H .  moved into Briti sh West Afri c a ,  

winning British approval t o  e stablish a base a t  B athurst ,  

including a short-wave wireless station. 122 In February , 

1934 , D . L . H .  inaugurated the first regular trans-At lantic 

air mails service , using the ingenious device of depot 

ships ,  equipped with catapult s ,  stationed in the Atlantic 

to pick up , re-fuel and launch the seaplanes on the next 

leg of the j ourney. 123 In November , 1 934 , D . L . H .  was 

awarded a G ambian mail c ontract , the oft-neglected G amb ia 

thus being the first of the British We st Afri can colonies 

to obtain a fast air mails service to Europe.  124 

1 21 . 

1 22 .  

1 2 3 .  

1 24. 

Ibid. , p. 221 . Like British airship hopes ,  German 
plans crashed with the ' Hindenburg '  in New Jersey , 
I1ay 6 , 19 3 7 • 

FO 371/1671 3 ,  Po litical (Central)  Germany , 1933 ,  
Proposed Experimental Trans-Atlantic Flight s via 
Bathurst by Luft Hansa Flying Boat s ,  January, 1933 , 
08803 , Wigram(FO) to von Roesch (German embassy) , 
October 1 1 , 1933.  See also ibid. , 0 290 , 01896 , 
05649 , C6289. 

An excellent brief summary of thi s operation i s  provided 
in R.E.R.  Dalwick, The Gambia (London, 1953) , pp . 37ff . 
For background , see H.J.C. Harper , "The Development of 
the Aircraft Catapult" , Journal of the .t(o�al United 
Services Institution, LXXXI (August, 1936 , 566-76. 
Gambia ,  Blue Book for the Year 1935 , p .  250 . By 1938 ,  
of £1 , 346 spent that year on the "conveyance of mai ls 
beyond the colony" , D . L . H. earned £,1 , 058. Ibid . , 1938 ,  
::;> .  278 . 
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While the se development s were watched closely in Great 

Britain , the main thrust of interest lay elsewhere , aimed 

generally at linking Nigeria and the G old Coast with Europe 

and Great Britain, and possibly, South Africa. Beginning in 

1930 ,  the Air Mini stry had to study a seemingly endle ss  stream 

of proposal s  with the se purposes in mind, some responsible ,  

others of questionable merit.  In  November , 1930 ,  a firm 

styled Thwaites , Jellicoe and Partners approached the Air 

Ministry for support of a scheme to operate across the 

Sahara and in We st Africa. In May, 1931 , Colonel 'l'hwai tes  

claimed that negotiations were in progress  with French 

interests for a service Oran-Gao , with branches to Nigeria 

and the Gold Coast . 125 By 1932 ,  the company , now incorporated 

as Anglo-African Airways Limited , had widened its horizons ; 

We are preparing to operate an international 
Air Route between London and Cane Town via 
Paris ,  Oran , Coloob Bechar , rte5gan , Gao ,  
Niamey, across Nigeria to Duala [ sic] , Boma , 
Lobito and Windhoek [ sic] • • •  One of our 
objects i s  to off er an air mail service 
(without a Government subsidy) to Higeria 
and the Gold Coast • • • .  The Route across 
Nigeria would be approximately Jebba or 
Ilorin and �nugu . • • •  1 26 

1 25 .  FO 371/16421 , Political (Western) General , 1932,  
W10067 , Proposed International Air Route between 
London and Cape Town across Nigeria ,  Jannreuther 
(A . M. ) to CO ,  August 24 , 1932. 

1 26.  Ibid. , :..1a191 , Col . R. V. Jellicoe to Surveyor-General , 
Nigeria,  April 16 ,  1932. 
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The proposal called for Nigeria to provide facilities , 

a request the Nigeri an government turned down on the basis , 

"the demand for air transport in this country has not yet 

been sufficient " to justify government expenditure . 127 

This scheme appe ars to be the same one rumoured in South 

Africa.  1 28 Stanley was e specially concerned about the 

French interests , and the implied threat to the Imperial 

Airways Cairo-Cape l'own route . "The scheme looks fantastic" ,  

he wrote , but "hardly financially payable . Nevertheles s ,  

there may be some fire behind the smoke , 
and I think it riBht to bring the alleged 
intentions of our Gallic friends to the 
notice of the powers that be in London. 1 29 

The Air Ministry calmed these fears for the moment , 

pointing out that no air transport company could operate 

the proposed service without a heavy subsidy,  and that was 

not forthcoming. 1 30 

In March , 1933 , L . 3 . G .  Walford of Walford Lines Ltd. 

formulated a scheme for a new company , 'dest Coast Airmails 

Ltd. , to  run a weekly trans-Sahara London-Nigeria air 

service ,  again in conjunction with the French company, 

1 28 .  

1 29 .  

1 30 .  

Ibid. , G .  Hemrnant ( CS , Nigeria) to Anglo-African,  
June 11 , 1932.  

Rand Daily Mail , July 1 5 ,  1933.  

FO 371/17 331 , Poli tical (Western) General , 1933 ,  Air 
Mail Service between .Europe and South Africa , W9518 ,  
Stanley to Harding , July 21 , 1933.  

Ibid. , W12563 , Holmes ( DO) to Liesching , November 2 ,  
1933. 
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Compagnie Generale Trans- Saharienne ( C . G . T . S . ) ,  with branch 

lines to the G old Coast , Dahomey and the Cameroons . 1 31 Both 

the British Air Navigation Company and Spartan Air Lines 

Limited aired proposals for local services in Nigeri a and 

the Gold Coast. 1 32 The former claimed to have come to an 

agreement with C . G . T . S .  to run a feeder service at Niamey and 

Cotonou where mai ls from the British we st African colonies 

could join the service to Paris .  4 33 Yet another scheme 

involved the Portu(;Ue se company , Comp anhia de Informacao e 

Trafico Aerco (C ITA) , Peter Falk , the sometimes Junkers 

promoter in South-West Afri c a ,  and the ubiquitous C olonel 

Jellicoe , now described as head of General Airways Trust 

Limited. Falk approached the Dominions Office with a 

proposal to link Toulouse and Cape Town , with C . G . T . S .  

operating t o  Cotonou , the Belgian company , SABENA , t o  Boma , 

CITA to Lobito , and Jellicoe ' s  new company , Hest African 

Airways , to Cape Town. Feeder services would run from 
1 34 Bathurst and Freetown , Zinder and Kaduna. 

1 3 1 . 

1 32. 

1 33 .  

1 34.  

FO 371/19591 , Political (Western) General , 1935,  W230 , 
A . M. aide-memoire , January, 1935 , ' Civil Aviation in 
the Briti sh West African Colonies ' .  

Ibid. , Be�g (CO) to Bertram , memorandum , 'Schemes for 
Air Services in or to Briti sh /e3t Africa ' ,  January , 
1935.  

FO 371/18499 , Poli tical (Western) General , 1 9 34 ,  W1 0947 , 
H . C . W .  Hayter (British Air Navigation) to CO,  November 
20 , 1934. 

FO 371 /19591 , w230 , A . M. aide-mcmoirc , January , 1 9 35 . 
See too , Aeroplane , July 1 7 ,  193� , p .  94. 
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There were other schemes in the wind as well , 1 35 and 

both French and Belgian airlines had approached Nigeria for 

landing rights or services at Kano and Katsina. 1 36 All had 

two things in common; a major role for French interests , and 

the aim of crossing the Sahara to the West African c olonies , 

''a more rapid communication northwards and southwards than 

could be offered by a long feeder line linking them with 

the Imperial Airways service near the Great Lakes " .  1 37 Of 

the three possible routes w!J.ich might serve British West 

Afric a ,  the Sahara , now mastered , was the most practical , 

political and strategic considerations aside . In September , 

1934 ,  the Franco-Belgian pool service went into weekly 

operation linking Europe with the Congo , thus demonstrating 

the route ' s  feasability. 1 38 The que stion posed of Imperial 

Airways and the Air Ministry was no longer that of whether 

or not British West Africa  should be brought into the empire ' s  

network of air communications , but how such a policy was to be 

effected. 

1 36. 

1 37 .  

1 38.  

See that of R .  H.  Mcintosh in The Time s ,  September 1 3 ,  
1 9 32 ,  p .  3.  

FO 371/19591 , W230 , Begg memorandum , January, 1935 . 

The Time s ,  September 1 3 ,  1932 , p .  3 .  

French-BelGian cooperation on the Sahara route commenced 
in 1 929 . FO 371/14076 , Political (Western) France ,  1929 ,  
Granville to FO , February 4 ,  1929. For background and 
British observations , see AIR 2/322 , Features of Convention 
regarding an Air-line from Belgium and France to Central 
Africa and the Congo . Also , AVIA 2/676 , Proposed 
Extension of French Air Service between Antananarivo 
and Broken Hill across Nigeria t o  Al�iers , 1934 .  
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With the main thrust of British efforts aimed at linking 

India , South Africa  and Australia in the imperial chain , the 

' chosen instrument ' was in no position to establish a third 

maj or trunk service to \fost Africa.  Nor could there be any 

suggestion of making maj or use of foreign ground and/or air 

facilities , such as contemplated by the various private 

proposals.  The main reason why they received such little 

encouragement from the Air I1inistry was that the gist of 

their intentions delivered British traffic into the hands 

of foreign carriers , a notion inimical to British political 

interests and plans in the makinG t o  establish the Empire 

Air Mail Scheme . 1 39 There was the additional fact that 

under the terms of the 1930 agreement with Imperi al Airways 

for an African service , Imperials had first right of refusal 

on all proposed Brit ish services in Africa. 140 In effect , 

the West African field remained clear for Imperial Airways 

until such time as they decided to act or relinquish their 

claims to the are a. Unwilling to surrender t�e ir mandate ,  

and mindful of the factors of costs and politics , Imperials 

opted to develop a Khartoum-Kano f ecder service across French 

Chad to link British West Africa  with the main imperial 

African route . 

Although Imperials ' interest in thi s route appears 

publically only in 1934,  it is cert ain that discussions 

1 39 .  See below , Chapter IX. 

140. Cmd. 3696 ( 1 930) . 
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had taken place long beforehand. '�he Air I1inistry was 

obtaining information on the route since the first R .A .F .  

flight in  1925 , and in 1929 , a Eritish-French concordat 

exchanged rights of transit through Chad and the Rhodesias . 141 

In 1932 ,  the Under-secretary of State for Air , Sassoon , hinted 

that " a  branch civil air line will be brought into being • • • •  11 142 

In 1934 ,  Imperial Airways formally requested a copy of the 1934 

R .A .F .  West Africa flight report , and plans were clearly well 

underway . 143 Such planning was coming none too soon. ·\vi th 

devel opments taking place in other parts of Africa ,  the 

imperi al neglect of British West Africa ' s  needs did not go 

unnoticed. 144 Lord Plymouth ,  Under-secretary of State for 

the Colonies , comp lained that , during a 1934 visit to West 

Africa ,  he had been "reproac::ed11 because no air service was 
14C:. 

being providec. / ��e decision �o develop t�e !:�artou.c-

Kano line did not go unchallenged either. C .  G. Grey and 

the editors of the West Afric an Review argued for a direct 

route ( trans-Sahara) , sugges ting that ·�{est Africa was being 

sacrificed for political reasons by being offered a slower 

and roundabout route to Great Britain. 146 

141 . A copy of the so-called Thomson-Eynac concordat of August 
7 ,  1929 may be found in FO 371/1 9639 , Political (Western) 
General , 1935 , W9582. 

142 . Hansard , CCLXII ,  March 1 0 ,  1932,  col.  201 2 .  
143. FO 371/1 9591 , W230 , A . I1. aide-meliloire , January, 1935.  
144. See letter by Sir William Geary in 1rhe 'l'ime s ,  February 

1 3 ,  1933 ,  p .  1 7 .  
145 . The Times , July 1 9 ,  1 9 3 5 ,  p .  9.  
146 . C .  G .  Grey, "Air Transport in West Africa" , 'vlcst African 

Review, VI ( :March , 1935 ) , 5-6 . Editorial , Ibid.. , pp .4, 10.  
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All the criticisms rang with some truth , but given the 

still difficult problems Imperi al Airways had to face 

elsewhere , and the legitimate concerns of imperial prestige , 

the answer given to the West African problem was probably 

the only one in the c ircumstance s .  �ith the deci sion made , 

Imperial Airways now faced the special prac�ical difficulties 

of putting the route into operat ion, some of which, like the 

need to provide anti-o.maryl facilities at airports in Nigeria 

to prevent the spread of cholera and Yellow fever,  inhibited 

a more rapid rote of deve lopment . 147 

Subsequent progress in West Africa will be discussed 

later.  In the me antime , G�eat Britain was poised to introduce 

a dramatically new concept , the Empire Air I'lail Scheme , 

designed to provide Great Britain and the empire with the 

finest air mail service in the world.  The scheme was 

introduced first in Africa .  

147 . See  discussion , "Air 1.rransport to  West Africa" , West 
African aeview,  V (August , 19 34) , p.  1 1 , and bel� 
chapter X. 
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The advantage of receiving the earliest 
intelligence , and of conveying their orders 
with celerity , induced the emperors to 
establish throughout their extensive 
dominions , the regular institution of posts.  

�dward Gibbon , 1 776 . 1 

PART I :  THE IDEA 

While air transport matters in British West Africa were 

attracting an increasing amount of interest in the early 

1930 ' s ,  the bulk of British concern continued to focus on 

the larger questions affecting Imperial Airways and the 

empire air routes. Basically , the Questions turned on the 

cap acity of Great Britain ' s  ' chosen instrument ' to continue 

its appointed task of linking the sprawling empire with a 

chain of imperial air route s ,  and , at the same time , to 

pursue the goal of ' commercial self-sufficiency ' .  2 Since 

1 .  Christopher Dawson, ed. , Gibbon ' s  Decline and Fall of 
the Roman Empire , vol .  I (London, 1954), 51. 

2. ' Commercial self-sufficiency ' points simply to the idea 
that Imperial Airways would be able to operate without 
government subsidy. As late as 1935 , the airline 
continued to pay lip service to the idea.  Noting an 
increase in net profit to £1 3 3 , 769 in 1934- 35 (v .  £78 , 571 
in 19 33-34) , a report argued that 

this progressive improvement serves to 
illustrate the success of a policy which 
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1924 , these two aims bad been explicit in the agreements 

between the government and Imperial Airways . The subsidies 

provided for the operation of the European ,  Indian and 
A 

African services / were modest in amount and of limited 

term , clearly intended as interim support to be withdrawn 

once Imperial Airways could profitably operate on a non

subs idised basis . In short , British air policy had held 

to the Churchill dictum that "civil aviation must fly by 

itself" , if not immedi ately , then in the near future . 4 

Some arguments could be made for the succe ss of this 

policy. Air traffic returns and receipts showed a progre ssive 

increase in the early 1930 ' s ,  5 Imperial Airways had shown a 

profit since 1926 and paid dividends since 1929 , 6 and 

2 .  

4 .  

6 .  

( continued) has consistently had as its aim the 
establishment on a commercial basis of 
a new system of communications of vital 
importance to the British Empire . 

Imperial Airways , Re ort of the Directors and Statement 
of Accounts for the ear en e 1 st arch 1 
See Cmds . 3143 ( 1 928) and 3696 ( 19 30 ) . 

See above , pp . 44-46 . 

Total ton mileage increased from 1 , 060 ,800 in 1 931 to 
4 , 772 , 200 in 1935 ;  passengers increased from 2 3 , 817 to 
66 , 324 during the same period. A . M. , Civil Aviation 
Statistical and Technical Review ( 19 38),  p .  11. 
The company operated at a loss in 1 924 and 1 925 . For 
dividends paid , see Higham, Britain ' s  Imperial Air 
Routes ,  p .  349 . 
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subsidies as a percentage of total company receipts were 

decreasing. 7 On the operational side , Imperials had 

pursued their mandate with some succes s ,  having established 

the Indian route in 1929 , the Cape route in 1 9 32 , and the 

route to Australia in 1934.  Plans were also afoot to serve 

West afri ca 8 and t o  cross the Atlantic . 9 Clearly , much 

had been accomplished in a few years .  

Yet , by 1 9 32 ,  there were certain signs that the future 

was not as rosy as appe ared . British air policy was not 

designed to take into account an air world of rapidly 

changing technology , an increased emphasis on speed , and 

the expending competition for markets , routes and prestige . 

The agreements between the Air Ministry and Imperial Airways 

made no provision for the costs of rapid change and 

modernisation which would allow Imperials to continue the 

expansion and improvement of services throughout the empire . 

As had been the case since the formation of the company , the 

need was for more operating capital than was being provided , 

especially to allow a faster rate of obsolescence and 

7 . From 64% in 1924 to 45 . 4% in 1934. 

8.  The Times , April 27 , 1935 , p .  7 ;  Aero�lane , May 1 ,  1 9 3 5 ,  
p.  488. See below , chapter X .  

9 .  For a short survey of progress on the trans-Atlant ic 
route , see Higham, Britain ' s  Imperial Air Routes , 
pp . 182-202. 
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re-equipment of the company fleet . 10  A corollary to  this 

need was the necessity for British policy to re-affirm 

Imperial Airways '  monopoly status , preferably in the form 

of long-term agreements between the airline and the government.  

Both adequate financial res ources and security of  operation 

were essential to facilitate future planning . Clearly , as 

the Spectator argued ,  what was called for was a "wider 

outlook and more vigorous spirit"  in the formulation of 

a new British air policy, and more emphasis should be p laced 

on " the mails" . 11  ·�lriting in The Times , Harry Brittain 

advocated a " speed up" of the air mails , 12 a view endorsed 

by W .  Sempill ; 

The time i s ,  I suggest , overdue for a 
complete review 0 £  the Imperial and 
parochial poli c i e s  of the country in 
connexion with the development of civil 
and commercial aviation. 1 3  

The tying of a ' new ' British air policy to an emphasis 

on air mail services was t imely and to the point. 1rhere were 

10.  While Imperial Airways annua lly allowed an amount to 
cover obsolescence , i t  was becoming increasingly 
inadequate to meet the needs for a larger fleet of 
more expensive aircraft . A 1926 Argosy cost about 
£28 , 000 ; a 1936 Short S . 23 ,  £61 ,000 . 

1 1 .  "Empire Air Routes" , Spectator , CXLVIII (February 27 , 
1 932) , 228-29 . 

12 .  The Time s ,  March 9 ,  1 9 3 2 ,  p .  8.  Brittain , a director 
of D. Napier & Sons , the aero-engine manufacturers , was 
a popular critic and observer of the air scene . See his 
By Air (London , 1933) and Wings of Speed (London , 1934) . 

1 3 .  The Time s ,  March 9 ,  1 9 3 2 ,  p .  8 .  
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three possible sources of added financial support upon which 

Imperial Airways could draw: ( a ) increased subsidies for all 

services , (b ) an increase in authorized capital , and ( c ) 
increased revenues from traffic . ( a ) was an unlikely 

possibility given the ever obdurate mood of the treasury 

and government hopes for eventual ' commercial self-sufficiency ' .  

(b ) was similarly a remote possibility. As yet ,  Imperial 

Airways shares already on the market were not competitive 

with more profitable investments . 14 ( c ) offered the best 

opportunity , espe cially the prospect of increased revenues 

from the mail traffic.  Whi le passenger and freight traffic 

could be encouraged , they could not be guaranteed , nor would 

any reasonable estimate of future increases in these loads 

produce sufficient revenue to meet company needs . Air mail 

traffic , on the other hand , could be guaranteed by the 

government . If the responsibility of carrying all first 

class external mails  in the empire was assigned to Imperial 

Airways , the anticipated revenues from such services promised 

to be at least adequate to place the ai�line on a near

commercial footing . Moreover , if the co sts to the public 

for air mail services were reduced to an inexpensive level , 

comparable to existing land and sea mail  services , Imperials 

could then provide the benefits of swifter communications to 

all peoples in all parts of the empire . 

14.  From 1924-1932,  the amount paid in dividends to share
holders amounted to only 3% paid up capital . AVIA 
2/636 , I . A .  memorandum , ' Future of Civi l  Air 
Communications of the Empire ' ,  p .  7 .  
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Thus , the air mails were seen as the key to the future 

operation of imperial air services , and in the genesis of 

this idea lay the evolution of the Empire Air Mail Scheme 

( hereinafter,  E . A . M. S . ) ,  seen by Imperial s '  Burchall as 

" the most important development since flight itself was 

achieved" . 1 5  The E . A . M . S .  was indeed an important 

development , particularly for British Afri ca where the 

first ' all-up ' mails service were put into operation. 

Nonetheless , a number of difficulties had to be overcome 

before the idea was accepted , not t�e least of which was 

the need to win GPO approval for the project . 

According to the GPO ' s  historian , " the story i s  one 

of insistent demand for improvement" ,  1 6  yet the GPO was 

markedly reluctant to take full advantage of air mail 

opportunities . From the beginnings of air services in 

1 9 1 9 ,  GPO contracts with commercial air carriers had provided 

the rights to air mail carriage but only for mail surcharged 

above the existing surface postage rates.  1 7  The 

1 5 .  H.  Burchall , "The Immediate Problems of Commercial 
Aviation" , in J. Mayers and B .  St:> iers , eds . , Where 
Do We Go From Here ( London, 19 38) , p .  4 3 .  

1 6 .  Howard Robinson , The British Post Office . A History 
(London , 1948) , p .  vii. See also his Britain's Post 
Office \London, 1953)  and C arriing British Mails 
Overseas (London, 1964) for background and general 
history of GPO operations . 

1 7 .  For a general discussion of p ostal services and GPO 
attitudes to air mail services , see Sir Frederick 
Williamson, "The Postal Service s " , Journal of the 
Ro�al Unit ed. Services Institution ,  LY�II (August , 
19 ?), 501- 19. 
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discrimination between air and other mail services was 

obvious , but in 1933 ,  the GPO remained quite content with 

their existing arrangements with Imperial Airways . 18 For 

Imperial Airways , the arrangements were less than satisfactory. 

Beginning in 1932 , Imperials began to press for changes aimed 

at persuading the GPO to revise  its air mail policies.  

Pointing out that the air mail traffic on the Indian and 

African services had "not anything like approached the 

estimates on which the Air Ministry/Imperial Airways 

agreements were based " , Imperials ' secretary , S. A. Dismore , 

continued , "that this is largely attributed to , if not caused 

by, certain working policies of the General Post Offic e " .  1 9  

In a 1 3  page memorandum submitted t o  the GPO , the airline 

took strong exception to the idea that " the aircraft is the 

only transport vehicle singled out for special treatment " .  

If air mail loads were low , the memorandum noted ,  it was 

because customers were reluctant to pay the surcharge . 20 

18.  Sir Frederick Williamson , lecture given to the Post 
Office Telephone and Telegraph Society of London , 
November 20 , 1935 ,  publi shed as The Air Mail Service , 
Post Office Green Paper No . 1 (London , 1933). In 
general ,  works on British Air Mail services attract 
the philatelist ,  not the historian. See N. C. Baldwin, 
The Air Mails of Bri tish Africa 1 2 -1 2 ( Sutton 

o ie , 1 an rancis • ie , ri ti sh Air Iilils 
(Sutton Coldfield , 1935 ) .  For a romantic survey of 
services , see F .  V .  Monk and H .  T .  Winter , Air Mail 
(London, 1936) . 

19.  AVIA 2/1897,  Dismore to Bullock , May 3 ,  1 932. Pudney 
attributes the conception of the E . A . M . S .  to Dismore in 
his The Seven Skies,  p .  78 , but see chapter IV , footnote 
1 39 .  

20. AVIA 2/1897 , enclosure memorandum submitted to the 
Postmaster-General ' s  Committee , p .  5 .  In 1936 ,  only 
1 5%  of British letter mail to South Afri ca went by air 
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Imperials took similar exception to the GPO idea that the 

air mails must show a ' profit ' ,  a feature not demanded of 

other services , an argument echoed in the House by the 

South African diamond magnate , Sir Alfred Beit.  He urged 

greater generosity on the part of the 
Post Office in the matter of air mail 
contracts.  I am afraid the Post Office 
is inclined to snuff out at its start 
this infant service by demanding a 
profit . • • •  21 

By March 1933 , Imperial Airways c ollected its concerns 

in an important 26 page memorandUII} submitted to the Secretary 

of State for Air . 22 Surveying Imperials ' history to 1933 , 

the memorandum insisted that the airline had achieved all 

that was asked of it to date , and the company had "made 

steady and remarkable progress  towards becoming self-
23 supporting " .  Still , the problems were many. There was 

concern that the company fleet would be reaching "complete 

obsolescence"  at the same time as the existing agreements 

expired in the period 1937-1 939. Imperials could not plan 

beyond that period , it was exp lained , until " the views and 

20 . ( continued)  ( 16% to India and Ceylon) . D .  0.  Lumley 
(GPO) , "La Foste Aerienne Anglaise " 2evue Generale des 
Transport s par Air, Eau, Terre , IV (December 15, 1939), 
575. 

21 . Hansard , CCLXXV , March 14 ,  1 9 3 3 ,  col . 1889 . 

22. AVIA 2/636 , enclosure , ' Future of Civil Air Communications 
of the Empire ' ,  a memorandum submitted by the Board of 
Directors of Imperial Airways to His Majesty ' s  Government , 
March 28 , 1933.  Also in CAB 24/240 . 

23 .  Ibid . , p .  6 .  
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intentions of H . M. Government as to at and after 1938 are 

known in sufficient detail and with sufficient certainty" . 24 

The gist of this point was that it required about 3� years 

to translate a new aircraft conception t o  on-line service , 

and thus decisions could not await the agreement expiry 

dates . As it was , there was no suitable British aircraft 

of " standard" design in production , and the company had had 

to take the risk of ordering whole new series (�, 

' Hannibal ' ,  ' Atalanta ' ) without prior testing. "While 

within prudent limits" ,  the memorandum continued , 

the Board will look forward to renewing 
its oldest aircraft within the remaining 
years of the agreements ,  it i s  obvious 
that progre ss cannot be fully maintained 
and prudence must necessari ly rule . • . •  25 

The memorandum complained , as had Dismore the year 

before , of the di sappointing amount of traffic , indicating 

special concern that the air mail and mail revenue had not 

grown at rates anticipated by the Coloni al Office and the 

Air Ministry. 26 Because of this , the company was able to 

do no more than ' break even ' on its operations as the 

24. Ibid. , p .  4. 

25 . Ibid . , p .  3 .  

26. Ibid . , pp . 6-7. At the same time , air mail returns on 
the African route had increased 54 . 8%  vs . 33% for the 
empire and :Zuropean rout e s  as a whole . The African 
service carried 3 , 530 lbs . of letters in the second 
quarter of 1932 , and 5 , 363 lbs .  during the same period 
in 1933.  The Times , July 27 , 1933 ,  p .  1 2 .  
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subsidies agreed upon were premissed on greater operating 

revenues .  It ha� also been unable to create adequate 

financial reserves or pay generously in dividends to 

shareholder s .  27 

The memorandum pointed to special problems on the 

African route , arguing that the still small time-saving 

on the London-Cape Town service vis-a-vis sea transport 

had " retarded traffic deve lopment " .  28 While traffic 

returns were expected to improve with the introduction 

of the larger and faster ' Atalanta ' aircraft , thi s change 

in itself was anticipated to create further problems . As 

the African route lay well inland from the seaboard , 

Imperials was already paying some £50 , 000 p . a . for the 

transport of fuels and supplies  from the coast to interior 

stations . These costs , the memorandum warned , would 

"increase pro rata for l arger and more powerful aircraft 

d f f t . II 29 F d t 1 t an or a more requen service . . . .  • un amen a o 

this concern was the question of just how large and powerful 

an aircraft could be used in African conditions . To Imperials , 

"it  appears that land aircraft may well be approaching the 

maximum s ize which wi ll be economically possible " .  30 

27 . AVIA 2/636 , I . A .  memorandum , p .  7.  

28. Ibid . , p .  1 2 .  

29 . Ibid . , p .  1 1 . 

30. Ibid . , p .  1 2 .  See Appendix I for aircraft weights .  
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Aircraft design development had brought about larger and 

heavier aircraft which demanded stronger and longer runways 

for landing and take-off runs . In Africa ,  generally, a great 

deal of capital expenditure would be required to upgrade 

exi sting airports or build new one s ,  and all would have the 

special problems of African weather , topography and soil 

features to overcome . 31 The problem , as Imperial Airways 

saw i t ,  was that larger aircraft were indeed required on the 

route if Africa ' s  full traffic potential was to be exploited. 

The answer appeared to lie in a re-equipment of the company 

fleet with marine aircraft or ' flying boats ' .  32 With this 

equipment , fuel end supply transport costs would be lowered 

as the flying boats would make use of coastal stations . By 

using the waters of bays , lakes and rivers , the costs of 

landing facilities would be much less . And , marine aircraft 

could be of large size , meaning that as much traffic as 

possible could be invited, especially air mail traffic.  33  

Coupled t o  the marine aircraft idea was the proposal 

basic to the formulation of the E . A . M. S .  In several pages 

of closely argued criticism of the GPO , the company complained 

31 . Ibid. 

32 . Ibid. , p .  14. 

3 3 .  There were structural and other technical limits to 
flying boat size , and the si ze , lay-out and depth of 
water landing are as had to be considered . There were 
costly facilities to be organized as wel l ,  but in all 
respects , the flying boat operation promised to provide 
greater capacity at lower cost s .  
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that they did the work and took the risks while the GPO took 

the profits . 34 The remedy called for was an ' all-up '  scheme 

whereby Imperial Airways would carry all first class mail 

between points served by the empire services on an unsurcharged 

basis . The idea was to " link t!le empire " as never befor e .  35 

With the mail scheme as the core of its plans for the future , 

Imperial Airways called for a thorough study to be made of 

the scheme and its implications , arguing that " this Memorandum 

deals with one of the most important factors in binding the 

Empire together" .  36 

Imperial Airways ' proposals were of a far-reaching 

character indeed, calling for a fundamental change in 

imperial air policy. Lord Londonderry circulated the 

memorandum to the cabinet in April with an accompanying 

note of surprisingly favourable comment . 37 Londonderry 

appears to  be one of the first to accept the notion that 

Imperial Airways might not be able to carry on in the future 

without a subsidy, noting , nonetheless , that "a  steady 

advance towards economic operation has been accomplished; 

and Imperial Airways are markedly nearer this ultimate goal 

34 . AVIA 2/636 , I . A .  memorandum , pp . 16- 1 7 .  

3 5 .  Ibid . , p .  20 . 

36. Ibid. 

37. CAB 24/240 , C. P. 110 ( 33 ) , 'Future of Civil Air 
Communications of the Empire ' ,  Note by the Secretary 
of State for Air , April 1 3 ,  1933 .  Londonderry was in 
office from 1931-1935.  
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than their continental competitors " .  38 Generally, Londonderry 

endorsed Imperi als ' proposals , pointing out that 

civil  air transport , properly handl ed, 
is destined to be a factor of steadily 
increasing importance to the British 
Commonwealth of Nations , not merely 
commercially as a means of stimulating 
the flow of inter-Imperial trade , but 
also politically, as a means of promoting 
and maintaining those close and continuous 
contacts between the constituent members of 
the Commonwealth which are so essential to  
our Imperial well-being . 39 

Londonderry ' s  enthusi asm was the image of Hoare ' s  a few 

years before . Here was the reminder of the ' imperial missi on ' 

dimension to Imperi al Airways ' mandate in Africa and elsewhere 

in the empire . As well , the company memorandum had struck at 

a most propitious moment , despite the continued depression and 

the renaissance of a militant Nazi Germany on the continent . 

The French were re-organising their commercial aviation and 
40 supporting it with large subsidies.  In the United States , 

the first ' modern ' aircraft were coming off the assembly 

line s ,  a development which would surely hasten the rate of 

38. 

39 . 

40 .  

Ibid. , para . 3 .  The note pointed out that French , German 
and American subsidies represented 88% , 63% and 65% of 
airline revenues,  compared to Imperi als ' 35°fo.  

Ibid. , p ara. 5 .  See also CAB 23/76, 48( 33 ) 8 ,  Cabinet 
conclusions , July 26 , 1933 .  Italics in origina l .  

Air France was being formed from Air Union, La Ligne 
Farman, C . I . D . N . A . , Air Orient and Aero-Postale with 
a subsidy in 1933 of £1 , 456 ,000 . The Times , June 1 ,  
1933 , p .  1 3 . 
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British aircraft obsolescence.  41 The Americans were also 

pressing forward with air mai l  service s ,  and much of the 

criticism directed at Imperi al Airways and the Air Ministry 

was based on the facts and fancies of American postal 
42 progress.  Speed on the routes was yet another matter , 

as was punctuality of service , Imperial Airways lagging 

behind traditional rivals in both respects.  43 By the end 

of 1934, a critical Parliamentary deputation was demanding 

that "this country must lead, and not be second or third 

in civil aviation" . 44 The airline memorandum was thus 

41 . The first ' modern ' monoplane transports were the Douglas 
DC-1 ( first flown , July 1 ,  1933)  and the Boeing 247 
( first flown February 8 ,  1933) . They were characterised 
by stressed metal wings , stressed skin rounded section 
monocoque fuselages ,  lower power loadings , higher wing 
loadings , wing flaps , variable pitch propellers , 
retractable undercarriages and cowlings on radial 
engine s .  Peter W. Brooks , The Modern Airliner : Its 
Origins and DeveloBment ( London,  1961), pp . 19, 67. 
See also his 11The evelopment of the Aeroplane " ,  
Journal of the Royal Society o! Arts , CVII (January , 
1959), 97- 1 14. 

42 . For a contemporary view of the American air mail scene , 
P. T . . David , The Economics of Air I1ail Transportation 
(Washington , 1934). 

43 . In early 19::,6,  the Air !"'i.inistry was moved to compare 
Imperials '  performance with Air France ,  K . L . M. and Ala 
Littoria .  Imperial Airways was i�deed slightly behind 
all . AVIA 2/1966 , Punctuality of Certain Foreign Air 
Services in Comparison with Imperial Airways , 1 8 . 4 . 36- . 

44. PREMIER 1/147 , Brief on British civil aviation pre sented 
to Macdonald,  Londonderry and Sassoon (Under-secretary 
of State for Air ) , November 27 , 1 934. The p arliamentary 
group included Admiral Murray Sueter , Oliver Simmonds , 
B . N . H .  Whiteside , F .  E .  Guest , the former Air ttini ster , 
and Commander O. Locker-Lampson. 
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supported by a wealth of evidence which suggested that Great 

Britain was falling behind in matters of civil aviation 

development . Sweeping change s were called for , or whatever 

pretensions Great Britain had to imperial air supremacy 

might we ll be abandoned. Londonderry, for one , was not 

prepared to accept such a fate , nor , as it turned out , was 

the Brit ish cabinet .  

Londonderry' s  note did not demand immediate action , 

the Air Mini ster preferring t o  wait until after the summer 

recess . 45 By late fall , however , he had prepared a more 

comprehensive statement to place before the cabine t ,  

outlining four main issues that had arisen out o f  the 

Imperial Airways memorandum : 

( 1 )  When the existing agreements with Imperi al 
Airways run out in 1 937 to 1939,  are we 
prepared to c ontinue to subsidise the 
development of c ommercial air transport? 

( 2) If so , what are to be the future relations 
between the Government and Imperial Airways , 
i . e . , do we intend to use the Company as 
our chosen instrument for the development 
of Imperial trunk air routes?  

( 3) If the answers to ( 1 )  and ( 2 ) are in the 
affirmative , i s  there to be any attempt 
to e stablish the Company on a broader 
Imperial basis by endeavouring to evolve 
a scheme of closer co-operation and mutual 
partnership between the United Kingdom and 
the Dominions and Colonies? 

45.  CAB 24/240 , C . P. 1 10 ( 33 ) , para. 5 .  
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(4) I s  it possible by a greatly extended use 
of aircraft for the carriage of mails to 
acce lerate the development of a system of 
civil air communi c ations and advance the 
date by when air transport wi ll become 
c ommerc ially se lf- supporting? 46 

Again, Londonderry praised Imperial Airways ' record t o  

date , but warned o f  the need to take action in the face of 

aggressive foreign competition , especially the Americ ans , 

who were " sparing no effort to get ahead of us with thi s 

newest form of transport , for which they clearly believe 

there is a great future " .  47 Londonderry complaine d ,  

I have t o  contend with a growing volume 
of criticism,  which holds strongly that 
the United Kingdom has not to date pursued, 
and i s  not to-day pursuing , a sufficiently 
forward policy; • • •  48 

As regards (4) , the Air .Minister admitted it raised a 

great many issue s ,  but believed , as �id Imperi al s ,  that 

this i s  much nearer being an immediate 
practical proposition than is generally 
reali sed, and , secondly , that if a workable 
scheme can be devi sed, it seems to me that 
a bold experiment in the c arri age of all 
first-class mail matter on some selected 
route ,  � ' the Afri c an route , would be 
wel l  worth es saying , and might capture the 
public imagination a s  a real constructive 
achievement . 49 

46. CAB 24/243 ,  C . P. 249 ( 33) , ' The Future of Bri tish 
Commercial Air Transport ' ,  Note by the Secretary of 
State for Air , November 29 , 1933 , para. 2.  

47 . Ibid. , para. 4.  

48. Ibid. 

49. Ibid . , para.  6. 
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In an important aside , Londonderry claimed Pirow , the 

South African Minis ter of Defence and Po st s ,  was attracted 

to the idea. 50 As with the establi shment of the C ape route ,  

the success or failure of any proposed scheme in Afri c a  would 

depend upon the degree of South African co-operation , and 

thi s ,  in turn, depended to a l arge extent on the responsivene ss 

51 of I"lr . Pirow. 

Finally , Londonderry asked the cabinet to appoint a 

sub- committee 

To review the present posi tion of British 
commercial air transport in the light of 
the memorandum recently prepared by the 
Board of Imperial Airways , with special 
reference to the further development of 
Imperial air rout e s ;  and to make 
recommendations as to future policy , 
and in particular as to the relations 
between His Maj e sty ' s  Government and 
Imperial Airways . 52 

Although the Postmaster-General , Kingsley Wood , was 

doubtful that Imperial Airways ' idea was workable "until 

the wide gap between the costs of air and surface transport 

i s  greatly narrowed ,  • • •  '' , he had no obj ections to a closer 

study being made , 53 and on Dec ember 6 ,  1933 , the cabinet 

50. 

51 . 

52. 

5 3 .  

Ibid. Pirow had visited London in the summer of 1933 
for di scussions with Brit ish Goverru::ient offici al s .  

But see be low and chapter XI for a fuller di scu ssi on 
of South African atti tude s .  

Ibid . , para. 7. 

CAB 24/245 , C . P. 286 ( 33 ) , ' Future of Civi l Air 
Communications of the Empire ' ,  memorandum by the 
Postmaster-General , December 1 ,  1933 , p .  4. 
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authorised a sub-committee to report on the matter along the 

lines suggested by Londonderry. 54 

Through the first months of 1934 ,  the sub-committee 

addre ssed itself to the many aspects of the company proposals , 

all of which raised problems of financing , dominion and 

colonial co-operation , and operational feasibility. But , 

in July , the sub-committee ' s  final report generally accepted 

the Imperial Airways proposals in toto.  55 Of the several 

que stions re quiring deci sion , the sub-committee singled out 

the air mail idea as "by far the most important " ,  considering 

the scheme will represent an epoch-making 
advance in our system of Imperial colill:lunicat ions 
and feel that , if properly presented to them i t  
should make a strong imaginative appeal to the 
Dominions , India and the Colonies . • • •  56 

The report set out the details of the prop osed scheme . 

There were to be seven services a week to Egypt , three of 

which would cont inue on to Ki sumu , and two of those to carry 

on to South Africa.  57 Coupled to thi s "remarkable 

multiplic ation of existing services" , the speed along 

the routes was to be acce lerated with schedules based on 

54 . 

55.  

56.  

57 . 

CAB 23/77 , Cabinet 68 ( 33) , Conclusion 6 ,  December 6 ,  
1933.  The sub-commi ttee was chaired by �/alter Runciman , 
President of the Board of Trade . Other members were 
Sir Samuel Hoare , J.  H. Thomas , Sir P. Cunliffe-Li ster , 
Lord Londonderry , Sir Kingsley Wood , and L .  Hore-Belisha. 

CAB 27/5 58 , C.P.  190 ( 34) , Committee on Commercial Air 
Transport . Report , July 21 , 1934. See also CAB 24/250. 

CAB 27/558 , C . P .  190 ( 34) , ' Report ' ,  paras . 3-4. 

Ibid.  , para. 5.  
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the use of new aircraft with a cruising speed of 1 30 m . p . h. 

Thus , Kisumu and Cape Town would be brought within � and 

4� days of London respectively. 5S In the sub-committee ' s  

view , 

the combined improvement in speed and 
frequency ,  . • •  taken in conjunction with 
the bold innovation of the carriage of 
all first-class mai l by air , should in 
our j udgment put this country in the 
fore front of long-distance air and postal 
deve lopment . It wi ll , moreover , we consider , 
be of the utmo st value to the Empire as a 
whole , alike from the political , the commercial 
and the strategic points of view. Its 
achievement would , in our opinion , be worth 
a very substantial additional expenditure • • • •  59 

As the financial side of the scheme was premi ssed on 

substantial contributions forthcoming from the dominions and 

the colonie s ,  the sub-committee recommended that negotiations 

be initiated at an early date to obtain "their agreement to 

the scheme in principle " .  60 It was hoped as we l l  that West 

Africa and Hong Kong could be brought into the scheme , these 

c oloni es being as yet without air services.  61 In its 

' Summary of Conclusions ' ,  the report agreed with the need 

for continued subsidisation of British commercial air 

58. 

59.  

60 . 

61 . 

Ibid. Existing servi ces used aircraft with a cruising 
speed of 100 m . p . h . , requiring 6� and 10/4 days to Kisumu 
and Cape Town. The proposals counted on the introduction 
of night flying to accelerate the services in addition 
to faster aircraft . 

Ibid. 

Ibid . , para . 6. 

Ibid. , para. 7. 
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transport , and recommended that Imperial Airways should 

continue to be the ' chosen instrument ' ,  with the "maximum 

of commercial freedom" accorded its operations . To this 

end , and in order to  exploit the air mai l scheme fully, 

the company should be given a new 15 year contract .  62 

This report , the first c omprehensive study of the air 

mail question since 1922 , 63 was approved by the cabinet on 

July 25 , 1934. 64 With the air mail scheme now the declared 

policy of the British government , the next years were to be 

taken up in the working out of the detai ls and the difficult 

negotiations which would finally appear as the Empire Air 

Mail Scheme . The difficulties , especially those turning 

on the financing of the scheme , were not easy to overcome , 

and the protracted negotiations with the British African 

governments were not unlike tho se which had preceded the 

establishment of the London-Cape Town route before 1932.  65 

62. Ibid . , para. 12 .  

63 . A . M. , Civil Aviation Adviso=y Board , Report on Imperial 
Air Mail Service s ,  Cmd . 1 739 ( 1922) . 

64. C.AE 23/79 , Cabinet 30 ( 34) 5 ,  July 25 , 1934. 

65 . See above , chapter IV . 
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PARr I I :  'l'H:c: EXECUTION 

• 

By Oc t ober , 1934 ,  the Air Ministry had prepared a firs t  

draft o f  the proposed scheme for distribution to the 

intere sted dominion and colonial government s .  66 I t  was 

an appeal for greater sub sidy and other financial support , 

pointing to " the out standing advantag e s  offere d " . 67 In 

outl ine , the scheme was to c ommence in 1937 with all first

class mail to be c arried by Imperial Airways , for the most 

part in lar5e flying boats with a pnyload of rouc;hly 3Y2 

tons . 68 The use of flying boats , it was exp l ained , was 

dictated by several c onsiderations , not the least of which 

was the need to me e t  the demands of the Union government to 

see Imperial Airways operate a coastal service to Durban 

ins teod of a l and service south o f  Ki sumu to Johanne sburg 

or C ape Town. 69 Higher sp eeds could be obtained with 

66. AVIA 2/1911 , Empire Air Mail Scheme . Final Draft of 
T e l egrams and Lxp l anatory I'1emoranda for Empire 
Governments , enclo sure , ' Empire Air Hail Scheme (A 
Scheme for the Carriage of all First C l a s s  �mpire �iail 
by Air on Exi sting Lmpire Air Rout e s ) ' ,  Oc tober , 1934 .  

67 . Ibid . , p .  2. 

68. Ibi d .  1937 was considered to b e  the ea rliest date by 
which new aircraft could be off the drawing bo ards and 
in servi c e .  

69 . S e e  above , pp . 412- 1 7 ,  and below , chapter XI , for more 
on Sout� Afri c an  p lans t o  reduce Imperial Airways 
presence in South Afri c a .  Imperials ' ' C ape ' route 
terminated at Johanne sburg as of March 24, 1936 , and 
a final service left J ohanne sburG June 7 , 1937 with 
t�e change to the coastal Durban servi c e . Stroud , 
Annal s ,  pp . 1 31 , 146. 
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landp lane s ,  but they also meant higher aircraft purchase and 

other cos t s ,  and would involve " an unjustifiable increase in 

the subsidy p ayments " .  70 The introduction of flying boat 

services meant too an abandonment of the Imperi al Airways 

trunk route south of Ki sumu , but the plan visuali sed the 

maint enance of adequate ' feeder ' or ' light trunk ' servic e s  

by Wilson Airways and RANA to be arranged by Imperial Airways 

so that Uganda , Kenya , T anganyika ,  Northern and Southern 

Rhode sia and Nyasaland could be integral partners to the 

scheme . 71 

As with existing agreements ,  t he scheme called upon the 

particip ating governments to accept the responsibility for 

the necessary ground facilities and organi sation , and , 

hopefully , local governments would exempt Imperi al Airways 

from taxes on fuel and oi l ,  and fees for landing and 

' housing ' . 72 

The most important fe atures to be pro�oted were the 

postal arrangements and the general financing of the plan .  

70 . AVIA 2/1 91 1 ,  encl . ,  · �mpire Air Mail Scheme ' ,  p .  3 .  
The Air Ministry estimated that a crui se speed of 1 50 
m . p . h. would cost an additional £250 , 000 p . a . , 175 
m . p . h . , £600 , 000 p . a . CAB 24/250 , C . P. 204 ( 34 ) , 
' Report of the Committee on Commerc ial Air Transport ' ,  
memorandum by the Secretary of State for Air , July 2 3 ,  
19 34. 

71 . AVIA 2/1 911 , enc l. , · �mpire Air Mail Scheme ' ,  pp . 3-4. 

72. Ibid . , pp . 5-6. 
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The basis of the postal arrangement s proposed was that each 
ti 

participating government would be asse ss ed for an annual 

lump sum payment "proportionate to the estimated volume of 

their first class mail likely to be conveyed under the 

scheme " .  73 The Air .Ministry calculated that total annual 

payments would amount to £900 , 000 , of which the dominions 

and colonies would provide £300 , 000 , the United Kingdom the 

remainder. 74 It could be as sumed that much of thi s amount 

would be recovered by postal charge s ,  at the letter rate of 

1'2d. per half ounc e .  75 An important dimension of these 

arrangements was that the annual assessment and the postal 

rate s  were to be common throughout the empire , irrespective 

of di stances involved from one point to another. It was also 

clear that Great Britain was prepared at this point to accept 

an added liability because of the wide margin between the 

volume of outward and inward mails from and to Great Britain. 76 

In effect , Great Britain was subsidising the scheme for a 

difficulty "directly attributable to unused inward capacity 

in homeward bound aircraft " .  77 As the goal of ' commercial 

73. Ibid. , p. 6 .  

74 . Ibid. 

75.  Ibid . The current empire preferential rate was 1�. for 
the first ounce and 1 d .  for each subsequent ounce . The 
first ' flat rate ' for air mail on selected empire rout e s  
was introduced November 1 7 ,  1934 ,  with rates of 3d. per 
half ounce to the Near East and 6d . to East and South 
Africa.  Stroud , Annals '· p .  1 1 5 .  

76. AVIA 2/1 911 , ' Empire Air Mail Scheme ' ,  p .  1 .  The ratio 
of outward to inward mai ls was 16: 9 .  

77. Ibid. 



self-sufficiency'  for Imperial Airways could only be realised 

if aircraft were loaded to near c apacity , the imb al ance between 

outward and inward traffic , unlikely to be resolved in the 

fore seeable future , imp lied continued subsidy support . A 

further c oncern indic ated by the Air Ministry was that 

exi sting mail contract payments to the shipping c omp ani es 

would not be affected by the transfer of first class mail 

to Imp erial Airways . In the case of Great Britain,  no 

changes were �lanned in their contrac ts with the shipping 

concerns , whi ch in the case of the Union Castle service to 

the C ape involved an annually payment of £170 , 000 . 78 

1rhe full c osts of the E . A . M. S .  were expected to 

approximate £2 , 650 , 000 p . a . , and it would be necesa:;.ry 

for Imperial Airways to raise £2 , 000 , 000 of new c api tal , 

much of which would go for the purchase of new aircraft , 

to cost roughly £1 , 500 , 000. 79 Tot al company revenue would 

be derived from passenger and freight traffic , mail p ayments 

and subsidy contributions . The scheme prop osed an annual 

average payment of £1 , 500 , 000 in re sp ect of the last two 

categorie s .  As post office p ayments would provide £900 , 000 

p . a . , the balance was to be derived from subsidie s .  Since 

c ompany expenditures would be higher in the first years of 

78 . Ibid . , pp . 7-8. The Pre sident of the Board of Trade 
had expre ssed this concern as early as I1ay . CAB 24/249 , 
C . P. 142 ( 34) , ' Scheme for the C arriage of First-Class 
Mails by Air ' , note by the Pre sident of the Board of 
Trade , May 30 , 19 34. 

79 . AVIA 2/1911 , ' Empire Air Mail Scheme ' ,  p .  8. 



484 

the new contrac t ,  Gre at Britain proposed that the 1 5  year 

period be divided into five three-year periods with payments 

to the company on a desc ending sc ale beginning at £1 , 650 , 000 

p . a . for the first period ,  falling by four triennial reductions 

of £75 , 000 to £1 , 350 , 000 p . a . Thus , initially , a subsidy of 

£750 , 000 p . a . would be required , being reduced to £450 , 000 

p . a . in the last period t o  complement the £900 , 000 p . a. mail 

payments.  SO Accepting the responsibility for providing more 

than half the total subsidy required, Great Britain called 

upon the dominion and colonial admini strations to pay 

colle ctively £287 , 000 p . a .  81 

The scheme was going to cost dominion and coloni al 

government s more than under exi sting arrangement s ,  the draft 

paper admitting that " the financi al aspect of thi s scheme i s  

ultimately the dominating problem , • • •  " .  8 2  Nonetheless , i t  

urged " the most sympathetic consideration o f  a l l  Governments 

concerned" . 83 

The proposed E . A . M. S .  was dispatched to the British 

African governments on October 2 3 ,  19 34. 84 Most re sponded 

with some enthusiasm. T anganyika " strongly" · supported the 

80 . Ibid. 

81 . Ibid. , p .  9 .  

82. Ibid. , p .  10.  

83.  Ibid . 

84. AVIA 2/191 5 ,  ' Empire Air Mail Scheme - the Colonies , 
1934 ' , enc l .  4a , October 2 3 ,  1934. 

��-----------............... .. 



485 

idea in principle , 85 Kenya "unhesitatingly" agreed "in 

principle " , 86 as did Uganda , al though the latter expre ssed 

concern about the amount of subsidy and the fact that 

apparently no provision had been made for inter-territorial 

mails between Uganda , Kenya and Tanganyika. 87 Both 

Nyasaland and Northern Rhode sia indicated concurrence .  88 

Southern Rhode si a ,  whose share of the costs would be £16 , 000 

p . a . , likewi se agreed ' in principle ' to the proposal s .  89 

The We st African c olonies being excluded from consideration 

for the moment , there remained only South Afric a  to indi c ate 

its general support , but problems with the Union were 

anticipated from the st art . 

In conversation with Pirow , Stanley reported Pirow 

could not say how f ar hi s views might be 
shared by his other colleague s but that 
he had discussed [ the E . A . M. S . ]  with Havenga 
and felt certain that the Trea:>nry would 
offer strong opposition to the renewal in 
any form of the pre sent subsioy scheme [my 
italic s] and that he himself could foresee 
little prospect of overcoming such opposition 
if the proposals could be rec ommended and 
justified merely a s  providing a mail and 
passenger service . In his view the 
commercial value to the Union of such 
a service was quite negligible and as 
far as he was concerned the sentimental 
Imperial aspect could be e liminated as I 
would be aware . 90 

85. Ibid. , Governor to C O ,  November 8, 1934.  
86 . Ibid. , Governor to C O ,  November 8 ,  1934. 
87. Ibid. , Governor to CO,  November 28 , 1 9 34. 
88. Ibid. , Governors to CO,  November 16 and 29 , 1934. 
89 . AVIA 2/1916,  Empire Air Mail Scheme - Southern rthodesia,  

1934 ,  Acting Governor To CO,  Dec ember 24 , 1 9 34. 
90 . AVIA 2/1911 , Stanley to DO , November 10 , 1934. 



486 

]'or Pirow , the scheme was unattractive because "it 

possessed no actual or po tential mi litary value " ;  what was 

needed was the use of much faster aircraft which could be 

modified to "night bomber s "  if the need arose . 91 Thus , 

in Pirow ' s  view , the whole idea of attempting to develop 

a "commercially payable servic e "  was premature . Pirow ' s  

ide a was that the Union might co-operate in the scheme and 

agree to give financial assistance on mi litary rather than 

commercial grounds , 

if the military value could be demonstrated 
to exi st and one method of giving financial 
assistance might perhap s  be for the Union to 
provide fast planes for the service Germiston 
[ Johanne sburg] - Nairobi and to permi t Imperial 
Airways to operate that service [ c oastal route] 
with assistance from the Union . 92 

Here was indicated the thin edge of the wedge of South 

African air imperialism which threatened to upset all the 

calculations upon which the E . A . M. S .  had been based. Pirow ' s  

' military ' emphasis was ludicrous but serious . His keenne ss 

to fly South African Airways northward to Nairobi , at the 

expense of Imperial Airways , Wilson Airways and RANA , 

introduced the most trouble some argument into the lengthy 

negotiations between British African governments and Great 

Britain. It was all the more critical because without South 

Africa , the scheme would collapse in Africa.  In Stanley ' s  

91 . Ibid. 

92.  Ibid . 
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view , " the outlook i s  unpromi sing" unless Smuts ,  vi siting 

in England at the time , c ould "intervene effective ly" . 93 

In conversations with Smut s ,  Londonderry f ound him "greatly 

attracted by the idea" , and received an indication that Smuts 

would indeed help the � . A. M. S .  c ause in his remark that the 

Brit ish Empire "must be first in the air as she i s  on the 

se a " .  94 Smuts returned to Soutt. Africa with the E . A . I1 . S .  

document in hand , and Bri tish hopes rested in part upon the 

degree to which he could ' intervene effect ively ' .  

Despite the doubts thrown up by the South Afri can 

situation , the British government proceeded with some 

confidence to make public the scheme in Dec ember ,  Sassoon, 

the Under-Secretary of State for Air , announcing proposals 

"of a far-re aching character • • • •  " . 95 

\lhile South Africa ' s  attitudes caused the most concern, 

other Afric an administrations raised a wide ran6e of que stions 

concerning the proposed scheme , especi ally about subsidy 

arrangements and the re-routinG of the ioperial service 

via the c oast . Kenya , for one , pointing to the " commercial 

success" which Imperials had thus far made of the African 

service , had hop ed to be relieved of its £1 5 , 000 p . a . subsidy 

93. Ibid. , Stanley to DO , November 1 2 ,  1934. 

94. Ibid. , DO to Stanley , November 1 5 ,  1934 .  

95 .  Hansard , CCXCVI , December 20 , 1934 ,  cols.  1 328- 30 . 
�he Time s ,  Dec ember 21 , 1934 ,  p .  5 . 
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after the expiration of its exi sting agreement s .  96 It 

que st ioned the length of contract to be offered Imperial 

Airways , the need to provide further ground facilitie s ,  

the provisions for the cont inuanc e of the landplane service 

southward to South Africa , and the new routing which ignored 

Nairobi . "From both an Imperial and from a political 

standpoint" , the Governor ' s  despatch noted , "it would be 

unfortunate if the �mpire Air Mail Service omitted to c all 

at the capital of a major Briti sh scttleDent " .  97 There was 

the que stion too of what was to happen if existing agreements 

expired before the L . A. M. S .  was put into effect . 98 

During the first few months of 1935 ,  it was clear that 

many issues had to be resolved in Africa before any final 

shape could be given to the scheme . South Africa and Kenya 

had voiced their special pos itions , while it was c ertain that 

the Rhode sias had cause to complain of a scheme that was to 

remove them from the main imperial trunk service .  99 On the 

96 . AVIA 2/191 5 ,  Kenya No . 24 , Governor to CO,  February 14 , 
1935.  Also AVIA 2/1929 , Emp ire Air Mail Scheme - East 
African Colonie s ,  Ground Or�ani sation , 1935 , documents 
relating to the Emp ire Air Mail Scheme , Appendix I .  

97. AVIA 2/1 929 , Governor to CO,  February 14, 1935 . 

98 . Ibid. Under the exinting aBreement , Kenya contributed 
£15, ooo p . a . in subsidy to Imperials in addi t ion to an 
annual charge of £750 on wireless facilitie s .  The 
agreement expired in January , 1937. 

99. By June , the pre ss was expressing concern about a scheme 
which "may well leave both Rhode sias out in the cold so 
far as a direct servi ce fro:i;i London i s  concerned" . 
Bulawayo Chronicle , June 1 3 ,  1935.  



489 

sidelines, Imperial Airways expressed its growing concern 

" over the time that is slipping by whilst we are proceeding 

with no practical preparations for the new Empire Mail 

scheme" . 
100 

Imperials ' was impatient to get on with new 

fleet construction, but reluctant to order with the company ' s  

future beyond the existing agreecents still apparently in 

doubt. 
101 As t!'1 e company pointed ou t to the Air Ministry, 

there was no longer time to wait until " so-called prototypes" 

were flying before more fleet was ordered. In such a case, 

the scheme could not be started before 1939 .  102 The company 

was also becoming increasingly worried about the " rapid changes" 

in aircraft speeds which had taken place in the short time since 

the empire scheme was first planned, noting especially the 

French and Dutch emphasis on air transport speed. Fears were 

expressed that I mperials' fleet would be obsolete even before 

it went into operation, and mails traffic would be lost to 

foreign competition in Africa and elsewhere. 103 The Air 

Ministry response to the company ' s  concerns was partly 

reassuring. Bullock admitted 

100. AVIA 2/19 1 0 ,  Empire Air .Mail Scheme. Financial 
Arrangements respecting Prototype Experimental 
Aircraft, Woods Humphrey to Bullock, March 21 , 1935 . 

101 . Ibid. Only two flyin� boats were on order at this 
time. 

102. Ibid. 

103. AVI A 2/1 91 8 ,  Empire Air Mail Scheme. Rough Draft of 
Heads of Agreement, Geddes to Londonderry, March 1 ,  
1935.  



the future of the big scheme i s  still t o  
some extent uncertain , particularly in 
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view of the lack of progre ss to date with 
South Africa , but we certainly anticipate 
that , whatever the upshot in the case of 
South Afri c a ,  a substantial portion of the 
scheme is likely in due course to be brought 
into being. 104 

With that reply ,  the company elected to go ahead with 

the construction of 1 2  flying boats and three more landplane s ,  

even without the desired formal ass uranc es that i t  would 

continue to be the ' chosen instrument ' after 1937. 105 

In May , 1935 , Londonderry assigned Bullock , the Permanent 

Secretary to the Air Mini stry , the uiffi cult t ask of winnin5 

British Africa to the p articulars of the E . A . M. S .  The special 

assignment was to me et with Pirow at Lusaka,  but addi tional 

meetings were scheduled with East Afric an officials in 

Nairobi , the G overnor-G eneral of the Sudan at Khartoum, and 

Egyp tian avi ation officials in Cairo. 106 Bullock ' s  report 

on his mission remains one of the most important documents 

dealing with the establi shment of the E . A . I-l. S .  in Afri c a .  107 

104 .  

1 0 5 .  

106. 

107 . 

AVIA 2/19 1 0 ,  Bullock to Woods Humphrey, April 8 ,  1935.  

Ibid. , �.foods Humphrey to Bullock , .April 30 , 1935.  The 
flying boats ordered were the Short Empire s . 23s . See 
Appendix I .  Confirmation of n lonCT- term • chosen 
instrument ' role was re c eived in July. Ibid. , Bullock 
to Gedde s ,  July 2 3 ,  1935.  

The Sudan and �gypt were non-empire African s tates 
invited to p articip ate in the scheme . 

AIR 19/142 , Empire Air Yi.ail Scheme , 1934- 35 (Christopher 
Bullock c orrespondence and papers ) , enclosure , secre t ,  
' Report by Sir Christopher Bullock on the Results of his 
Mi ssion to Africa , I1ay 19th - June 1 3th , 1935 ' 
(hereinafter Bullock Report ) . 
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At the start , the possibilities of negotiating 

succes sfully with Firow were doubtful , given what Bullock 

described as Pirow ' s  " obstructive and stone-walling 

attitude " .  108 The Bri t ish Treasury was insisting that 

the South African subsidy c ontribution to the � . A . M. S .  

must be at least £50 , 000 p . a . , desp ite Bullock ' s  reminder 

that Pirow ' s  11present offer i G  NIL . • • .  " . 109 Pirow ' s  

argument was that the proposed service had little 

' c ommerci al value ' to the Uni on, and as the £400 ,000 

subsidy contribution to the e stabli shing of the Cairo-

C ape Town was intended to be the South Africa ' s  " first 

and final contribution" , there was little hope that the 

Union Treasury would agree t o  any new proposal s .  1 1 0  Pirow 

emphasised that the current contribution had been "politically 

most damaging to General Hertzog and Mr .  Havenga" ,  a further 

preclusive obstacle to renewed subsidy support for Imperi al 

Airways . 1 1 1  Pirow did think , however , that the Union would 

be prepared to operate the land service northward to Nairobi , 

thus relieving Great Britain of the costs of thi s service.  1 1 2  

108. FO 371/1961 7 ,  ?olitical (Wes tern) General , 1935 , W4726 , 
Bullock to Londonderry , May 1 3 ,  1935.  

109 .  Ib id. The formal Bri tish request was for £90 , 000 in 
subsidy and £58 , 000 postal payments p . a . 

1 1 0 .  AIR 19/142 , Bullock Report , appendix A .  

11 1 .  Ibid. , p .  1 .  Havenga had sponsored the original 
agreement in the Uni on. 

1 1 2 .  Ibid . , p .  2.  
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Pirow ' s  position was totally unacceptable to Gre at 

Britain as Bullock pointed out , and it was surely to the 

credit of Bullock that he was able in a few days to bring 

Pirow to a more accommodating frame of mind. The Union ' s  

re luctance to make any financial contribut ion to the scheme 

produced the gre atest difficult ies , Bullock noting the 

"rather wearying stages of our arguments on thi s point 11 • 1 1 3  

But in the end , Bullock ' s  persuasiveness  triumphed over 

Pirow ' s  obstinacy. Pirow was prepared to recommend to the 

Union government an annual payment of £98 , 000 , a sum 

considerably le ss than the Air �linistry had called for , 

but surprisingly generous all the same . 1 1 4  Unquestionably, 

Pirow' s  turnabout was obtained by Bullock' s  agreement to South 

African Airways operating a service from Johannesburg to 

Bulawayo and Lusaka , subject to Northern and Southern 

Rhodesia approval , and the right of those admini strati ons 

to operate a reciprocal service with it.ANA . 1 1 5  For Pirow , 

the opportuni ty to thrust northward was well worth the price 

1 1 3 .  Ibid. , p .  4. 

1 14 .  Ibid. , appendix B ,  ' Summary of Jiscussions in regard 
to the Emp ire Air l"Iai l Scheme between the Honourable 
Mr. Pirow and Sir Chri stopher Bullock at Lusaka , May 
28th to 30th , 1935 ' , Bullock to Pirow, May 31 , 1935.  
£20 , 000 was t o  be in the form of a direct subsidy ,  
with an addi tional £20 , 000 i n  suosidy disgui sed in 
the postal payments for 'political reasons ' .  

1 1 5 .  Ibid. 



493 

of imneri al cooperation and additional costs.  1 1 6 In 

addition ,  Pirow hoped to dissuade hi s c abinet colleagues 

from reducing in any way the amounts payable in existing 

contracts witn Union C astle . 1 1 7  

The Bullock-Pirow discussions did not end the long and 

difficult negoti ations bctwoen Great Britain and the Union 

on air transport matters in the 1930 ' s ,  for a number of 

points remained outstanding as Bullock proceeded north t o  

open di scussions with East African officials.  118 Nonethe less , 

for Bullock , it was a signal triumph , and the highwater mark 

of a brilliant c areer at the Air I1inistry. In 1936,  a Board 

of Inquiry found hi s use of offi ce to further ambi tions with 

Imperial Airways " at variance with the tenor and spirit" of 

the c ivil servi ce code . The Prime Mini ster dire cted hi s 

dismi ssal from the service . 1 1 9  

1 1 6 .  The annual costs for a weekly Johannesburg-Lus aka 
service was es timated at £30 , 000 . 

1 1 7 .  AIR 19/142 , Bullock Report , appendix B .  

1 1 8 .  Ibid. , appendix C ,  Pirow t o  Bullock , flay 31 , 1935.  
Points included the exac t scheduling of the imuerial 
service to Durban, and the extent to wirich the- Union 
c ould ' extend ' its Lusaka service .  

1 1 9 .  The evidence held that Bullock had approached Gedde s 
and Woods Humphrey on several occasions about p ossible 
positions , inc luding chairman , with Imperial Airways . 
See , Cabine t ,  Revort of the Board of Inquiry Avpointed 
b� the Prime Minister to Investigat e  Certain Discussions Eil ed in b the Permanent Secretar to the Air Funistr , 

m • 1 3 , and inutes by the rime nister on e 
Report of the Board of Inquiry , Cmd. 5255 (1936). See 
also the leader in The Times , August 6 ,  1936, and his 
obituary , The Time s ,  May 19, 1972 , p .  18.  
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Having obtained informal agreement with the Rhode sias 

and Nyasaland for Pirow ' s  expansionist proposals , 1 20 Bullock 

and his staff flew north for more amicable discussions with 

East Afri can officials at Nairobi . In a week-long set of 

meetings , Bullock was able to sati sfy the East African 

delegations t�at the sub sidy and postal p ayment assessments 

of their �.A. M. S .  contribution were justified and nece ssary. 

Kenya , in particular , had complained the charges were 

" exce ssive " .  121 Together , the East African colonies were 

being asked to provide £21 , 000 p . a . in subsidie s ,  and £1 1 , 000 

p . a . in postal payments ,  fieures which represented 7 . 30(, and 

3. 66% respective ly of the total anticipated costs of the 

E . A . M. S .  1 22 Kenya challen5ed the se figure s ,  arguing with 

some justification that they appeared to be high in relation 

to the contributions of certain other empire countrie s .  1 2 3  

Kenya added the argument that the maj or contribut ion made by 

1 20.  AIR 1 9/142 , Bullock Repo rt , p. 6. Bullock had 
discussions with Sir Hubert Young , Sir Herbert 
Stanley and Sir Harold Kittermast er , the three 
concerned governors , along with Fynn , the acting 
prime mini ster of Southern Rhode si a ,  Chapman of 
Rhode sia Railways , and Sir James Macdonald of the 
Beit Trust .  

1 21 • Ibid. , p .  7.  

1 22. Ibid. , p. 8.  Full details on t he East African situation 
are found in AVIA 2/1929 , ' Documents Relating to the 
Empire Air Mail Scheme ' ,  Kenya note of I1ay 1 7 ,  1935 , 
p .  1 1 .  

123.  AIR 19/142 , Bullock Report , p .  7 .  '..Jhile the ratio of 
sub sidy to postal payment was 2 : 1 in the case of Zast 
Africa,  Malaya , for example , contributed less with a 
ratio of 1 : 1 .  
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�ast Africa in establi shing the C airo-Cape Town route should 

merit " special considerat ion" , in light of the " substantial 

revenue earned by Imperial Airways" on thi s most remunerative 

section of the rout e .  1 24 Kenya also complained about the 

neglect of Nairobi on the main route , and expre ssed concern 

as to the future of the inl and trunk and feeder services. 1 25 

Bullock was able to me e t  mo st of these arguments with 

good sense and charm. In aGreeing t o  support a three times 

weekly Nairobi-Ki sumu service , thus assuring Nairobi of a 

direct connection with the flying boat service at Kisumu, 

he resolved the most troublesome Kenyan complaint . 1 26 

Bullock was able to report that Uganda and Tanganyika were 

"broadly sati sfied" , but he worried that "Kenya may return 

to the charge " .  1 27 Kenya , ever susp icious of Imperial 

Airways and re ady to guard j e alously its own ' chosen 

instrument ' ,  Wilson Airways , did , in fact , continue to 

pre ss the Air Ministry for changes in the E . A . M. S .  which 

would serve its own as we ll as imperial interests right to 

1939.  1 28 

1 24 .  Ibid.  

125.  Ibid. , pp . 7-8. 

126. Ibid. , :p. 8. The Imperial Exchequer had agreed to pay 
the costs of the inland route south to Lusaka .  

1 27 .  Ibid. , p .  7.  

1 28.  On Wilson Airways , see above , chapter V. 
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In addition to subsidy and postal p ayment contributions , 

East Africa was b eing called upon to provide substant ial 

al!lounts for the improvement and maintenance of ground 

facili tie s ,  much of which would go toward the instal l ation 

of new marine e quipment to handle the flying boat s .  I n  all , 

capital costs to the three East Afric an  co lonies were 

calculated at £87 , 200 , wi th recurrent annual maintenance 

charge s  of £22 , 500. 1 29 Bul lock aGreed that such a he avy 

burden was somewhat unfair for what were "primarily Imperial 

purposes " .  4 30 He promi sed Air Minis try support for 

app lications to the Colonial Development Fund . 1 31 

Bul lock ' s  ' mission'  ended with b=ief di scussions with 

the G overnor-G eneral of the Sudan at Khar toum , and the 

Direct or-General of Ci vi l Avi ation in 3GYpt at Cairo . 

Sir Stewart Syme s in Khartoum was persuaded of the justice 

of a £) , OOO p . a . subsiuy from the Sudan , 1 32 but the que stions 

1 29.  AVIA 2/1929 , ' Draft note of a meeting held at G overnment 
House , Nairobi on Thursday the 6th J une 1935 ' , pp . 2- 3 .  

1 30 .  AIR 19/142 , Bullock rteport , p .  8 .  

1 31 .  Ibid. The fund di d provide assi st ance for the Z . A . M. S .  

1 32. Ibid. Syme s pointed out that the service was of no value 
to the • native population'  and felt that " there would b e  
no real need for air communicati ons i n  the Sudan o n  the 
scale envisaged for another 25 ye ars " .  Nonethe less , by 
the end of 1 9 3 5 ,  the Sudan had an impressive 1 1 1  government 
l anding fie lds and 38 " alightinG reaches for float p lanes" 
along the Ni le . Foreign Office , Sudan No . 1 ( 19 36) , 
Re ort on the Admini stration Financ es and Condition 
of t e u an in 1 md . / 81 1 3 o .  
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of ground organisation financing were quite another matter. 

A capital expenditure of at least £80 ,000 and recurrent 

maintenance charges of �27 , 000 p . a . , were , in Symes ' view , 

"impossible for the Sudan to contemplate" .  1 3 3  Bullock 

could only agree that a larr,e portion of the se expenditures 

would have to come from the Imperial Exche quer . 1 34 

In Egypt , officialdora , more often than not intransigent 

on air matters ,  wns being attracted to the nove lty and 

practicability of the scheme . British counsel and persuasion 

now hoped to convince the government that the comnunications 

benefits to be obtained far outweighed fears of the imperial 

connection. At the time of Bullock ' s  Vi$it , the prospects 

of a satisfactory agreement were thus "promising " .  Egypt 

was prepared to provide all the necessary ground organisation , 

a postal payment of £22 , 500 p . a . , exemptions from fuel and oil 

taxation , and a subsidy equivalent to the e stimated payments 

for landing and housing fee s .  1 35 

Bullock submitted the report of hi s missi on June 18th , 

and from that point onward the Air Ninistry and Ioperial 

Airways could begin to plan wi th some confidence the 

commencement of the � . A . M. S .  in Airica ,  a date tentatively 

1 3 3 .  AIR 19/142 , Bullock Report , p .  9 .  

1 34 .  Ibid. 'l'he Sudan was not eligible for assistance from 
the Colonial Development Fund , but �750 , 000 p . a . was 
beinG received in subsidy from �f;Yp t .  

1 35. Ibid. , p .  10 .  
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set for J anuary 1 ,  1937 , an optimistic 18 months away. The 

Air ff.iinistry viewed the results of Bullock ' s mission as " very 

satisfactory" . 1 36 The Foreign Office , concerned with 

possible problems arranging financing and ground organisation 

in the Sudan and Egypt , found Bullock ' s  efforts " sw:prising ly 

succe ssful " .  1 37 On the specifics of the ' Lusaka Agreement ' 

between Bullock and Pirow , Southern rthodesi a ,  the colony most 

affected by the concessions granted to the Union , concurred 

generally ,  although re luctant to see South Afri can Airways 

run beyond Bulawayo to Sali sbury. 1 38 By Au�ust ,  Kenya had 

formali sed its  expre ssion of agreement to the scheme as 

discussed with Bullock at Nairobi . 1 39 

Outside official circ le s ,  the ..:; . A . II . S .  awakened a 

favourable re3ponse in most quarters throuG�out 1935.  

The Round Table was particularly eulogistic : 

1 36 .  

1 37.  

FO 371 /19617 ,  �/6235 , Cunliffe-Lister to FO,  July 1 2 ,  
1935.  Cunliffe-Li ster ( later Lord Swinton ) was 
appointed Secretary of State for Air in June , 1935.  

Ibid. , FO minute ,  July 1 8 ,  193) . 
Bullock to FO , August 7 ,  1 9 35 on 
and Sudan. FO 371/1 961 7 ,  W62'.;i? , 
Bullock Report . 

Also , ibid. , W7052 , 
problems in Egypt 
holds a copy of the 

1 38.  AIR 19/142,  Huggins to Bullock , June 28 and August 2 ,  
1935.  See too iiand Daily Mai l , Au3ust 1 9 ,  1935.  

1 39 .  AIR 19/142 , CO/Kenya correspondence ,  August 9 and 
26 , 193) . 



Tho se responsible for pushing forward these 
air mail developments have at the back of 
their minds the vision of an Emuire 
effective ly reduced to the size. of these 
islands . It i s  not the distance on the 
map but the di stance in the mind that 
counts , not the thousands of I:liles tnat 
divide the countries  of the .::mo ire but 
the few hours that will separate them i f  
aerial proGre ss continues a t  the pre sent 
pace for only a few years more . 140 
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Only the irascible C .  G .  Grey of the Aeroplane held to 

his first- expressed concern about who was to provide the 

capital for the "big plans " .  Grey did not want the government 

invol ved, preferring the l arge shippin� interests t o  take the 

lead, unless "we want to ;�o socialis t " .  141 For the most p art , 

the shipping comp anies c onfined the ir air interests to the 

proposed Atlantic route . 142 

For Imperial Airways , the expre ssed support for the 

E . A . M. S .  and other favourable deve lopmcntn bri�htencd 

prospects for the years ahead . Traff ic on the exist in� 

African servic es had incre ased 41% over the previous year , 143 

and by 1936,  the c ompany could report that; 73% of lo ad capacity 

140 .  

141 . 

142 . 

1 4 3  • 

Hound Table , "'£(V (June , 1935) , 472-73 . Sec al so "Africa 
Air Servic e Speed Up 11 , Great Brit ain and the Bast , XLV 
(November 21 , 193)) , 666 . 

Aeroplane , Marc:i 27 , 1935 , p .  344 . 

AVIA 2/1965 for correspondence and discussions . 

Imperial Airways , ;teport of the Annual General Meeting, 
..19.22., October 31 , 1935 , p .  10. 'fhe •rime s , Ifovember 1 ,  
1935' p .  24 . 
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was being utili sed on the London-Johannesburg through 
144 

service.  By the fall of  1935 , 29 f lying boats and 

1 7 landplanes were on order. 145 

Nonetheless , whi le a certain optimism characterised 

Imperials ' preparations for the introduction of the E . A . M. S .  

in Afri c a , it was ever tempered with a sense of urgency , 

much of which was brought about by the bold steps being 

taken by imperial rivals .  Prestige and traffic were at 

stake in the race for air paramountcy on the continent .  146 

In Egypt , as ever the most troublesome sector on the imperial 

routes , the Germans were showing a renewed interest by early 

1936. The Bri tish ambassador in Addis Ababa bel ieved them 

to be 

145 . 

146. 

147 . 

investi�ating on behalf of Lufthansa [ sic]  
possibility of an air service via Sudan to 
Addis Ababa with the idea of subsequent 
extension to Tanganyika. 147 

" Imperial Airways ' New Fleet " ,  Great Britain and the 
East , XLV (November 7 ,  1 935) , 60?. In all, by 1936, 
Imperial Airways had 76 aircraft on hand and on order,  
against 42 the year before . Imperial Airways , Report 
of the Directors and St atement of Accounts for the 
Year Ended 31 March, 1936. 

See survey of planned services in "Opening up Afric a " , 
Flight , October 31 , 1 9 3 5 ,  p .  471 . 

FO 371/20188 , Political (Egyptian) Ethiop i a ,  1 936, 
J1642, S.  Barton to FO , February 22 , 1 936. 
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By late 1 9 36 ,  �eut sche s Luft Hansa had formally app lied 

to the Egyptian authoriti e s  for a Berlin-Cairo service "for 

facili tatinB intellectual and commercial relations between 

Germany and Egyp t " .  148 ':'he agent of German aims was in 

fact the Horus c omp any , a Deutsches Luft P.ans a subsidiary , 

already active in Greece and anxious to initiate an Athens

C airo service . The Dritiah thus saw the German e fforts as 

po sing a double danger , and c alled upon Imperial Airways to 

compete for t�e servi ce ' desired ' by bot� countri e s  in 

que stion. 149 The intention was to entablish an ' Anglo

Egyptian Air Transport C omp any ' with Imperi al Airways and 

I1i sr Airwork p articip ation , " t o  enable the ..::gypt i an  

Government t o  refuse terminal facilities  t o  fore ign air 

1 .  11 1 50 1ne s . . . .  . 'l'he war ended di scussions of this ide a ,  and 

i t  was doubtful , in any case , that i:;he air line would have 

been formed. Mi sr Airwork had alreaC..y e�tablished close 

links with the Horus company , 1 5 1  and fe ared any associ ation 

148 . FO 371/21 207 , Po litical ( Western) C ommercial Avi ation , 
19 3'7 , '\{727 , British embassy C airo t o  FO , December 24 , 
1 9 36 ( translation from German aidc-memoire).  

149 .  AVIA 2/1 996 , Ef);ypt-�·Ii sr Airwor�c. 
Financial Farti cipation , part I ,  
memoranc.�um by the secrc taric s  of 
Affairs anC.. Air , June , 1936. 

Question of British 
C . �. 1 5 5  ( 3G) , Joint 
St3te for Fore iGn 

1 50 .  Ibid . , ?art IV , encl . 1 80a , minute 1 ,  June 1 2 ,  1 9 39 . 

1 5 1 . Mohammet Tahcr Pasha , vice-chairmnn of �u r.r , was a 
director of Horus . Ib id.  , part I ,  �foods Humphrey 
to S:1e lr.lerdine (A. 11.) , June 1 u ,  19 �G . 
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wi th the Imperial Airways gian t .  1 52 Until the beGinning o f  

the war , Great Brit ain was able t o  d i s suade the igyp t i ans 

from comin1:5 t o  any agreement with G ermany , yet apprec i at e d  

that the novc c ould n � t  b e  obstructed indefini t e l y .  1 5 3  

As the Egyptian Dire c t or-General of Civil Aviation , Group 

Captain Bone , p ointed out , the problem was not s imp ly EGyp t , 

but i f  Germany was 5ranted permi s s i on t o  operate there , i t  

would become incre asingly difficult t o  nay no i n  the Sudan 

" or further s outh " . 1 54 

The �gyp tian situati on was confused by Itali an interests 

in operatin� through Egyp t and the 3udan t o  their c o loni e s  in 

East Afri c a .  1 5 5 From the st art , Great 3ri t ain supported the 

Italian request to operate throuGh Zgypt , while disc ouraging 

any idea of an Itali an/Egyp t i an a�reement . 1 56 By the summer 

152.  

1 5 3 .  

1 54.  

1 55.  

1 56 .  

FO 371/20892 , Political ( JGyptian )  .C:gypt and Sudan , 
1937 , J 3689 , note by Woods Humphrey , Auf;Ust 1 8 ,  1937.  

Ibid. , J48 36 , Standing C omcittec on Internat i onal Air 
ColnI!lunicat ions Pap e r  386 ( hereinafter I . A . C .  and paper 
number ) , ' Faci l i t i e s  for G crmnn Air 3ervice through 
Egypt ' ,  November 29 , 1937.  

Ibid .  , Ambassador Lamp son ( C airo ) t o  F O ,  November 1 3 ,  
1937. 

AVIA 2/1 935 , Italian Air S8rvi ce t o  I t a l i an �ast Afri c a ,  
1935-1949 , E. Drummond ( Rome ) t o  E' O ,  February 18 , 1935 , 
February 26 , 1935.  See also , Luigi G al l o , "l?er La Line a 
�st Afr i c a " , Rivi st a  Aeronaut i c a ,  X ( 19 34) , 40- 58 ;  
Umberto K l inger , "It alian 2a s t  Afri can Airline s " , Great 
Britain and the East ( I talian C o l onial �mp ire Supplement) 
XL (July 15, 1937) , 6-8 . 

AVIA 2/1935 , FO t o  Lamp s on , Au.;us t  22 , 1 9 3 5 .  See also 
c orrespondence FO 371/19 5 34 ,  ! o l i t i cal ( S outhern) 
Italy, 1 935 , R1564 ,  R271 7 ,  R3701 . 
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of 1955 , Ala Littoria had commenced a Khartoum-Asmara twice 

weekly air service , and by Sep tember,  the Benghazi-Alexandria 

sector was opened.  1 57 In December , 193� , a full Rome-Asmara 

service was established , and by 1 9 37 , Addis Ababa was linked 

to Rome with a four times weekly operation. 1 58 Suspicion 

of Italian influence and " sabotage" in t�e Sudan in 1 9 36 

prompted a ForeiGn Of�ice intention to bar Ala Littoria from 

the Sudan . 1 �)') '.rhe Air I·linistry promptly objected because of 

possible Italian repri sals on the im:1erial route through 

Italy. 160 Unlike the German case , Great Britain found 

itself with hanC..s tied in dealing with the Ital ians in 

Africa .  In  a quid pro guo arranGement , the An�lo-Italian 

air convention of 1 9 34 had formalised this  inter-dependency 
1 ,..1 for the operation of the two imperial air systems . 0 Thus , 

the Air Ministry viewed the relationship with different 

priorities t:ian the Foreign Office and with some cause.  

On the one occasion when permission to  use Rosieres in the 

Sudan was denied the Italians , Lake Bracciano in Italy was 

promptly closed to Imperial Airways flying boats .  162 

157.  Cmd . 5281 ( 1 936) , p .  50 . 
1 58. AVIA 2/1935 , I . A . C . p aper 323 , n. d .  
1 59 .  Ibid . , :b,O t o  A . Vi. , .May 8 ,  1936.  
160 . Ibid . , minute by Lord Swinton , May 21 , 1 9 36.  
161 . 

162. I . A . C .  p aper 323. 
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·ro the beginning of the war , Egypt was thus living up 

to its image as the ' Clapham Junction ' of imperial air 

route s .  With France , Holland , Italy, Germany, and even 

Poland , 163  all anxious to  make use of  Egypt ' s  unique 

location , the pressure was ever on Imperial Airways and 

the British Air Ministry to win an increasingly competitive 

struggle.  

The Belgian Congo was another focal point of rivalry. 

Concern about future traffic for the E . rl . M. S .  prompted 

British plans to extend ' feeder ' services into the Congo 

in 1 935 , the obj ect being 

to keep the eastern and sout� eastern 
B elgian Congo traffic for the British 
Africa trunk route and prevent it being 
drawn away to the west by the French and 
Bel5ian Trans-Saharan service . 164 

The idea was attractive to the Bcleians as well . They 

were prepared to entertain the Bri tish proposal providing 

SAB�NA could obtain reciprocal rights to operate to Entebbe , 

and the Belgian trans-Saharan service could operate through 

Kano . 165 Belgium was prepared to allow the British Cape 

163 . FO 371/2089 3 ,  Political (Egyptian) �gypt and Srdan , 
1937 , J535 3 ,  Lampson to FO , December 1 6 ,  19 37.  The 
Polish airline LOT (Polskie Linie Lotnicze)  wanted 
to extend their Palestine service .  

164. AVIA 2/804 , Imperial Airways P�oposed Feeder Services 
to the Congo , 1935-1949 , Burchall to Shelmerdine , 
February 1 5 ,  1935 .  The intention was for Wilson 
Airways to act for Imperi als .  See elso 11Changes 
in the Congo 11 , : .... eroplane , August ?6 , 1936 , pp . 273-74 . 

165 . AVIA 2/804 , Shelmerdine to Burchall , February 20 , 1 9 3 5 ;  
encl.  1 2b ,  I . A .  memorandum , July 2 ,  1 9 3 5 .  
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service to carry s ome Congo mail and p a s senger traf fic , but 

only in the event that simi lar rights were accorded t o  SABENA 
166 

in Nigeri a .  Bri ti sh att empts to s ep arate the Congo and 

Kano i s sues were to o f  no avai l .  The main Bri t i sh fears were 

that the faster B e lgian service to Europe would woo potenti al 

E . A . M. S .  and passenger traffic from the imperial Khartoum.-

I . 1 67 
Kano- agos servi c e .  In the end , no formal agreement was 

reached , in p art bec ause the Be lgians were slow to devel op 

adequate ground faci l i t i e s , in part b e c ause \/i l s on Airways 

failed to win an exclusive contr a c t  to transport Congo gold 

traffic and so wi thdrew i t s  app l i cation . 168 An informal 

agreement gave over-flight rights Zinder-Fort Lamy and 

Kisum.u-Lusaka for SABENA and Wi lson Airways flights 

respec tively. 1 69 British efforts were thus thwarted 

in the at tempt to win much-needed traffic for the Afri c an 

servi c e . 

166 .  

167 .  

168 .  

169. 

Ibid . , Burchall to She lmerdine , July 5 ,  1935.  SABENA 
at thi s point operated a car service to connect with 
its trans-Saharan servi ce at Zinder. B e lgium was 
complaining that the Bri t i sh GPO was not taking 
advantage of this service . 

Ibi d . , Burchall to She lmerdine , July 1 9 ,  1 9 3 5 .  There 
was a l s o  c oncern about Be lBi an prop o s a l s  to extend 
their route s outhward through Ang o l a  and to the Uni on. 
Corre spondence in AVIA 2/1995 , Be lgian Prop o s a l s  for 
an Air Servi c e  to South Afri c a , 1 937-1939 .  See 
discus s i o n ,  chapter X I .  

AVIA 2/804 , Shelmerdine t o  FO , July 29 , 1 938. 

Ib i d .  SAB3NA. c ommenc ed operating to Entebbe September 
22, 1940 . B . ;,./ . G a lpin ( I . A . ) to A . l"l . , September 25 , 
1 940 . 
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The most challenging rival to British air aims in Africa 

was Franc e .  By late 1935 , the French had established a nine 

day service between Madagascar and Paris , 170 and , like the 

Belgians , were casting covetous eyes on the lucrative South 

African market . A greater problem for the Briti sh and the 

institution of the Z . A . M . S .  was French intransigence on the 

matter of British flights through France ,  and Wltil this was 

overcome , the idea of an all-air service from Great Britain 

to the empire could not be realized. From 1 934 onwards , Air 

Ministry efforts were directed to overcoming this " obstructive 

attitude " ,  Londonderry pointing out that as Great Britain 

could block French routes to the Far East and in parts of 

Africa,  "we hold these strong cards " .  1 71 This fac t ,  he 

went on , "will bring the French , who are realists , to a more 

accommodating frame of mind . . • '' . 172 �arly in 1 9 34 ,  the 

French had requested permission t o  overfly Ni�eria on their 

proposed Algiers-Congo service , and clearance to link 

Madagascar with the Imperial Airways trunk service at Broken 

Hil l ,  ' legitimate ' requests based on the Thomson-Eynac 

' gentlemens ' agreement ' on reciprocal air rights made in 

1929 . 1 7 3  Nonetheless , the French reque st provided Great 

170.  Aeroplane , January 8 ,  1 936 , � ·  49 . See P. Ichac , 
11Itineraire Aerien de Paris a I"Iadagascar" , L '  Illustration , 
CCIII ( June 3 ,  10 , 1 9 39 ) , 185-92 , 25 3-59. 

171 . CAB 24/250 , C . P. 204 ( 34 ) , memorandum by Londonderry , 
July 2 3 ,  1 9 34.  

1 72 .  Ibid.  
173.  AVIA 2/676 , Brigstooke ( A . M. ) to FO,  February 15 ,  1934; 

encl.  on French trans-Nigerian request of May 1 7 ,  1 9 34.  
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Britain with an opportunity to argue for a more formal 

agreement , one wcich would inc lude concessions in Europe 

for Imperial Airways . Although some concern was expressed 

that the French would pursue the idea of obtaining traffic 

rights in northern Nigeri a ,  to the detriment of Bri tish 

services still in the planning stage at t�is point , the 

French request was acceptable providing it was tied to a 

wider agreement . 174 Here again , as with tl:e Italians , the 

British could only negotiate on a quid uro quo basi s ,  giving 

concessions but obtaining necessary reciprocal rie}1ts to 

enable the fullest development of imperial services . By 

1936 ,  Anglo-French di scussions were well advanced. 175 In 

1937 and early 1 9 38 ,  two exchanges of notes expressed 

agreement ; 176 Great Britain was granted "unrestricted" 

commercial air rights over France and Corsica,  the use of 

public airports in France ,  and "landing rights" in Chad on 

the Khartoum-Kano route . In return , France obtained the 

right to overfly Nigeria ,  and " commercial rights "  along the 

British West African coast on their �akar-Leopoldvi lle service 

until such time as a British service was establ isned. 177 

174.  Ibid. , Shelmerdine to A . M. , July 1 3 ,  1934.  

1 75 .  FO 371/20440 , Political (Western) Commerci al Aviation , 
1 9 36 ,  W1268 , I . A . C .  paper 107 ,  ' Concessions for French 
and British Air Services Respectively ' ,  February 1 2 ,  1936. 

1 76. FO �·71/20698 , Poli tic al (Central ) France ,  1937 , C5983 , 
August 20 , 1937;  AVIA 2/676 , encl.  49a . 

1 77.  FO 371/20698 , C598 3 ,  I . A . C .  paper 361 , September 1 0 ,  
1937;  C8502 , FO to A . M. , December 9 ,  19 37 ; AVIA 2/676 , 
enc l .  49a .  



508 

There remained only one other European power , Portugal , 

with which to negotiate prior to the establishment of the 

E . A . M. S .  in Afri c a .  Although not a maj or imperi al rival , 

Portugal did control the long .Mozambique coastline astride 

the proposed imperial service from Dar-es-Salaam south to 

Durban. In 1933 , Imperial Airways had carried out a 

preliminary survey of the route , 178 and found it 

practicable , if commercia lly disapp ointing. 179 In 

April 1934,  Great Britain formally re quested permission 

to operate air services along the .Mozambique coast , in 

addition to obtaining permission for rtAi�A to operate from 

Beira to Sali sbury and Blantyre .  180 Tr.e Portugue se were 

quick to respond. While operating no services in Africa 

at this time , they sought in return reciprocal rights across  

the Gambia ,  across the Rhodesias to  link Angola and Mozambique , 

178. BOAC , I . A .  files. Three reports were made on the 1933  
'East African Coast Survey Flight ' :  the Air 
Superintendant ' s  Report , a Commercial Report by J . W . S .  
Brancker , and a Report on Arrangements by Major Brackley. 

179. Ibid. , Commercial Report , p .  129 .  In an interesting 
note , Brancker expected considerable Indian traffic 
from Durban and anticipated "unfavourable comment"  
from white South Africans called upon to  share cabin 
accommodation . Ibid. , p .  100 .  There is no record to 
indicate these fears were realised. 

180 .  FO 371 /18499 , Poli tic al C�v'estern) General , 1 9 34 ,  W44 38 , 
' Memorandum for Submission to Portuguese Government in 
regard to an Air Service Passing along the Coast of 
Portuguese East Afri ca ' ,  April 25 , 1 9 34 . 
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and a Lourenco Marques-Johannesburg conce ssion. 181 The 

Portuguese response was not unexpected , but nor was it 

totally acceptable . While concessions in Africa  granted 

to Portugal meant little per se , the British had to be 

cautious not to grant all that Portugal wanted. Something 

had to be left for future bargaining on the Atlantic route 

where the Portuguese Azores made a ready stepping stone for 

the lengthy crossing. 182 By late 19 35 , negotiations were 

concluded successfully with an exchange of notes which gave 

Great Britain rights along the Mozambique coast and the 

routes from Beira to Salisbury and Blantyre , in return for 

Portuguese rights across Northern R�odesia and the G ambia. 183  

The agreement remained in force until the war. 

Throughout the protracted discussions with European 

interests in Africa , Imperial Airways and the Air Ministry 

worked to initiate the E . A . M. S .  on the African route by 

January 1 ,  1937. This was not to be the case .  Under the 

general beadings of ground organisation , aircraft delivery , 

and South Afri c a ,  the problems remained many, and delays 

181 . Ibid . , \14439 , Portuguese Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
to British Ambassador , Lisbon, April 28 , 1934. 

182.  AVIA 2/1 952 . Negotiations on the Azores were kept 
separate from the main African di scussions . I . A. C .  
paper 63 , n . d . , for details . 

183.  Foreign Office , Treaty Series No . 41 ( 19 35) , Exchange 
of Notes between Portugal and the United Kingdom 
Re ardin the Oueration of Air Services over 

erritories in Africa , m .  47 1 35 .  r he 
agreement also provided for British rights to 
overfly Portuguese Guinea.  
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certain. All were related to the important decision to 

carry the mails  in large marine aircraft , the Short Brothers 

s .  23 Empire Flying Boat s .  1 84 Some difficulties were 

technical , some political , and all were tied to the questions 

of financing the imaginative scheme . 

In Egypt , problems of cooperation had slowed the 

improvement of existing facilities and the transfer of the 

Imperial Airways ' base from Heliopolis to Dakhaila.  185 As 

Sir Quinten Brand , the Sgyptian Dire ctor of Civi l Aviation , 

pointed out , many of the problems could be attributed to the 

"attitude of obstruction" of the new Wafd government .  186 

By mid-1936, a more cooperative atmosphere was developing 

with di scussions on the new Anglo-Egyptian treaty nearing 

successful conclusion , and the Egyptian r1inister of 

Communications , Nokrashi , could promise that "everything 

will be rushed through" .  187 Although Imperi al Airways 

continued to complain and insisted on "considerable 

improvements "  in existing facilities before the £ . A . M. S .  

184.  

185.  

186.  

187.  

On the flying boats and ground organisati on problems 
in Afri c a ,  see John Maffey, "Air Transport over Africa" , 
paper delivered in Rome , October, 1938 , t o  the Reale 
Accademia d ' Italia.  Type script in BOAC archives.  

AVIA 2/856 , Egypt - Emp ire Air Mail Scheme - Ground 
Organisation , Tour note s , Wing Commander .Allen ( A . M. ) ,  
June 21 , 1935.  

Ibid. , Brand to  Bertram (A. M. ) ,  August 1 2 ,  1935 . 

Ibid. 
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could be introduced in early 1937 ,  188 the Egyptian situation 

was well in hand by the time the service was started.  

Problems of ground organisation in the Sudan were never 

fully resolved before the war , and only detailed negotiations 

won a reasonable financial contribution from the Sudane se 

authorities . In April-May , 19 36 , the Air 11inistry ' s  F . G . L .  

Bertram and M .  Banks toured the Sudan t o  study the Nile route 

to Uganda and meet with local officials . 189 Sudan agreed to 

a maximum recurrent liability of £20 , 000 p . a . , a generous sum 

for a service which to date had carried little mail and few 

passengers . 1 90 More difficult to resolve were the questions 

of operating the large flying boats on the Nile . An Air 

Ministry study in June , 1936 , sugge sted the ' Empire ' flying 

boats would exceed the " limit of practicability11 • 191 

Although ' Calcutta ' flying boats had been used on the route 

with succes s ,  the much heavier ' Empire ' ( fully loaded , 

188. AVIA 2/1 106 ,  Unsuitability of Alighting Area at Juba -
Application by Imperial Airways to Use Site at Laropi 
in Uganda , encl.  1 2a ,  G .  T .  Meller ( I . A . ) to A . M. , 
February 1 5 ,  1937. 

189 .  AVIA 2/983 ,  enc l . , unpublished ' Record of Tour in 
Egypt , the Sudan and Palestine by Mr. F . G . L . Bertram 
and Mr. M. Banks , 14th April-26th May , 1 9 36 ' . Also 
in FO 371 /20438 , Political (Western) Arms Traffic , 
1 9 36 ,  W5450 . 

190 .  AVIA 2/983 ,  ' Record of Tour ' , appendices V and IX .  

191 . A . M. , unpublished ' Report on the Operation of Empire 
Short Flying Boats on the River Nile from Cairo to 
Juba ' submitted by f1. Marks , June 5 ,  1936,  p .  5 .  
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39 , 000 lbs . )  had a draught of over four feet and required a 

take-off run of 600 yds . 192 Given the seasonable fluctuations 

in river elevations , the continual changes in the deep water 

channel , and shifting sand shoal locations , Marks was most 

pessimistic about any landing and mooring site being found 

sui table and safe . 1 9 3  Several Imperial Airways surveys in 

1 936 were more optimistic , 1 94 although the company appeal 

to move the Juba stop in the Sudan to Laropi in Uganda was 

rejected by the respective governments and the Air Ministry . 195 

On the upper Nile , control of the sudd , the great masses of 

soil and vegetation which sweep down the river from June to 

November , remained a problem at least until the war . 196 In 

summary , next to South Afri c a , the Sudan proved to be the most 

difficult of areas to organise adequately to meet the 

operational and financial demands of the E . A . M. S .  1 97 

192.  Ibid. , p .  1 .  

1 9 3 .  Ibid. , appendix , p .  1 .  Marks noted other problem s :  
river current , river width , and wind direction. 
Together they raised the question of whether night 
flying would be feasible . 

194.  BOAC , I . A .  files ( a )  ' Sudan Report - Survey ,  1 9 36 ' , 
( b )  ' Survey of White Nile Sudan and Upper Egypt with 
Special Regard to Choice of Seaplane Bases ' ,  submitted 
by B . C . H .  Cross ,  April ,  1 9 36 ,  ( c )  reports on Nimule and 
Laropi in October , 1 936 . 

1 9 5 .  Correspondence in AVIA 2/1 106.  After October , 1938 , 
Rej af was substituted for Juba. 

1 96 .  AVIA 2/1 271 , Experiments in Sudd Control on the Nile , 
1938-1940 . 

197.  Correspondence in AVIA 2/1 246 , Empire Air Mail  Scheme -
Arrangements with Sudan Government , 1 937-1 941 , and AVIA 
2/1989 , Empire Air Mail Scheme - Sudan - Responsibility 
as between Imperial Airways and Local Government for 
Ground Organi sation. 
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Ground organisation in British East Africa was developed 

more smoothly, although the lake leve l  at Kisumu was expected 

to lower in the years ahead , and progress  at Entebbe was 

slow. 198 In Tanganyika , concern was expre ssed as to the 

"peculiarly heavy liabili ties in connection with wireless " ,  

but generally , the East Afri can section of the route was 

"the best organised on the route to Durban" . 199 Unlike 

the Sudan , cooperation and a certain enthusiasm for the big 

scheme characterised local efforts to accommodate the needs 

of the Air Ministry and Imperial Airways . 

In Portuguese East Africa,  the route south of Lindi 

called for regular stops to be made at Mozambique , Beira 

and Lourenco Marques ,  with optional use to be made of 

Quelimane and Inhambane . All required considerable work 

to be done in the preparation of marine facilitie s ,  and the 

effort was delayed in endless discussions with the local 

Portuguese authorities on the precise terms of the agreement , 

accepted in principle in December , 1935. 200 In addition , 

198. A . M. , unpublished ' Tour of Inspection of Empire Air 
Mail Route Southampton - Lourenco Marques ,  June 18th -
August 19th, 1938 ' , pp . 7 ,  10.  The report was prepared 
by W. L. Lang . 

199. Ibid. , p .  10.  See too , BOAC , I . A .  file , ' Near E ast 
Area Manager ' s  Report on the Survey Conducted by 
' Satyrus ' of the Flying Boat Route from Alexandria 
to Lindi , March , 1937 • . The manager was B. w .  Galpin. 

200 . AVIA 2/1 106 , G . � - Meller to A . M. , February 1 5 ,  1937. 
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Beira aerodrome had to be improved to handle the increased 

traffic on the RANA services to Blantyre and Salisbury. A 

second 500 meter runway was not completed until October , 

1938 . 201 

Delays in organising ground facilities along the Cairo

Durban route were aggravated by the slow delivery of new 

aircraft for Imperials ' fleet , the two factors combining 

to preclude the possibility of commencing the E . A . M. S .  on 

schedule . As Sir George Beharrell , Imperial Airways chairman , 

noted , aircraft delivery delays were affecting all services 

and were due to "reasons quite outside our control " .  202 

The reasons for thi s were several , but they reflected 

official British policy of insisting upon the use of Bri tish 

aircraft and engines even while demanding of British 

manufacturers that priority be given to the R . A . F .  20 3 

Imperial Airways thus could not turn elsewhere t o  purchase 

their aircraft requirements ,  and no alternative British 
204 aircraft were readily available .  

201 . AVIA 2/1069 , Empire Air Mail Scheme - Unsuitability of 
Beira Aerodrome , B. W. Galpin to A. M. , November 10 , 1937. 

202 . I . A . , Renert of the Annual General I1eetin 
November 10 , 1 3 7 ,  p .  

20 3. See correspondence in AVIA 2/1077 , Purchase of Foreign 
Aircraft by British Subsidised Air r11ransport Companie s .  
Also , A . M. , Note on the Policy of His Majestf' s  
Government in Relation to the Production of ero
Engines , Cmd . 5295 (1936). 

204 . Despite an Air Ministry offer of £25 , 000 for a " fast 
but economically medium-sized commercial" aeroplane . 
The Times , March 20 , 1935 , p .  1 5 .  British Airways , 
on the other hand , the second ' chosen instrument ' after 
1936, purchased Fokker , Junkers and Lockheed aircraft . 
See Higham, Britain ' s  Imperial Air Routes , pp . 247-48 . 
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The implicat ions of a general delay in the commencement 

of the E . A . M. S .  were serious , especially in the way they were 

seized upon by Pirow and the Union government . Pirow was all 

too ready and willing to exploit Imperial Airways difficulties , 

and use ' concessions ' on the part of South Africa to argue his 

case for a Union service northward to Kisumu . 

During 1 9 36 ,  it had be come apparent that aircraft 

delivery schedules would not al low a January 1 st start to 

the E . A . M. S .  in 1 9 3 7 ,  and April 1 st was set as the new 

opening date to coincide with the expiration of existing 

contracts with the African governments .  By December , 19 36 , 

Imperial Airways had to inform the Air .Ministry that it was 

unlike ly , " almost to the point of certainty" that there 

would be a further postponement , and sugge sted June 1st 

as a commencement dat e .  205 Incredibly , the Air Ministry 

failed to pass this information on to interested parties in 

Africa until late in February. 206 At this late date , 

discussions were already well  underway to ready the new 

arrangements on the inland route from Johannesburg to Kisumu. 207 

205.  AVIA 2/1 972 , Empire Air Mail Scheme - Arrangements 
between RANA , Wilson Airways and South Afri can Airways 
for Operation of Internal Services in Afri c a ,  G .  T.  
Meller to  A . M. , December 30 , 1936. 

206 . AVIA 2/191 6 ,  Resume of discussions of a meeting at 
Bulawayo , March 3-4 , 1 9 37 , attended by repre sentatives 
of RA�A , Wilson Airways , Imperials , Sout� African Airways 
and intere sted government officials , e�c l .  55b , p .  3 .  

207 .  Ibid. The Bulawayo conference was held with the 
expectation that the E . A . H. S .  would begin on Apri l 1 st .  
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Southern Rhodesia was particularly critical of Imperial 

Airways in that "no communication at all received from 

them and Ministers had always been led to believe to 

the last moment that flying boat service would start 

in April" .  208 Imperials could only point out that they 

had kept the Air Ministry informed,  and that "notification 

to the Governments concerned was clearly the duty of the 

G t h 1 1  209 overnmen ere • • • . • Whatever the reasons for the 

new delay and the late notification , it raised major 

problems in arranging the ' inland trunk ' service . For 

Pirow , the postponement 'broke ' the Bullock-Pirow agreement 

at Lusaka in 1935 and thus called for a new round of 

negotiations . He was not concerned to dispute the basic 

principles of the E . A . M. S .  nor the Imperial Airways proposed 

flying boat service to Durban. It was the land route to the 

north that mattered,  as part of his gre ater vision of South 

African Airways ' services to Bathurst , Lagos and the Congo 

in the west , Cairo to the north , and Madagascar in the 

east . 210 

208 . Ibid. , Governor to DO , March 20 , 1 937 . 

209 . Ibid. , 1 .. Joods Humphrey to Governor Stanley , May 3 ,  1 937. 

210 .  AVIA 2/21 1 9 ,  .Mr .  Pirow ' s  Proposals for Air Services 
from South Africa , 1936 , I . A . C .  paper 191 , enc l .  3 ,  
extracts from the Sunday Express (J ohannesburg ) ,  
July 1 9 ,  1 936. 
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Pirow insisted that Imperial Airways abandon the service 

to Johannesburg as of April 1 st ,  1 9 37 , regardle ss  of the 

starting date for the alternate Durban service . This meant 

that Imperials would have to terminate at Salisbury or 

Lusaka after March 31 st , and leave Pirow "to make hi s own 

arrangements to take his mail and passengers into the Union 

after that" .  21 1 Having extended Imperial Airways ' contract 

once to April 1 st ,  Pirow was not prepared to extend it again , 

unless some reciprocal advantage could be obtained for South 

African Airways. 212 Thi s insistence created an awkward 

situation for both Imperial Airways and the Air Ministry. 

Imperials '  overhaul and maintenance facilities at Germiston 

were already being transferred to Durban , and neither Lusaka 

nor Sali sbury were equipped t o  operate as a repair terminal 

even on a temporary basis .  21 3 A more important consideration , 

of which Pirow was fully aware , was that matters of equipment , 

routing and services on the inl and trunk service were far 

21 1 .  AVIA 2/1 916 ,  Resume of Bulawayo conference ,  p .  3 .  

21 2 .  AVIA 2/1 972 , A . M. brief and history of negotiations , 
August 1 2 ,  1937 ,  p .  2 .  The Union government had 
agreed to a three month extension of Imperi al s '  
contract to April 1 st at existing subsidy rates.  

213 .  AVIA 2/21 1 9 ,  I . A . C .  p aper 324 , April 2 ,  1937,  
Memorandum b� the Director General of Civil Aviation 
(Shelmerdine) , p .  3 .  
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from settled. 214 With only 9 days remaining before his 

April 1 st deadline , Pirow proposed his ' solution ' to the 

problems ; Imperials could use Germiston after April 1st  

if  South African Airways were cleared t o  operate a weekly 

service to Kisumu to link with the empire service . 215 

Under the terms of the Bullock/Pirow agreement , Wilson 

Airways was to operate a twice weekly service Kisumu-Lusaka , 

RANA was to operate Lusaka-Sali sbury and Salisbury

Johannesburg weekly, or as required , and South Afri can 

Airways was confined to a weekly Johanne sburg-Bulawayo

Lusaka flight . Pirow ' s  new proposals plac ed South African 

Airways in direct  competition with Wilson Airways on the 

northern sector of the route , and aggravated the Rhodesian 

governments and RANA , already fearful and somewhat 

dissatisfied with the existing arrangements for the 

E . A . M. S .  216 Of particular concern was Pirow ' s  determination 

214.  Pirow wanted RA.NA and South African Airways to employ 
common aircraft on the Lusaka service , "readily 
convertible to military use " ,  Cape Arf5lls ,  April 22 , 
1936. Northern Rhodesia was complaining that ' all-up ' 
mails  would have to travel the long way round from 
Lusaka through Livingstone , Bulawayo , Salisbury and 
Beira , instead of the direct route north to Kisumu. 
AVIA 2/191 6 ,  Governor Young to CO , September 25 , 1 9 35 .  

21 5.  AVIA 2/1973 , Egypt - South Africa Air Service . Proposed 
Extension of Agreement with Imperial Airways , Not e s  of 
Air Ministry meeting , March 26 , 1937 , p .  1 .  

216.  Southern Rhodesia e speci ally want ed to keep South Afri can 
Airways away from Salisbury and generally Frotect RANA 
interests . See AVIA 2/1 916,  Chapman (RANA) to Huggins , 
September 9 ,  1 935 ; enc l .  28b , note by Governor Young 
of northern Rhodesia , February 1 5 ,  1936. 
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to employ large modern aircraft , such as the Junkers JU 52/3m 

with its maximum 1 7  p assenger capacity. 217 In the Air 

Ministry view , it was clear that 

as I1r . Pirow is establi shing his commercial 
air transport services partly as a measure 
of defence , he is prepared to equip them on 
a scale of expense which cannot be imitated 
by economically run l ines such as Wilsons 
and RANA. 218 

Moreover , the British feared that Pirow ' s  inland service 

would detract from the empire route along the coast , even 

though ' all-up ' mails were confined by the agreement to the 

Durban route . 219 

The initial British response was to reject Pirow ' s  

plans , Shelmerdine at the Air 1'1i.ni stry arguing that a 

concession at this point would only lead to further demands , 

and \-/cods Humphrey preferring the difficulties of terminating 

Imperials service at Sal isbury. 220 But , as Shelmerdine 

pointed out a few days later , resistance to Pirow ' s  ambitions 

involved "continual pressure by the United Kingdom Government 

to keep the Union within bounds " ,  and 

217.  The original intent was to  use British Airspeed Envoys , 
although consideration was given to the Douglas DC2. 
Bulawayo Chronicle , June 1 3 ,  1935.  The Envoys 
11disappointed11 Pirow and Junkers aircraft were chosen. 
AVIA 2/1972 , Stanley to CO , October 26 , 1936 . 

218.  AVIA 2/1972 , A . M. Brief , August 1 2 ,  193? , pp . 1-2 .  
RANA and Wilsons would operate at  best with Dragon 
Rapides .  

219. Ibid. , p .  3 .  

220 . AVIA 2/197 3 ,  Notes of A . M .  meeting , March 26 , 1937 ,  p .  4.  



Concession at this juncture may in the long 
run prove to be a more sati sfactory basis 
for co-operation , even though it means 
abandoning p art of the Lusaka Agreement 
and facing further expenditure in 
supporting the Durban route pending 
the growth of sufficient traffic • • • •  221 
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In p art , the more acc ommodating Air Ministry atti tude 

was brought about by Colonial Office reluctance to apply 

continued pressure on the Union , reflecting Northern 

Rhodesian and East African willingness t o  partake of 

Pirow ' s  ' modern ' service to the south . 222 In e arly 

I'1a.y, a Colonia l  Office dispatch advised; 

Conclusion has been reached here that on 
general political grounds it is desirable 
to meet , as far as possible , desire of 
Union Government to operate air services 
in other parts of Africa • • • •  223 

To meet the problem of Wilsons and RANA operating small 

aircraft in competition with Pirow ' s  airliners , the Air 

Ministry advanced a counter propo sal that the Kisumu-

J ohannesburg inland services should be operated on a 

' pooling basis ' ,  and it called upon the Union government 

to share with Great Britain any additional liability 

221 . AVIA 2/21 1 9 ,  I . A . C .  pap er 324 , Apri l 2, 1937 , 
Shelmerdine memorandum , pp . 4 ,  5 .  

222. The CO could see "no political objections to South 
African Airways operating to Kisumu " . AVIA 2/197 3 ,  
Notes of A . M. meeting , March 26 , 1 9 37 ,  p .  2 .  

223 .  AVIA 2/1 972 , CO to Secre tary, Conference of East 
African Governors , May 7 ,  1937.  
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"attributable to the adverse effect of the new line on the 

Empire route to Durban" . 224 

Pirow accepted the ' p ool ' ide a ,  but countered the 

suggested Durban arrangement with a willingness t o  waive 

charges to be made against Imperial Airways for the use 

of landing and housing facilitie s ,  concessions previously 

refused, although requested in the preliminary E . A . M.S .  

proposal s .  The Pirow idea was remarkably generous . It 

promi sed a saving of some £6 , 600 p . a .  for Imperial Airways , 

and the Union was thus accepting the full costs of providing 

the operational facilities.  225 Imperial Airways would 

continue to pay ' commercial charges '  ( rental of workshop , 

passenger , office and other space ) ,  but Pirow was prepared 

to incre ase the Union subsidy by £5 , 000 p . a .  " t o  repay 

Imperial Airways for their disbursements to the Durban 

authoritie s " .  226 All  Pirow asked in return for this 

extra ' concession ' and additional subsidy was certain 

"nominal facilities"  along the land route . 227 

224 . 

225 . 

226. 

227 . 

Ibid. , A . M. Brief , August 1 2 ,  1937 , pp. 3-4. It was 
feared that Imperials might lose as much as £1 5 , 000 
p . a . on c oastal route receipts from the inland 
competition. 

Ibid . ,  pp . 5-6.  Capital  expenditures at Durban were 
estimated at £63 , 000 - £100 ,000 . See corre spondence 
in AVIA 2/1023 ,  Empire Air 11ail Scheme - Durban , 
Imperial Airways Requirements .  

AVIA 2/1972 , A . I1. Brief , August 1 2 ,  1937,  p .  8 .  

Ibid. , British High Commissioner in South Africa to 
DO, May 31 , 1937.  
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The integration of the Johannesburg-Ki sumu route and 

Durban questions provided the background for a conference 

held at Nairobi I·Iay 31 and June 1 ,  1937.  Requested by 

Pirow , the conference brought together representatives 

from the Union , the East African governments , �..Iil son 

Airways and Imperial Airways . Its conclusions , noted 

the Air Ministry summary , represented " a  very fair 

c ompromise " .  228 The so-called ' Nairobi Resolutions ' 

confirmed the acceptance of South African Airways on the 

Kisumu route , generally rejected the Union ' s  request for 

the free use of facilities at intermediate stations on the 

Lusaka-Kiswnu sector , and agreed that receipts  were to be 

pooled between Wilsons and South African Airways on a 70/30 

basis . 229 While noting general East African "mi sgivings " 

about Pirow ' s route into the area , "all parties to the 

discussions [ were] reasonably satisfied11 • 230 In effect , 

the main lines of British policy had been preserved. Pirow 

had been granted " a  reasonable sphere of operations for his 

air line " , the continued existence of Wilson Airways and 

RANA had been preserved "by providing a sufficiency of 

operation and opportunity of local expansion" , and , most 

important , the essential features of the E . A . M . S .  in the 

228 . Ibid. , A . M. , Brief , August 1 2 ,  1 9 37 , p .  9 .  

229 . Ibid. , pp . 9-10.  

2 30 • Ibid. , p . 1 1  • 
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are a had been retained , namely, " that the all-up Empire 

mails travel on the Durban route " . 231  If detailed matters 

remained to trouble the operation of the E . A . M. S .  in Afri c a , 

they were not sufficient to disrupt the imp lementation of 

the scheme . Pirow ' s aims h ad not been blunted, as at first 

considered,  but rather accommodated to meet  the needs of the 

mail scheme , and , in the proc ess , the E . A . M. S .  operation in 

Africa was assured. 

In the meantime , Imperial Airways and the Air Ministry 

proceeded with plans to commence the E . A . M. S . , the object 

as ever "to provide improved , accelerated and more frequent 

services on Empire route s " .  232 The Air Ministry estimates  

in 1937 provided for civil aviation expenditures of  £2 , 31 5 , 000 , 

a net increase of £1 , 555 , 000 over 19 36 , much of which was 
2:1:3  attributable to  the planned E . A . I"I. S .  "' Imperial Airways 

operated the first ' all air ' Southampton-Alexandria Empire 

flying boat service in February; by May, the flying boats 

231 . Ibid. , p .  1 2 .  

232.  AVIA 2/1987 , Empire Air Transport Scheme - Preparation 
o� White Paper on Proposed A�r�ement with IIIl1ierial 
Airways , Ltd. , 1937 , A . M. preci s ,  l1ay 25 , 19_,7. See 
too correspondence in AVIA 2/191 1 .  

233.  A . rl. , Memorandum b of State 
Acco a the Air stimates 1 , md. 3 . 

ncreases in subsi y support were provided in the Air 
Navigation Act, 19t6 ,  26 Geo 5 & 1 Zdw 8 ,  c .  44 ,  a'ii(l 
subsequently , the ir Navigation (Financial Provisions) 
Act, 1938, 1 & 2 Geo 6 ,  c .  33. 
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were on service as far south as Kisumu , and on June 2nd , 

the first Durban service left Southampton. 234 Meanwhile , 

one flying boat , the ' Cambri a ' , was completing a final 
2:z-

20 , ooo mile survey of the African rout e .  / /  On June 7 ,  

the last Imperial Airways flight left Johanne sburg with the 

northbound mai l .  236 Throughout , t�e Air Ministry and 

Imperial Airways were negoti ating the final arrangements 

and agreements to be embodied in the contracts for the new 

services .  237 

On June 29 , 1937 , the E . A . M. S .  was inaugurated. 

Imperials ' Empire flying boat , ' Centurion ' ,  piloted by 

Captain F .  J .  Bailey , left Southampton with 3 , 500 lbs .  of 

unsurcharged mail .  238 The bi-weekly service covered a 

lengthy route :  Southampton-Mayon-Marseilles-Bracciano

Brindi si-Athens-Mirabella-Alexandria-Cairo-Luxor-Wadi Halfa-

Kareima-Khartoum-Kosti-Malakal-Bor-Re jaf-Port Bell-Kisumu

Nai vasha-Mombasa-Dar es Salaam-Lindi-Mozambique-Quelimane

Beira-Inhambane-Lourenco Marques-Durban. The first flight 

234 . Imperial Airways , Annual Report 1937. 

235 . BOAC , I . A .  file , ' African Flying Boat Route Surveys , 
1937 ' , Note s on ' Cambria '  with Captain Eggl esfield. 

236. Aeroplane , June 1 6 ,  1 9 37 , p .  738 . 

237.  Correspondence in AVIA 2/1987 . The agreements were 
published under the general title Em9ire Air Mail 
� as Cmds. 5414 ( 1 937 ) , 5497 (1 37), 5501 (1937 ) , 
552 3 ( 1 93 7) , 5616 ( 1 937) , and 5769 ( 1938 ) . See too 
correspondence in AVIA 2/1 165 , Empire Air Mail Scheme . 
South Africa Introductory Period - Payment of Subsidy 
( 1 3 . ? .  37- ) . 

238.  Stroud , Annal s ,  p .  146 . 
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marked the beginnings of the short-lived ' romance ' of the 

flying boat era in British imperial aviation. 239 

Public response to the E . A . M. S .  in its slightly over 

two years of operation reflected the general success of the 

service .  As e arly as September , 1937 , reports from South 

Africa indicated that internal air mail operations were 

being taxed to the limit.  240 By December , the London 

Chamber of Commerce was urging a third service to Durban 

to handle the mails , complaining that some had to be held 

over in Kisumu on southbound flights.  241 Prior to the 

E . A. M . S . , revenue loads (passengers , freight and mails ) 
on the South Afri c an route had averaged slightly over one 

ton , or about 160 tons p . a . in 1936. 242 By 1939 ,  45 tons 

of mail alone were being c arried each month, with total 

loads at a rate of over 1 , 000 tons p . a. 243 In 1 938, the 

only full yea� of E . A . M . S .  operation , the Egypt-South Afri ca 

239 . 

240 . 

241 . 

242. 

243 .  

See V .  Sommerfield,  Flying Boat (London , 1 938) ; a 
more sober technical analysis is provided by B .  S .  
Shenstone , "Transport Flying Boat s :  Life and Death" , 
Aeronautical Journal , LXXIII ( December , 1969 ) ,  10 38-4-0. 

Aeroplane , September 29 , 1937 , pp . 398-99. 

AVIA 2/1 254, Empire Air Mail Scheme . Request by London 
Chamber of Commerce for third service to Durban , A .  de 
V .  Leigh to GPO , December 20 , 1937 . A third weekly 
service was instituted in 1938. 

Hansard, CCCL , July 24 , 1939 , cols. 1012- 1 3. 

Detailed bre akdowns of loads a.re provided in  AVIA 
2/1 396 , Imperial Airways Limited : Tra�fic Returns 
in Respect  of Empire Services , 1 9 38-1940. 
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service ( including the West Afri ca feeder route ) recorded 

3 , 1 33 , 857 ton miles flown , as compared to 1 , 437 , 200 in 

1935 , and the bulk of thi s  increase was drawn from incre ased 
244 mail loads . 

The pressure on Imperi als was thus considerable , given 

the continued slow rate of aircraft delivery, the Air 

Ministry preoccupation with preparations for the impending 

war , and operating problems along the route.  245 There were 

grumblings from Africa too. Rhodesi ans complained,  for 

example , of the poor connecti ons arranged at Beira where 

passengers to and from Salisbury had to spend the night 

before continuing on. Cri ticism was also voiced about the 

Salisbury-Johannesburg connect ions which , in some instances , 

led to the incongruity of routing Salisbury-Randmail via 

Beira and Durban. 246 

By the summer of 1939 , Imperials had to make the 

stunning announcement that passenger accommodation on 

the empire routes would have to be reduced. 247 The company 

244. Ibid. , and for 1935 , The Air Annual of the British 
Empire, 1938 (London , 1938), p .  61 1 .  

245 .  Details on flight delays , accidents and the like are 
found in AVIA 2/1 165.  Engine problems and weather 
caused the most frequent difficulties . 

246. Rhodesia  Herald, July 1 5 ,  1937. AVIA 2/191 6 ,  Stanley 
to Do, July 15, 1937 ; B .  w. Galpin to A . H. , October 
8, 1937 .  

247 . AVIA 2/1 581 , Announcement by Imperial Airways Ltd . of 
Reduction of Passenger Accommodation on Empire Servi ce s ,  
press release , August 8 ,  1939 .  
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explained the problem in terms of a fleet shortage , lack of 

trained personnel ,  Air Ministry preoccupation with defense 

problems , a marked increase in the amount of mai l ,  and the 

desirability of carrying greater reserve s of fuel .  A s  the 

whole basis of tr.e E .  A. M. S .  was the carriage of mails , 

t ff . t b · f · d d '  1 248 passenger ra ic was o e sacri ice accor ing y. 

It was an embarrassing moment , and as The Times pointed out , 

"the poorest possible adverti sement for the corporation BOAC 

which is about to talce over . • • •  " . 249 The strongest criticism 

came from South Africa.  The Star stated that Imperials '  

excuses " seem to give lie to previous statements of close 

preparation and dependability accounted for the delay in 

opening some services" .  25° Die Burger accused Imperials 

of using equipment which has not kept pace with traffic 

demands . 251 There could be little reply to these charges 

for they had the ring of truth if not of understanding. At 

this point , there was no time left to remedy the situation , 

for in less than a month , Gre at Britain was at war and the 

E . A . M. S .  operation suspended.  252 

248. Ibid. With a full complement of pas sengers , the Empire 
flying boats could carry 2 , 205 lbs .  of mail ; with no 
passengers , 5 , 51 2  lbs .  

249. The Time s ,  August 9 ,  1938.  Clipping in AVIA 2/1 581 . 
250. The Star (Johannesburg) ,  August 9 ,  1939 .  
251 .  Die Burger , August 10 ,  1 939 . 
252.  Correspondence in AVIA 2/1276, Bmpire Air �Iail  Scheme -

Question of Postal Penalties under Empire Agreements 
with Imperial Airways , 1937-1941 , and AVIA 2/2079 , 
Empire Air Mail Scheme - Revisi on of Confidential 
Estimates , 1939-1949 . 
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11ore pre ssing matters thus swept aside the most 

imaginative experiment in the development of British 

imperial air policy. The E . A . M. S .  was " one of the boldest 

and most interesting steps '' 253 of the many taken by air 

transport between the wars , and a milestone along the path 

which led British air transport into Africa.  More had been 

accomplished in the development of British African aviation 

in a few short years than in the two decades before . In 

bringing Kisumu within three days and South Afri ca 4� days 

from Great Brit ain , the promise of swift imperial 

communications had been kep t .  The achievement was all 

the more remarkable given the difficult circumstances  

within which Imperials operated in the last few years 

before the war. Under sharp attack from critics at home 

and abroad , the company saw first its European monopoly 

invaded by the rival British Airways , and subsequently 

suffered the indignity of being critically examined by 

the famous Cadman C ommittee . It had to face the planned 

surrender of its identity in the government decision to 

merge Briti sh Airways and Imperials into the British 

Overseas Airways Corporation. 254 Company leadership 

253 .  H. Self , "The Status of Civil Aviation in 1946" , 
Journal of the rtoyal Aeronautical Society,  L 
(September , 1946) , 726. 

254 . For background , see Higham, Britain ' s  Imperial Air 
Routes ,  pp . 242- 309 . See too below , chapter XII. 
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had suffered as well , with the death of its chairman, Sir 

Eric Geddes in 1937 , and the ' forced'  resignation of the 

popular managing director , George woods Humphrey in 193a. 255 

Moreover , the success of Imperial Airways and Air Ministry 

plans in Africa was only one measure of the formidable task 

of bringing modern air transport to a whole empire . 

Although of short life , the E . A . M. S .  was especially 

important to Africa.  It introduced difficult problems , but 

it brought new vigour to air transport development in East , 

Central and South Africa. 256 For the first time in imperial 

air policy, Africa was given first consideration , a factor of 

some consequence in hastening Afric a ' s  entry into the modern 

air age . 257 

255 . Geddes died on the eve of the inauguration of the 
E . A . M. S .  Aero�lane , June 30 , 1937 , p .  789 . On Woods 
Humphrey, see ibid. , June 22 , 1938 , p .  763 , and June 
29 , 1938 , pp . 798-800 ; Flight , June 2 3 ,  1938,  p .  605 .  

256. West Africa  was also involved. See below ,  chapter X. 

257 . It can be noted here that two Air Ministry files 
dealing with the E . A . M. S .  in Africa  remain closed 
to public scrutiny until 1983:  AVIA 2/1938 , Empire 
Air Mail Scheme , Southern Rhodesia , 1935-1952 , and 
AVIA 2/1 953 ,  Empire Air Mail Scheme - Programme for 
Introduction in South Africa , 1935-1952. 



CHAPTZR X 

BRITISH W:i:ST AFRICA : PROGIGSS 

ANJ PLANS, 1935- 1939 

we think it in principle undesirable 

that British possessions should be 

dependent on a system of air communicati ons 

under foreign control where thi s can be 

avoided. 

5 30 

�/alter Runciman , 1934 .  1 

As noted previously , British plans to  provide air 

services to and within 1dest Africa were slow to mature . 2 

In part , this was due to the prevailing Briti sh view that 

"conditions obtaining in the West African Colonie s  are not , 

generally speaking , the most advantageous for aviation , • . •  " 3 

The reference was to the West African coastal climate and the 

generally sorry state of existing ground communications , but 

there were other factors as well . Unlike other parts of 

British Africa , the non-African population was small and 

scattered, and while it was the group to whom more rapid 

England-Africa and inter-colonial communications would appeal , 

1 .  CAB 24/250 , C . P. 190( 34 ) , Committee on Commercial Air 
Transport , ' Report ' ,  July 21 , 1934. 

2. See above , chapter VIII. 

3. AVIA 2/1836 , part I ,  C . I . D . paper 241 C ,  ' Present Position 
with regard to the Reconnaissance for Air Bases in the 
West African Colonies ' ,  p .  2 .  
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its voice was ,  for the most part , quiet on matters of air 

transport . 4 The colonial administrations were likewise 

indifferent , or , at best , interestec only so long as any 

scheme would be financed from other than colonial revenues .  5 

In contrast with other British African colonie s ,  this 

overriding concern for economy in 3ritish West Africa 

brought the colonies into the 1930 ' s  almost totally 

unprepared to accommodate air transport development . 

There was a scattering of rudiment ary ' airfields ' , but 

no radio or meteorological facilities adequate to handle 

air traffic . 6 

There is little doubt , too , that the British focus on 

the e stablishment of the Cape Town route , and the implementation 

of the E . A . M. S .  after 1 933 , kept West Africa on the periphery of 

4 .  BOAC , ' Report b y  the Committee Appointed by the Resident 
Minister , west Africa , on the Organisation of Air Transport 
in West Africa , 1943-44 ' ,  Africa No . 1 1 7 2 ,  Apri l , 1 944, 
p .  37. Chairman of the committee was F .  H .  Sandford , thus 
the report hereinafter referred to as the Sandford Report . 
Pre-war non-African populations were given as : Nigeri a ,  
6 , 387 ; Gold Coast , 4 , 975 ; Sierra Leone , 1 , 381 ; Gambia , 408 . 

5 .  The depression aggravated already difficult economic 
circumstances . Nonetheles s ,  critics were ready to blame 
the colonial governments for West Afri ca ' s  late arrival 
on the air scene . West Afri can Review , VI (July , 1 9 35) , 5 . 

6 .  What progre ss had been made took place mainly after the 1930 
Air Ministry survey. By late 1934 ,  Nigeria had 10 
' airfields ' : Lagos (Apapa) , Ilorin , Minna,  Jos , Kaduna , Kano , 
Katsina , Bauchi , Yola and MaiduGuri . In addi tion , there 
were seaplane sites at Lagos , Forcado s ,  Calabar , Port 
Harcourt , Onitshu , Lokoja , Makurdi and Jebba. In the 
Gold Coas t ,  only Accra and Tamale had landing grounds . 
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imperial African air interest s ,  even as it was hoped to 

bring Nige�ia and the Gold Coast into the ' all-up ' mail 

scheme when feasible . 7 

A final inhibitory factor in determining the pace of 

West African air development was e medical one . With the 

coming of air transport and the relatively swift carriage 

of people from one part of t�e globe to another , a maj or 

concern developed over the pos sibility of diseases endemic 

to one area being spread into other areas . 8 Whereas 

surface transport had hitherto allowed a reasonable 

incubation period on lengthy j ourneys , di sease carriers 

were now being transported acro ss great di stances in days , 

if not hours. The problem was e specially acute in parts o f  

Africa where limi ted medical facilities were inadequate to 

contain potential epidemics of non-endemic diseases .  In 

1926 and again in 1933 ,  Great Britain had endorsed inter-

national agreements aimed at preventing the spread of the 

plague , typhus , smallpox , cholera and ye llow fever , and these 

agreements applied to the empire as we ll.  9 In West Africa,  

the main concern was that cholera would be brought in from 

the Sudan, East Africa and Indi a ,  and that yellow fever , 

endemic in West Africa , would be carried out . Tbus , there 

7. Nigeria ,  Sessional Paper No. 5 of 1936,  Air Services in 
West Africa (Lagos , 1 936) , pp . 1 - 3 .  Also corre spondence 
in AVIA 2/1915.  

8.  West African Review , IV ( April , 1933) , 28. 
9. FO, International Sanitary Convention , Cmd. 3207 ( 1926 ) , and 

International Convention for Aerial Navi ation , Cmd. 
• e a er conven ion was agree upon in April , 

1 93 3 ,  and ratified by Great Britain in September , 1934.  See 
discussion in West Afri can Review, V (August , 1934) , 1 1 .  
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was a need for government action and the e st abli shment of 

controls and regulations dealing with flight into and out 

of West Africa.  In effect , thi s meant the provi sion of 

special medical facilitie s ,  screened passenger accommodation 

at all aerodromes designated as ports of entry , and equipment 

for the disinfection or fumigation of incoming aircraft.  10 

The preparation of these requirements was both time-consuming 

and costly , and for Imperial Airways , it meant delays were 

inevitable in establishing the Khartoum-West Africa service. 1 1  

Nonetheless , while the problems of air transport operation 

in West Africa were many, they vrnre in the proce ss  of being 

overcome . By 1935 , there was an air transport ' scramble ' in 

West Africa , wi th France , Germany , Belgium and Great Bri tain 

all beginning to eye the area with awakening intere st.  1 2  

On the Briti sh side , there was a flood of proposals and plans 

10. Aerodromes so e quipped were designated as ' anti-amaryl ' .  
Spraying or ' flitting ' of the aircraft and its  content s ,  
including passengers , at time s went t o  extremes on the 
Kano-Khartoum service . Higham points out that procedures 
were only modified when a senior Nigeri an official 
received a full blast in the fac e .  Robin High am ,  
' Pioneer British Air Services  to �est Afri c a '  unpublished 
type script in BOAC archive s ,  n . d . , p .  5. 

1 1 .  Imperials were prepared to operate the service in the 
summer of 1935 but had to await preparat ions in Nigeria .  
In addi tion,  as  the Sudan would not allow the re-entry 
of any aircraft which had proceeded west of Kano , the 
Kano-Lagos sector had to be flown by a separate aircraft . 

12.  Reviewed in Snell Aviation Hews , December , 1935 , 
pp . 11 -14. 
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put forward by Imperial Airways and a host of other s .  1 3  

Basically,  Brit ish ideas turned on the development of four 

possible services , which , although separate in emphasis , 

were related in the effort to plan for the integration of 

British West Africa into the full compass of imperial air 

transport operations . In order of priority, air service 

proposals include d :  ( 1 )  a West Africa link with Europe and 

England , either a long the African coast to B athurst , across  

the Sahara from Marseilles or Malta to  Nigeria , or a Nigeria

Khartoum connection with the African trunk service ; (2)  an 

inter-coloni al route along the coast , with initial focus on 

Nigeri a-Gold Coast and Sierra Leone-Gambia service s ;  ( 3 ) an 

England-South America service via Bathurst and/or Freetown ; 

and (4)  an alternative England-South Africa servi c e  via the 

Sahara , Nigeria and the Congo . 14 

All these proposals were studied in depth by the Briti sh 

government ' s  Inter-departmental St anding Committee on Inter

national Air Communications ( I . C . I . A . C . ) ,  chaired by the 

Treasury ' s  Sir Warren Fi sher. This imp ortant c ommittee grew 

out of a proposal by Neville Chamberlain in April ,  1935 , and 

13 .  See above , chapter VIII . Additional correspondence in 
AVIA 2/982 , Mrs . H .  B .  Tate , M.P. , Proposals for Air 
Service to South America  (Bri tish Air Lines Syndicate 
Ltd. ) ,  AVIA 2/1025 , British Air Services to South 
America - Tenders for , and AVIA 2/1970 , Proposals for 
London-South Africa Air Service via Europe and West 
Coast of Africa - �� . M. G. de B .  Epstein. 

14. On the England-South Africa  service s ,  see below ,  Chapter 
XI . 
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despite Londonderry ' s  preference for the traditional ad hoe 

approach of the Air Ministry , the committee was formed 

to consider questions of international 
air communications which affect more 
than one department , and to report them 
to the Secretary of State for Air. 1 5  

The Fis�er committee i s  noted here because it played an 

especially important role in determining British air activities 

in West Africa.  In 67 meetings of the full committee between 

1935 and 1939 , and in the product�on of over 500 I . A . C .  papers 

during the same period , the committee ' s  work was a reflection 

of the growing complexity of air transport planning and 

t .  16 opera ion.  The West African situation posed a great 

many international complications and problems which lay 

well outside the limited references of the Air Ministry and 

Imperial Airways . The committee ' s  appointment also suggested 

a late but sure awarene ss in Great B�itain of the importance 

of civil aviation in terms of imperial and strategic policy. 

For the first time since the beginnings of British air 

1 5 .  AVIA 2/872,  Constitution o f  Standing Committee on 
International Air Communications , 1 9 35 , Chamberlain 
to Londonderry, April 1 ,  1935.  Cha.I:lberlain was 
concerned that there be "adequate and timely 
consultation " .  In addition to Fisher , the original 
I . C . I . A . C .  committee included 3ir Donald Banks , J . A . N .  
B arlow, Sir Harry Batterbee ,  Sir Henry Fountain , Rear 
Admiral C .  3 .  Kennedy-Pux-vi s ,  Sir Cecil Kisch, Sir 
George Nounsey , A. H. Self , Lt . -Col .  Shelmerdine , Sir 
John Shuckburgh , and the A . 1'1. ' s  ·,{ . 11i . :3urkett as 
secretary. 

1 6 .  A complete collection of the I . C . I . A . C .  cotlI!littee 
meeting minutes  and the I . A . C .  papers may be found 
in the Board of Trade , Civil Aviation Library, London. 
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transport , all tne problems were brought into sharp focus , 

and the prestigious conmittee did much to shape the pace and 

direction of British civil  air transport policy until world 
1 7  war II . 

In the meantime , Imperial Airways was active in 

exploring the possibiliti es of moving into West Africa.  

First hopes were that a route could be developed along the 

Atlantic coast with flying boats via Portugal . This idea 

had to be set aside for the moment as no British aircraft 

was in service which could fly the first lengthy 3ngland

Lisbon leg of the route . 18 Imperials pursued an interest 

in a trans-Sa!'laran service right until the war , but the high 

anticipated costs of operation with suitable equipment along 

a subsidiary French route precluded development . 19  

Ultimately , attention was drawn to the longer but more 

feasible route through Khartoum , thus linking West Africa 

with the existing imperial service to South Africa.  In this 

plan , adopted by Imperial Airways in 1934 , a service could be 

provided that would run Khartoum-�l Obeid-El Fasher-Geneina

Abesher-Fort Lamy-I1aiduguri-Kano-Kaduna-Minna-Oshogbo-Lagos

Accra-Takoradi , and eventually along the coast to Freetown . 20 

17.  In May, 1939 , Sir Horace wilson rep laced Fisher as chairman. 
The last recorded meeting was held July 28 , 1939 . 

18. Spanish cooperation would have helped but Bri tish aircraft 
were not allowed to :i,.and or overfly until 1 940 . See "British 
Air Transport , 1 919-194411 , British Survey, V (April , 1 944 ) , 
63-66. 

1 9 .  Provisional proposals were forwarded to the Air Mini stry in 
1936.  I . A . C .  papers 232 , October 1 9 ,  19 36 , and 259 ,  
December 7 ,  19 36. S e e  also AVIA 2/1 025 , encl .  53a . 

20 . The 843 mile gap between Takoradi and Freetown was not 
bridged by British aircraft until the war. 
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The proposed service promised several advantages over other 

possible routes .  It could b e  put into operation i n  a 

reasonably short time . As the R . A . F.  had flown much of 

the route regularly since 1925 , there was no need for an 

extensive survey to be made . 21 The route would also allow 

the e arly inclusion of Nigeria and the Gold Coast in the 

E . A . M. S .  Transit time for mail and passengers between Great 

Britain and West Africa would be reduced from the 14-16  days 

required by sea to 7-8 days by air . Ii.ail service could be 

provided on a weekly basis instead of the fortnightly service 

provided by Elder Dempster . 22 Finally , the proposed route 

offered rapid cocmunications be tween .iJigeria and the Gold 

Coast , the first step in the establishment of an inter-

colonial service in British West Africa. 

There were , of course , obvious disadvantages to be 

faced.  It was a circuitous route . The London-Kano sector 

via Khartoum totalled 5 , 264 miles , compared with 3 , 774 miles 

along the Sabena/Air Afrique route across the Sahara . There 

was the medical problem, alre ady noted. �here was competition 

forthcoming from the French line , Aeromaritime , planning a 

coastal service linking Pointe Noire (Leopoldville ) wi th 

21 . AVIA 2/1937 ,  West Africa Air Route (Khartoum-Takoradi ) -
Proposed Ground Organis ation , 1935 , Notes of MeetinB held 
on 31 st July , 1935 , p.  4 .  

22. Elder Dempster received an annual subsidy of £1 5 , 705 for 
mail services to and from the British West African colonies.  
In 1935 , Nigeria contributed £2 , 350 , Gold Coast , £1 , 1 1 5 ,  
Sierra Leone , £840 (including arrears ) ,  and Gambia , £81 . 
Great Britain provided the balance . B lue Books for the 
colonies , 1935 . In addi tion,  Gambia had an air mail 
contract with Deutches Luft Hansa.  
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Dakar and the connecting French service to Europe . ]'inally, 

the commercial prospects were less than promising . Coupled 

to the fact of a small non-African community in 1dest Africa 

was the absence of any industries of consequence having a 

speed requirement for their products or correspondence . 

There was , as a result , a lack of demand for communications 

with other parts of the empire , excepting Great Britain , and 

to a minor extent , South Africa. 23  Potential air mail 

traffic , upon which the commercial viability of the feeder 

service would be determined ,  was difficult to calculate , 

although a substantial and increasing flow of mail was being 

carried by sea between Great Britain and the West African 

colonies .  24 If but 2C1'� of this traffic could be diverted 

to the swifter but costlier nir service , the success of the 

route could probably be assured.  25 

23 .  Prospects for the route are summarised in  Reichman , 
Air Transport in \Jest Africa , vol .  I ,  pp . 1 3-14.  For 
background , see also his "B. O . A . C .  and Assoc iates in 
West Africa , 1936-1957 " ,  unpublished typescript in 
BOAC reference department . 

24. In the Gold C oast , for example , the post office handled 
7 , 822 , 316 pieces of mail in 1 934 , 1 4 , 346 , 098 in 1938 , 
almost a 10C1� increase . Gold Coast , Blue Book for the 
years 1934 and 1938 , pp . 182 and 179. 

25.  Such hopes were not realised. In 1 9 38- 39 , exc luding 
inter-colonial mai l ,  the air mail carried a total of 
1 3 , 753 kilos to and from Briti sh West Africa.  Sea 
mail carried a total of 67 , 984 kilos of first class 
mai l .  Sandford Report , p. 37 . 
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weighin� the advantage s and di sadvantages of developing 

a route to West Africa via Khartoum, it was clear that the 

service was to pose as many problems as it hoped to resolve . 

Fortunately for 'v-/est Afric a ,  politic al ,  not commercial , 

considerations were to dictate the pace of development . 

" It was essential " ,  noted Shelmerdine , the Briti sh Director-

General of Civi l Aviation , early in 1935 , "to  embark on a 

scheme for a Briti sh air service to �est Africa as soon a s  

possible . • . •  11 , and , i f  Nigeria and the Gold Coast were t o  be 

brought into the Z . A . M . S . , "preliminary operational experienc e "  

would be invaluable . 26 An Air Mini stry memorandum in 

February, 1935 , expressed concern about the number of air 

transport operators , British and foreign, "interesting 

themselves in the establis�ment of air services to and in 

West Africa" , and pointed to problems if "a number of ill

considered and uncoordinated services may be started in 

competition with each other" .  27 Attention was drawn to 

the threat of Belgian and French plans in the area ,  and if  

these operations were to  be  forestalled,  "early steps will 

have to be taken " . 28 The Air Ministry thus sounded a note 

of urgency. With this political support , and the promise of 

26. AVIA 2/1937 , �otes of a meeting , 7th J anuary , 1935 , p .  1 .  

27 . AVIA 2/968 , West Africa Air Service - Incidence of Cost 
of Ground Organisation - Extension to tne Gold Coas t ,  
1 936 , A . I1. memorandum , p .  1 .  

28 . Ibid.  
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an adequate subsidy , Imperial Airways was able to proceed 

with plans to inaugurate the service , the poor commercial 

prospects notwithstanding . 

Sometime in 1934 ,  Elder Dempster Lines Limited entered 

into negotiations with Imperial Airways in the matter of 

establishing a local air service between Nigeria and the 

Gold Coast . 29 Slder Dempster had shown an interest in 

commercial aviation as early as 1930 , reflecting , perhaps , 

a progressive spirit in the company ' s  mana�ement , and an 

awareness of the potential of air transport deve lopment in 

West Africa.  30 Whatever the reasons , and they are nowhere 

made clear , Elder �empster was prepared to devote at least 

a part of its energies to the exploitation of West African 

air transport , and sought Imperial Airways assi stanc e .  For 

Imperials , the shipping line ' s  intere st arrived at a most 

opportune moment . Already hard-pressed to staff its African 

empire , the air line was quite  prepared to take advantage of 

the ready organisation offered by Elder Dempster in Nigeria 

and the Gold Coast . 

29 . 

30 . 

P. N .  Davies , The Trade .Makers .  Elder Demls ter in West 
Africa 1 852-1 9?2 (London , 19?3) , p .  289. am grate ful 
to Dr. Davies for the opportunity of having read hi s 
manuscript on Elders Colonial Airways ruid his rare copy 
of the Webb Report ( see below) at the University of 
Liverpool in 1970. 

Ibid. A. Mr . A.  C. Wyness  spent a month with Imperial 
Airways in 1930.  
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The result of the first neeotiations was the sending of 

Imperial s '  L. E. webb to West Africa in October , 1934 , with 

the obj ect of ( 1 )  obtaining first hand the general atti tudes 

of the official and commerci al communi ties to air transport ; 

(2)  examining the possibilities of air traffic ;  and ( 3) 

determining the ground organi sation required.  Webb prepared 

a sound 100 page report which was submitted to Elder Dempster 

in early 1 935. 31 

The Webb Report was not an encouraging document . 32 

Elder Dempster ' s  intentions were to improve and accelerate 

"mail , passenger and freight connections between these 

colonies" with a service linking Tako.:-adi , Accra and Lagos .  33 

There was the possibility too of extending the service to 

Kumasi and Tamale . 34 The main idea was that flights would 

be coordinated with the arrival and departure of Elder Dempster 

express  ships at Takoradi . Southbound passengers in a hurry 

and mail could le ave the ship at Takoradi and proceed by air 

to Accra and Lago s ,  saving 6- 7 and 36-40 �ours respectively 

31 . 

32. 

34 .  

Imperial Airways , ' A  Report to Elder Dempster Lines 
Limited on the Operation and Commercial ?ossibilities 
of an Air Service in British West Africa ' ,  March , 1935 
(hereinafter , the Webb Report ) .  Webb was later Resident 
Manager B . O . A . C . , West Africa , until '1 940. 

See di scussion in Jone s ,  The Time Shrinkers ,  pp . 223-26 , 
and Davies , The Trade Makers , 290-91 . 

Webb Report , p .  42 , H .  S .  Feggetter (Elder Dempster 
Nigerian Manager )  to Chief Secretary , Lagos ,  November 
8 '  '1934. 

FO 371/18499 , W10947 , T.  'rlhi tfield (Elder Dempster) to 
Governor Hodgson , Accra , October 27 , 1934.  
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on the j ourneys . Similar savings would be brought about on 

the northbound service . 35 With respect to the participation 

expected of the Nigerian and Gold Coast governments , no 

subsidy was called for , but a mail contract was ne cessary 

and the co lonies would have to provide the ground facilities. 36 

Imperial Airways was to handle the operational side of the 

service , including the provi sion of mul ti- engined landplane s 

for the service . 3? 
Webb found li ttle support for t�e idea in the colony , 

although he noted , " i t  i s  thought that the service wi ll be 

popular with the better class or profe s sional class of native , 

i . e . , barristers , lawyers , doctors , etc . , etc . "  38 The 

official community was clearly more intere sted in a service 

to Great Britain , and saw little use for a purely local 

service . 39 Thu s ,  Webb recommended that " thi s local servi c e  

should b e  regarded simply as ' staking the claim ' for the 

company running it" , and should become part of the proposed 

Khartoum extension into West Afri c a .  40 "A stateme nt to 

this effect " ,  Webb argue d ,  

35.  Davies , The Trade Makers , p .  290 . 

36. AVIA 2/968 , A •  I1. memorandum , p .  2 .  

37 . Webb Report , p .  4.  

38 . Ibid . , p .  66 . 

39 . Ibid.  , p .  5 .  

40 . Ibid. , p .  9.  



would be likely to arouse more int erest 
and assistance than a proposal to start 
a purely intercolonial service without 
any idea of a through service , when 
ground organi sation permits . 41 
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The Webb Report was accepted by Elder Dempster and 

Imperial Airways in the spring of 1 9 3 5 ,  and it helped 

considerably in the completion of di scussions on the 

formation of a new company , Elders Colonial Airways 

Limited. 42 By July , the parent firms had come to a 

general agreement on the op eration and management of the 

new company, and it was formally incorporated in November 

with a capital of £25 , 000 in shares of £1 e ach , �lder Dempster 

and Imperial Airways each taking a 50:/o interest . 43 The first 

directors of the company were Gerald F .  Torrey and Picton 

Hughe s  Jones from Elder Dempster , and Woods :Iumphrey and 

Burchall from Imperial Airways . The company hoped to operate 

in every phase of civil aviation activity , but its  main obj ect 

was 
to establish , maintain and work lines of 
aerial conveyance s  for the conveyance of 
mails , passengers and/or goods within and 
between countries and any place or places  
from time to  time selected by the Company 
and in particular on the We�t Coast of Afri ca 
and to undertake all kinds of aerial transport . 44 

41 . Ibid. , p.  10.  
42. Davies  suggests that after the Webb Report was accepted 

in March , " i t  was then decided" to form Elders Colonial 
Airways �Trade Makers , p .  291 ) .  The Air Ministry was 
talking about the comp any in January. See AVIA 2/1937 , 
Notes of a meeting , 7th January, 1 9 3 5 ,  p .  2.  

43.  BOAC , I . A .  file No . 9 3 ,  Elders Colonial Airways Limited , 
- Company Matters , 1 935- 1 939 , and I . A .  file No . 92,  Elders 
Colonial Airways Ltd. - Articles of Association , 1935.  
Imperial Airways (Nigeria & Gold Coast) Ltd. was formed 
in August ,  1 935.  

44. I .A.  file No.  92,  p.  3 ( a ) .  
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The formation of Elders Colonial Airways signalled an 

important moment in West African air transport devel opment . 

Gre at Britain ' s ' chosen instrument ' of air imperialism had 

at last reached West Afri c a ,  albeit in disgui sed fashion. 

From this point onwards there was to be no turning back , 

either on the part of Imp erial Airways , or i�s succ essor , 

B . O . A . C .  Of significance too was the entry of Elder Demp ster 

into aviation , wedC.ing this innovative thrust to it s long 

history of association with British West Afri ca.  45 

In the me anwhile , Imperial Airways continued their 

effort s to establish the Kbartoum-Kano sect ion of the route 

in cooperation wi t� the Air Ministry . In March , 1935 , Nigeria 

and the Gold Coast were informed offici ally of British 

intentions to e stabli sh a link with Khartoum as a prelude 

to participation in the E . A  • .M. S .  46 While some ob jections 

were raised about the circuitous route , 47 by July,  both 

colonies had indicated their willingness to participate in 

the scheme . 48 With the Bri tish tre asury prepared to provide 

full subs idy support until the inauguration of the E . A  • .M. S .  
in West Africa , neither Nigeria nor the Gold Coast were called 

45.  Davies , The Trade !1akers is an exc ell ent account . 

46 .  Nigeri a ,  Air Services in West Afric a ,  p .  1 .  

47.  West African Review, V I  ( March, 1 9 35 ) , 4 .  Five months 
Iater , in a remarkable turnabout , the same j ournal waxed 
enthusiastic about t�e proposed se=vice . Ibid . , VI 
(August , 1 9 35 ) , 7-8. 

48 . AVIA 2/1 9 37 , Notes of a me eting ,  31st  July , 1 9 3 5 ,  p .  1 .  
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upon for an immediate financial contribution. 49 But they 

agreed to assume re sponsibility for the provision of adequate 

landing grounds , medical , meteorological and wireless services ,  

and direction-finding ( DF) equipment at some locations . In 

the case of Nigeria alone , estimated ground organisation 

costs were to be a heavy burden ;  £1 1 3 , 683 in capital costs 
50 with annual recurrent charges of £18 , 994 . 

By the end of July, 1935 , the problems of o=ganising the 

ground facilities remained largely unre solved , and , in some 

cases , the exact nature of the required facilities had ye t 

to be determined. Thus , despite the Air .Ministry view that 

"for political reasons , it was most desirable that the 

projected service should commence operating as soon as 

po ssible " ,  51 and Imperial Airways declared readine ss "to  

commence the service almost immediately" , 52 the slowness  

in  bringing route facilities to even barely adequate standards 

49 . FO 371/1 961 7 ,  Political (Wes�ern) General ( 19 35 ) , W837 3 ,  
Treasury t o  A . M. , September 24 , 1935.  The Khartoum-Lagos 
subsidy was set at a maximum of £25 , 000 or roughly £250 
per single trip . See A . M. , Memorandum b the Secre tar 
of State for Air to Aecom an ir �sti�ates 1 , 

11 1 3 , p .  , and . .  , �ngland- outh Africa. 
Civil Air Transport Service , Cmd . 5325 (1936). 

50 . �igeria ,  Air Services in West Africa ,  p .  2.  

51 . AVIA 2/1 937 , Notes of a meeting , 31st July, 19 35 , p.  1 .  

52. Ibid.  The aircraft for the service were available ; the 
De Havilland DH86 ' Diana ' class , originally designed for 
Australian service . See "New Aircraft and Aero 3ngines :  
the DH86 Expre ss Air Liner" , Shell Aviation News , March , 
1934 ,  pp . 22-24 . 
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dictated a similarly slow step by step introduction of the 

service . 53 While the hope had been expressed that the 

route would be in operation by October , 1 9 35 , it was not 

until February, 19 36 , that the first through London-Khartoum

Kano service commenced operations.  54 In October , it was 

extended to Lagos , and in December , the route was opened to 

passenger traffic . 55 Elders Colonial Airways was able to 

open the Lagos-Accra sector in October , 1937 , but s low 

progress in readying Takoradi delayed the extension of the 

route to that point until May, 1939 .  56 

In all , the establishment of the West African service 

was a creditable performance , given the special difficulties 

to be overcome . 57 For the most part , the service was run 

5 3 .  

54 . 

55 . 

56. 

57 . 

The Air i1inistry sent Wing Commander Allen to West Africa 
in October , 1935 , to study and assist local authorities 
and to expedite matter s .  A . I1. , unpublished account , 
' Tour Note s .  West Africa  Tour , October-December , 1935 ' . 

The Time s ,  February 1 7 , 1 9 36 ,  p .  1 1 ; Aeroplane , February 
5, 1936, p .  1 5 3 .  Captain 0 .  P. Jones piloted the first 
flight from Khartoum on February 1 3 ,  bringing Kano within 
5 days of London. A spectacular reception greeted the 
flight at Kano . Ibid. , !1arch 11 , 1 9 36 ,  p.  3 3 2 ;  "White 
Wings over West Africa" , BOAC Air News , August 1 6 ,  1950 , 
p .  21 . 

Higham, "Pioneer British Air Services to West Africa" , 
p .  6 .  

Gold Coast , Blue Book for the Year 1 939 (Accra , 1940) , 
p .  187 . 

Most of whic� were ' operational ' .  In addition to AVIA 
2/968 and AVIA 2/1 937 , already cited , see AVIA 2/866 , 
Western Africa Route Meteorological Arrangement s ,  1 935-
1937 , and AVIA 2/874 ,  Provision of Buildings and Power 
Supply for Air Mail ':i/T Stations in Nigeria ,  19 35- . 
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on what was described as a "pionee:-ing basi s " , 58 and the 

recollections of former Imperial Airways and Elder Dempster 

staff bear this out . 59 Nonethe less , the service quickly 

became popular , and with the acceptance of passengers in 

December , 1 936 , it  was soon "booked up for months ahead" . 60 

Syrian and Egyptian traders and school-teachers took full 

advantage of the quicker and cheaper route home to the Middle 
61 

East , and many passengers were " Moslems from :Kigeria who 

now found i t  possible to make the pilgrimage to Mecca in 

comfort • • •  " ,  at least as far as Khartoum. 62 In 1 9 38 ,  

Nigeria alone recorded 510 passengers a s  being carried on 

the service during the year , suggesting capacity loads on 

every DH86 fli�ht . 63 The air mail  s�owed a corresponding 

growth , Nigerian airports handling over 1 0 , 000 ki los in 

58 . AVIA 2/968 , G .  Temple  Meller to A . !'1. , July 28 , 1 937. 

59. See J. Stanton , 1".rrans-Africa.  The Story of Pioneering 
an Air Line across  the African Continent " ,  Intava World, 
V (July , 1 943 ) , 2-6;  BOAC , "The Great Skyway across 
Afric a :  How British Merchant Airmen Pioneered the Route 
that i s  now our rear East Armies Air Life Line " ,  pre s s  
release , February , 1 944. 

60 . Higham , "Pioneer British Air Services to west Africa" , 
p .  6 .  

61 . Ibid. 

62 . K.  M. Cass to D . M. V. Jones ( �he ·I'ime Shrinkers ) , January 
5 ,  1 96 3 .  Cass was a First Officer on the first flight 
and later a Captain on the rout e .  I am grateful to Mr. 
Jones for access to this correspondenc e .  

63.  CO , Annual Re ort on the Soc ial and �conomic Pro�ress  of 
the eop e of .i.. igeria , 1 ondon , 1 3 , p .  • t 
should be pointed out , however , that the DH86 capacity 
on the service was limited to 5 passengers , instead of 
a ' normal ' 1 0 .  
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1938. 64 Ironi cally, the large amount of air mai l traffi c  

prevented West African partic ipation i n  the E . A . M . S .  By 

the fall of 1937 , Nigeria and the Gold Co ast were advised 

that 

further inve stigation ha s indi cated that 
an air servi ce capable of carrying all 
first class mail to and froo the '.Jest African 
Coloni e s  on the exi sting route via Khartoum 
and Aano may prove t o  be much more expensive 
than was originally anti cipated. 65 

As early as February , 19 37 , tne Air 1'1inistry had 

calculated a probable need of £ 1 20 , 000 p . a . in subsidy 

as we l l  as additional expendi tur e s  on ground facilities 

if the E . A . 11. S .  was to be intr oduced into ':lest Africa via 

Khartoum. 66 These  figures were well in exce s s  of the 

£20 , 000 p . a .  subsidy p lus annual mail payments of £10 , 500 

and £7 , 500 asked of Nigeria and the Gold Coast for 

participation in the scheme . 67 In the meantime , Imperial 

Airways was e stimating a £10 , 000 p . a . loss on the service 

under the existing subsidy of £25 ,000 p . a . , pointing out 

that the combined e ffects of poor aerodromes ,  ye l low fe ver 

restri ctions and inadequate accommodation and �round services 

for passenger traffic had " militated against the succe s sful 

64. Nig eria , Blue Book for the Year 1938 (Lagos , 1 939 ) , 
PP · li4 & 5. 

65 . AVIA 2/191 5 ,  Ormsby Gore t o  Governors Nigeri a and Gold 
Coast , September 1 3 ,  1 9 3 7 .  

66 . CAB 24/268 , C . P .  76( 37) ,  ' C ivil Aviat i on :  Prop osed South 
Atlant i c  Air Service ' .  Memorandum by the Se cre tary of 
State for Air , February 27 , 19 37. 

67 . Nigeri a ,  ' Air Services in West Afri ca ' ,  p.  2.  Also I . A . C .  
paper 275 , January 14 ,  1 93 7 ,  p .  2. 
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financial operation of the service " .  68 ?few agreements in 

1938 and 19 39 raised �he subsidy to �47 , 000 and �44 , 000 p . a . , 

support which did much to ame lio=ate the financial picture . 69 

Still ,  the company continued to operate at a candicap in that 

the service continued to be regarded by the Air ��nistry as 

provisional , prec luding the long term planning and development 

which would have be en possible with some security of tenure on 

the route . 

Difficulties  aside , by 1 9 39 , the Vest Afric an route had 

brought Takoradi within 4}-2 days of London. 70 The collective 

efforts of Imperial Airways , E lder Demp ster and the Shell 

Company , 71 combined with official support , had brought 

international air transport to British West Africa.  Taken 

over by B . O . A . C .  in 1940 , thi s ' pioneer ' route was maintained 

throughout the war as an integral part of a Briti sh ' reserve ' 

route supplying the Allied war effort in the Mediterranean 

and Middle East . 72 

68 . AVIA 2/1262 , Imp erial Airways Limited - Extension of 
Agreement for Khartoum-West Africa Service , 1938 , 
G .  Temple Me ller to A . M. , February 8 ,  1938 .  

69 . A . M. , Civil Air Transport Service s ,  Cmds.  5770 ( 1938 )  
and 6052( 1939). 

70 . Stroud , Annals ,  p .  561 . 

71 . On Shell activitie s ,  see sources not ed above , chapter 
VIII , f . n .  1 1 6 .  Also , Shell Company of Egypt Limite d ,  
Mr .  W.  K .  Brett ' s  Re ort on ·1�est African Tour June 
:i__939, privately published ,  1 /3 , and correspondence in 
AVIT 2/891 . 

72. B . 0 . A . C .  gave up the service in June , 1946 . Stroud , 
Annals , p .  563 . 
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A second British air service in Vest Africa was operated 

in 1 9 38-1939 between the Gambia and Sierra Leone by Elders 

Colonial Airways . Interest in the route had first appeared 

in 1 935 when Deutsches Luft Hansa proposed a Freetown service 

to link with their highly successful Germany-South America 

service at Bathurst . 73 The German service operated a 

landplane from Berlin to the C anary Islands , a seaplane 

flight from ti1ere to Bathurst ,  and catapult aircraft across 

the Atlant ic to Natal . It was the intention that the seaplane 

" should fly on to Freetown with mai ls from Europe returning to 

the Canary Islands with mails  from West Africa in time to 

connect wi th the northbound service to Berlin" . 74 In the 

view of Major Wronsky , D . L . H .  Managing Director ; 

Our representative at Bathurst and al so our 
crews on the South Atlantic route are often 
asked by members of the Bri tish Colony of 
Gambia as well as by British travellers 
coming from Sierra Leone , whether we did 
not intend to expand our service beyond 
Bathurst to the South , in order to establi sh 
also a connection with the Southern British 
possessions . There seems to be a great 
interest for a regular and reliable air 
mail service and it i s  asserted again and 
again that such an air line would be much 
frequented. 75 

The German proposal posed several problems , not the 

least of which was a growing British di strust of German 

air transport ambitions and activities "in the many fie lds 

73 .  I . A . C .  p�per 7 3 ,  November 1 1 ,  1935.  

?4. Ibid. 

75. FO 371 /1 9637 , Political (Wes tern) General ( 1 9 35 ) , 
\./981 9 ,  enclosure . 
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which offer favourable opportunities for the expansi on of 

German influence and commerc e '' in Afric a  as elsewhere . 76 

In \·/e st Afric a ,  Briti sh c oncern reached near panic 

proportions by 19 38 , as rumours held that the Germans 

had purchased an island off Portuguese Guinea , 77 or had 

est ablished themselve s on the Bis sagos Islands , 160 mil e s  

south of the G ambia , "with s e cret hideouts for submarine s , 

and immense harbour fortific ations " .  78 There was little 

evidence to justify t�e se suspicions , 79 but they underlined -

the political c onsiderations dict ating Bri tish air policy in 

West Afri c a .  In itse l f ,  the German proposed air servi c e  had 

meri t ,  the Colonia l  Office pointing out that 

76 .  

77. 

78 . 

79 . 

80 . 

existing means of c ommunication between 
Bathurst and Fre etown are , • • • •  very poor , 
there being , apart from occasional cargo 
boats , a steamer conne ct ion betwe en the 
two ports only once every four week s .  80 

AVIA 2/1 980 , Germany - Effect on her Commercial Avi ation 
of Lack of Co lonies , I . A . C .  paper 3 30A , April 22 , 1937 , 
p .  1 .  

FO 371 /22600 , Political (We stern) Portugal ( 1 9 38 ) , 
\.11 0644 , W 1 25 50 .  The island was rumoured to be ' C omo 
I sland ' , but it could not be identified. 

Sunday Graphic and Sunda7 News , November 6 1 1 938 , :p . 3 .  
Correspondence in FO 3?1 21?06 , Po litical \ Central) 
Germany ( 19 38) , 0 1 1 1 2 ,  W .  T .  Southern (Governor , Gambi a)  
to CO,  January 1 3 ,  1 9 38.  

FO 371/21 706 , 0 1 362 , FO report , November 1 4 ,  1 938. A 
German company dealing in palm oil was in the is lands , 
the Comp anhi a Agricola e Fabril .  

I . A . C .  241 , Memorandum by Coloni al Office , November 9 ,  
1936 .  
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In the Gambia , Great Britain was already embarassed by 

the German presence . D . L . H .  was under contract to handle all 

Gambian air mail , while both German and French services were 

carrying Briti sh mai ls to and from South America.  An added 

factor was that the GPO was incurring an annual loss of 

£20 ,000 on the South American mails , even with exorbitant 

postal rates - - - �, 4s/� o z .  to Argentina. 81 

The German proposal thus was welcomed by the Colonial 

Office , and the Gambian government urged acceptance of the 

offer ,  82 but the Air Ministry considered it "unattractive 11 • 83 

The G ambia might well become another ' Clapham Junction' of 

international airways , 84 but the Air Ministry was determined 

that the major role in this development should be played by 

British not foreign interest s .  Briti sh plans continued to 

call for an extension of the Khartoum-Takoradi route to 

Freetown and Bathurst , while if the idea of a British service 

to South America matured , via B athurst , an interim feeder 

service from Freetown might be instituted at the same time . 85 

Great Britain had already to compete with the French 

81 . 

82. 

8 3 .  

84 .  

AVIA 2/1 259 , Policy Regarding Development of Services t o  
West Africa for the Carriage o f  All Up Mail ,  1 938 , I . A . C .  
paper 250 , Memorandum by the Post Office , November 1 7 ,  
1938.  
I . C . I . A . C .  Minutes , 14th meeting , January 8 ,  1 936. 

FO 371/1 9637 , W9819 ,  I . A . C . paper 73 , A . M. note . 

11l!'acts and Fi gures from the Gambia" , West African 
Review, VIII (October , 1937) , p .  14.  

I . A . C .  paper 73 .  
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Aeromaritime coastal service from Dakar , whi ch could draw 

sierra Leone traffic to Europe through Cotonou and the 

trans-Saha=an service or north through Dakar . 86 It is 

clear , then , that the Zlders Colonial Airways proposal 

appeared at a most opportune moment . 

The scheme was intended to provide a weekly seaplane 

service between the two coloni e s , connecting with the German 

service at Bathurst until a British operation was established, 

"thus giving Freetown a complete mail connection by air with 

Great Britain" . 87 One Short Scion Junior seaplane was to 

be employed.  Capital expenditure was estimated at  £4 , 500 , 

while net annual costs were c alculated at £4 , 300 , assuming 

no landing and housing fees were charged and fue l , oil and 

spares could be brought into the colonies duty- free . 88 

Carrying 20 lbs .  of mail  per flight would assure a revenue 

of £520 p . a . , with addi tional revenue anticipated from 

passenger and freight traffic . 89 The service was expected 

to start in 1937 , but a maj or problem appeared right from 

the start . The aircraft proposed for the service failed two 

flight tests in September and December , 1937 ,  and 

86. Ibid. 

87. BOAC , Elders Colonial Airways , Board Papers , No . 2 ,  
December 18 , 1 9 36 ,  Memorandum ' Freetown-B athurst Service ' .  

88. Ibid . , 

89 . Ibid.  
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modifications reduced the payload . 90 To salvage the whole 

idea , there being no other ' suitable ' aircraft available , 

woods Humphrey persuaded Shorts to sell a four-engined 8 
91 passenger Scion Senior at a reduced price . While running 

costs would be some £2 , 000 p . a .  more , both the boards of 

Imperial Airways and Elder Demp ster accepted the additional 

liability ,  hoping the larger capacity would attract more 

traffic . 92 As no subsidy had been requested , it is apparent 

that Elders Colonial Airways was prepared to operate with a 

modest deficit in order to ' stake its claim ' to the area .  

Imperial Airways proposals early in 1938 clearly intended 

the subsidiary company to operate a complete coastal service , 

Bathurst-Freetown weekly with the Scion Senior , and once or 

twice weekly between Freetown and Lagos with DH86 aircraft . 93  

The weekly service began on June 24 , 1938 from Freetown 

where the seaplane had been shipped in April for re-assembly 

and tests . 94 Throughout its one year of operation , the 

service was dogged with problems .  Proper facilities and 

skilled staff were lacking at both ports of call. There 

was little support from the commercial community. Discussions 

90 . Ibid . , Board Pap ers Nos .  6 & 7,  I1emoranda , October 1 ,  
December 29 , 1937. 

91 . Ibid . , Board Paper No . 7 .  

92 . Ibid . 

9 3 .  Ibid. , Board Paper No . 9 ,  February 4 ,  1938. 

94 .  Higham, "Pioneer British Air Services t o  \rlest Afric a " , 
pp . 7-8 .  
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with the five major mining companies in Sierra Leone found 

only one , Gold and Base Metal Mines of Nigeria ,  Limited , 

prepared to "take full advantage "  of the service for the 

shipment of gold , but the company did not expect to be in 

full operation for another 18 mont�s . 95 Problems with the 

aircraft too often forced a cancellation of the service , in 

one case , for over a month with corrosion problems . 96 

Curiously , in a colony which had thus far done little 

to inspire the success of the service , reactions in Sierra 

Leone to the problems being experienced by Elders Colonial 

Airways expressed disappointment and frustration. On the 

occasion of the aircraft being unserviceable in November , 

1938 , Governor Jardine pointed to the "widespread regret in 

the Colony" . 97 The Sierra Leone Chamber of Commerce 

registered its concern over the "periodic bre akdowns " ,  

noting 

i t  is e ssential that some action should be 
t aken to ensure that a weekly air service 
by some route func tions regularly otherwise 
such a service is more of an inconvenience 
than a convenience to the public . 98 

95. BOAC , Elders Colonial Airways , Board Papers , No . 9 ,  
report by Mr .  Picton Jones .  

96. In December-January , 1938- 39 . 

97 . Sierra Leone Weekly News , November 26 , 1938 ,  p .  5.  

98 . CO 270/76 , Sierra Leone , Sessional Paper No.  3 of  1939 , 
Corres�ondence with the Sierra Leone Chamber of Commerce 
Re ardin the Air Mail Service between Freetown and 
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The Sierra Le one government ' s  re sponse to the Chamber ' s  

complaints reflected offici al disintere st ; 

. . . •  this Government must disc laim all 
responsibility for the reliabi lity or 
otherwi se of Elders Coloni al Airways 
air service . The service was not the 
outcome of any re quest from thi s 
Government . It originated in a decision 
taken in London ; and i t  cannot be said 
that this Government did not make known 
the e s s ential difficult ies.  99 

By the spring of 1939 , Elders Co lonial Airways had 

recogni sed the maj or difficulties of maintaining a regular 

service with one aircraft.  The comp any complained that 

Sierra Leone had not yet "recognised the servic e " , and the 

attitude in the Gambia " appear s  to be negative " . 100 Los s e s  

101  on the service were now running a t  £8 , 500 p . a . Although 

the passenger load factor had incre ased modest ly from 31% in 

February to 36% in March , in Apri l ,  only one pass enger was 

carried on the Freetown-Bathurst flight , and he was carried 

as a special charter to Conakry . 102 C e rt ainly , the servi c e  

might have been carried on with subsidy support from e i ther 

Gre at Britain or the co loni e s ,  and a company memorandum 

admi tted the failure of the route was "at tributable to the 

99. Ibid. , J .  s .  Fenton to C .  of C . , April 20 , 1939. 

100. BOAC , Elders Coloni al Airways , Board Paper No . 14, 
April 28 , 19 39 , draft letter to D . G . C . A .  

101 . Ibid . Losses were being experienced on the Lagos-Accra 
route as  well ; £473 for the period April 1 - Sep tember 
30 ' 1938 .  

102 . Ibid. , Board Paper No . 1 5 ,  June 2 3 ,  1939, c ompany to 
Coloni al Secre tary , Freetown , !1ay 22, 1939. 
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absence of a subsidy and to the low level of passenger and 

mail revenue " .  103 In May , an app lication was made to the 

Air Ministry for financial help , but none was ever received. 

There was not even a reply from the Air Ministry until 
104 September , 1939 .  In June , Elders Colonial Airways 

discontinued the service , surrendering the traffic to 

Aeromaritime , and its one aircraft was shipped back to 

Great Britain in September. While the company hoped that 

"the time will not be long before it can provide the necessary 

requirements of the West Afric an  C oloni e s " , it did not operate 

again. 105 In Nest Afri c a ,  its small pioneer efforts were 

already overshadowed by ambitious schemes of larger 

consequence .  Of maj or importance was the emergence of 

British Airways as Great Britain ' s  second ' chosen instrument '  

and plans for a British air service to South America. 106 

From 1936-1939 ,  the Fisher Commi ttee devoted the bulk 

of its  energies to the study of plans and proposals for a 

South American service . As Lord Swinton pointed out , the 

impetus given to this effort came from the growing concern 

103 . Ibid. , Board Paper No . 14 ,  memorandum . 

104. BOAC , I . A . file No. 9 3 ,  J . J . ir/. Herbertson ( Directorate 
of Overseas Civil Aviation) to Elders Colonial Airways , 
September 23 , 1939. 

105 . Sierra Leone Weekly News , August 5 ,  1939 , p .  1 1 ,  letter 
from J. Makinson. 

106. On the background and formation of British Airways , see 
Robin Higham , "British Airways , Ltd. , 19 ,5-40" , Journal 
of Transport History, IV ( November , 1 959) , 1 1 3-24. 
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over French and German successes in linking Europe with 

South America.  107 The GPO added its voice to the general 

demand for a British service , suggesting a London-Lisbon-

Las Palmas-Bathurst-Rio de Janiero-Buenos Aires twice weekly 

flight " on the back of each of the foreign air services " , and 

a spur service Bathurst-Freetown-Accra-Lagos .  108 While the 

air mai l  to South America would continue to be surcharged ,  

although at rates considerably lower than existing rates , 

the GPO intended the feeder service to introduce the E . A . M. S . 

into West Africa.  1 09 

With Imperi al Airways fully occupied elsewhere , tenders 

for the service were invi ted in May, 1936, for study by the 

Fisher Committee . 110  Proposals were received from 1..Jalford 

Lines Limited , the British Air Lines Syndicate , and the newly

formed British Airways . 1 1 1  None were acceptable as the basis 

of a full service to South America , but the Fisher Committee 

recommended ,  and the cabinet agreed , that Briti sh Airways 

should be urged to continue the deve lopment of their plans , 

and "to proceed by stages ,  instituting in the first instance 

107. CAB 24/268 , C . P .  76( 37) , Memorandum by the Secretary 
of State for Air , February 27 , 1937. 

108. I . A . C .  paper 250 , Memorandum by the Post Office , 
November 1 7 ,  1936.  

109 .  Ibid. 

110 .  Corre spondence in  AVIA 2/1025 , Bri ti sh Air Service to 
South America - Tenders For. 

1 1 1 . Ibid. Also I . A . C .  paper 279 , Report on Tenders ,  
January 8 ,  1 9 37 .  
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a service to the West African colonies by way of the West 
1 1 2  Coast " .  British Airways was selected 

to operate that service and to act as the 
chosen instrument of the Government for 
the development of any future subsidised 
South American service . 1 1 3  

By the summer of 1937 , agreement had been reached with 

Bri tish Airways 

For the undertaking by the company of the 
control and management of surveys of the 
proposed air routes to West Africa and 
South Americ a ,  and of experimental flights 
with a view to the developI:lent of regular 
service s .  114 

with this mandate in hand , the company laid plans for a 

survey "to  examine in situ the problems connected with the 

regular commercial operation of aircraft between Lisbon and 

West Africa" . 1 1 5  In November , a survey party , led by W . D . L. 

Roberts ,  vice-chairman of British Airways , set out to vi sit 

Freetown , Bathurst , Port Etienne , Agadir , Casablanca and 

Lisbon. The report on the survey,  submitted by Maurice Banks , 

the Air Ministry representative , left no doubt as to the maj or 

1 1 2 .  CAB 23/87 , 10( 37) 5 ,  para.  5 .  

1 1 3 .  Ibid.  

114.  A . 1'1. , Civil Air Transport Service s , Note by the 
Secretary of State for Air , Cmd . 5524 ( 1937 ) , p .  2.  
Correspondence in AVIA 2/1 1 79 ,  British Airways Ltd . 
Agreement for Northern Europe Services and South 
Atlantic Survey , 1 9 37 , parts I & I I .  

1 1 5 .  AVIA 2/2012 , Experimental Air Service to Lisbon and 
Bathurst - Briti sh Airways , Memorandum on Survey of 
Air Route Lisbon - West Africa , August 20 , 1 9 37 , 
p .  2 .  
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difficultie s  to be overcome . 116  Nonetheles s ,  Banks urged 

an early start on two fronts in the face of French and 

German plans to introduce full passenger and mail services 

across the South Atlantic by 1939 . Banks called for an 

immedi ate introduction of the London-Lisbon sector of the 

route ,  and called for Elders Colonial Airways to link the ir 

proposed Bathurst-Freetown service with the G old Coast and 

Nigeria "simultaneously with the introduction of a service 

from England to Bathurst or Freetown via Lisbon" . 1 1 7  B anks 

stressed the special difficulties to be reso lved in Sierra 

Leone and the Gambia,  espe cially those concerning local 

support . In Freetown , Governor Jardine expressed the view 

that as the whole scheme was the private enterprise of 

British Airways , "the colony was not concerned other than 

to give such information in the light of local knowledge as 

might be called for " .  118 This led Banks to sugge st it  was 

necessary " to acquaint His Excellency of the Imperial 

Government ' s  interest in the project '' . 119  The maj or 

problem in Sierra Leone remained,  however , the absence 

of adequate landing facilities and the estimated costs 

116.  AIR 20/457 , Chapter 199 ,  A .  I1. , ' British Airways , Ltd.  
England-West Africa Air Route Survey ,  1 7th November , 
1937 - 27th January, 1938 ' . The 95 page report was 
submitted February 7 ,  1938 .  

1 1 7 .  Ibid. , pp . 9 ,  1 2 .  

1 18 .  Ibid . , p .  20 . 

1 1 9 .  Ibid. 
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of construction for an aerodrome near Freetown was £150 , 000, 

with recurrent c osts of £20 , 000 , figures well beyond the 

colony ' s  means to entertain. 1 20 In the Gambi a ,  aside from 

the disturbing German presenc e ,  the maj or problems were 

. . 1 11 1 21 financia a s  we • 

The report reached no final conclusi ons a s  to whether 

a landplane or seaplane service should be operat ed,  but the 

in-depth study was we ll received. 122 Bri ti sh Airways and 

the Air Ministry reached agreement on a five times weekly 

London-Li sbon service to be operated with Lockheed 14 
1 23 aircraft and a subsidy of £11 6 , 000 p . a . Thi s  was to 

be the first stage of the planned 2, 900 route to '...Test  

Africa .  124 In the end , no part of the service was ever 

operated before the outbreak of the war , and no Bri tish 

service reached South America until 1946. Briti sh Airways 

continued their study of the whole route in 1938,  1 25 and an 

120 .  

121 . 

122. 

123 .  

124 .  

125 .  

Ibid . , p .  2 3 .  

B anks had discussi ons with the local German representatives 
as to possible future c onflicts between British and German 
aims in the Gambia.  Ibid. , pp . 50-60 . 

For general discussion , see Higham, Britain ' s  Imperial Air 
Routes , PP • 255-58 . 
A . M. , C i vi l  Air Transport Service � Note by the Secretary 
of State  for Iir ,  Cmd: 5898 (1938; . 

2 , 961 miles via Casablanca and Agadi r ,  2 , 89 3  miles via 
Las Palmas . ""'"'T!ie extension to Freetown would add 410Iiii le s .  

British Airways Limited , unpublished report , ' Report on 
South America Section and the •,./hole Route ..::;ngland-South 
America ' ,  November 1 5 ,  1 938 . 
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air survey was made as far as Bathurst with a Lockheed 14 

aircraft . 126 But continuing difficulties with Spain on 

the Lisbon sector , Bri tish preoccupation with the merger 

of Imperial Airways and Bri tish Airways into a nationalised 

00mpany ,  B . O . A . C . ,  and the coming of war , all combined to 

delay implementation of the scheme . 1 27 

In the meantime , Imperial Airways remained active in 

efforts t o  develop more fully its '.-iest African operations . 

Much of the effort was carried out in cooperation with the 

Air Ministry ' s  hopes to have the British Airways London

Bathurst service open by April , 1 9 39. 1 28 Imperials and 

Elders Colonial Airways were thus ch?rged to establish the 

Bathurst-Takoradi sector as soon as possible . Several 

surveys were made , focusing on an alternative land routing 

through French and Portuguese territory to by-pass Freetown 

until such time as adequate facilities could be readied 

there . 129 Two routes were sugge sted which could be 

operated by DH86 aircraft : Bathurst-Bolama-Conakry-Kankan

Bouake-Takoradi-Lagos , and Bathurst-Koyes-Bamako-Bouake-

126. BOAC , ' British Airways Ltd . Operational Survey Flight 
Heston-Bathurst-Heston , 28th December, 1938 - 1 1 th 
January, 1939 ' . 

127.  See Higham , Britain ' s  Imperi al Air Routes , pp . 257-58 .  

128.  BOAC , ' West Africa  Surveys 1 9 38-39 ' , Notes of a meeting , 
July 20 , 1938 ,  p .  2 .  

129 .  BOAC , ' Survey in West Africa ' ,  October 7 ,  1938;  ' West 
Afri can Survey ' ,  January 1 3 ,  1939 .  Both reports were 
prepared by Cap tain R . O . O .  Taylor. 
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Accra-Lagos.  1 30 In both cases , Freetown would continue to 

be served by an Elders Colonial Airways Scion Senior 

connecting at C onakry or Bathurst with the main route.  1 31 

As with other Bri tish plans for �lest Africa in the last 

years before the war , this scheme never matured. West African 

air transport , at least unti l  1 940 , continued to be dominated 

by France , whose most successful Europe-West Africa and 

regional routes reflected the intensity of French ambitions 

to bring modern air transport to its African empire . 1 32 

But it  would be unjust to dismiss British efforts as failure s .  

True , they did not succeed with p lans t o  link the c olonies 

1 30 .  

1 31 .  

1 32.  

BOAC , ' Appreciation of Reports from Captain R. 0 . 0 . 
Taylor on Alternative Routes be tween Bathurst and 
Lago s ' , March 16,  1939.  Thi s report was submitted 
by W .  L. Lang. 

The siting of aerodrome or sead.rome facilities was 
not fully resolved until the war . See BOAC , ' Report 
on Inspection of Sites for Landplane and Flying Boat 
Base in Sierra Leone and Gambia for United Kingdom
South America Service ' ,  prepared by Major Brackley, 
June , 1939. In a letter to his wife , Brackley noted ,  
" I ' m  going to be  very unpopular when I get home because 
I am not recommending the sites put up by the expensive 
survey party last year " , sugge sting the continuing 
difficulties with the Freetown facilities. Quoted 
in Freda Brackley , Brackles ,  p. 528 . 

For an asse ssment , see Reichman , Air Transport in West 
Africa, vol.  I ,  pp . 12-16 ,  and Rey , te Role de !'Aviation 
dans le D evelo:p�ement Economigue de 11Afrique Noire 
Franyaise ,  pp . Off. For impre ssionistic accounts , see 
rrast'o'ii"'1re"rgery , Air Afrigue . Voie Im�eriale (Pari s ,  1937 ) , 
W .H . G .  Blake , "From West Africa by Air", Aeroplane , 
January 1 9 ,  1938, pp . 74-78 , P. Ichac , "Du Cameroun a 
Paris en Cinq Jours par la Cote d ' Afrique " ,  L ' Illustration ,  
CXCVIII ( November 1 3 ,  1937) , 299- 304 , and G .H.H. Tate ,  
"From the Cameroons to the Ivory Coast by Air" , 
Geographical Review , XXXII ( 1 942 ) , 1 50-5 3 .  
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along the coast , nor to introduce the E . A . n. s .  Nor were 

they able to open the Atlantic route before the war . But 

tbe Khartoum-Takoradi service was a positive start , 1 33 a 

beginning which the impetus of war would bring to maturity . 

It marked the birth of Lagos as a maj or air terminal . 1 34 

In Nigeria , especially, Imperial Airways operations stirred 

a growing enthusiasm for air transport devel opment , 1 3 5  and 

the contagion of this interest and experience throughout 

British West Africa brought to life plans for the comprehensive 

development of an air transport system in the post-war years. 1 36 

And the importance of the Khartoum route was underlined by the 

crucial role it played during the war . 1 37 

1 3 3 .  

1 34.  

1 3 5 .  

1 36.  

1 37 .  

For impressions of the service , see D .  H .  Handover , 
11A New Empire Link" , Journal of the Royal African 
Society, XXXV ( October , 1936) , 413-17, and G. F. Torry , 
11There and Back by Air" , �/est African Review, VIII 
( May, 1937 ) , 36-37 · 

By 1940 , Lagos was seen as " the real air centre of 
the future " .  BOAC , ' Civil  Aviation Deve lopment We st 
Africa,  1 940 ' , Report by resident manager , n .d .  

Sir Bernard Bourdillon , "Air Transport in Nigeria" , 
West African Review, VIII (January, 1937) , 6-7 ;  
Nigerian Daily Time s ,  May 1 8  & 1 9 ,  1 938 , pp . 6 & 6. 

See AVIA 2/2457 , Committee on the Post-war Organis ation 
o f  Air Transport in West Africa,  1943. 

Stanton , "Trans-Afric a .  The Story of Pioneering an 
Air Line across  the African Continent " .  
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In all , the combined efforts of Great Britain , France 

and Germany , in their air transport ' scramble ' ,  produced 

considerable development in West Africa before the war . 1 38 

Whi le these remained pioneer years , aviation had left i t s  

mark and a rich legacy upon which the future could bui ld.  4 39 

1 38. A 1960 report ins isted that 1 1no substantial development 
took place in air transport in West Afri c a  until after 
the Second World War11 • Uni ted Nations . Economic and 
Social C ounc i l .  Economic C ommi s si on for Afri c a ,  
Trans ort Problems in Relation to Economic Develo ment 
in . e st ric a ,  yp e scrip t ,  p .  • e ar y ,  
for *substantial deve lopment ' is unarguable . 

1 39.  Thus , the railways were not tb.e only "maj or legacy of 
the economic polici es of°"the colonial powers • . • •  " , as 
a recent history argues.  Crowder , West Africa under 
Colonial Rul e ,  p .  27 3 .  



CRAFTER XI 

SOUTH AFRICA : OSWALD PIROW AND 

AFRIKANZR IMPERIALISM, 1935-1939 

We will be among the first six 

nations in the World in Civil 

Aviation. That , for a population 

of 2 , 000 , 000 Whit e s , is no mean 

achievement . 

Oswald Pirow , 1938 .  1 
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In the latter years of the inter-war period , the most 

dramatic deve lopments in the growth of air transport in 

Africa appeared in South Afri c a .  From the time of the 

formation of South African Airways ( SAA) in 1934 and the 

subsequent absorption of South-West African Airways in 1935 , 

to the outbreak of world war II , the Union pursued an 

aggressive policy designed to thrust South Africa into 

the front ranks of commercial aviation . To a considerable 

extent , Union policy was a succe s s .  By 1939 , SAA was the 

largest airline in Africa,  operating a modern fleet of 29 

Junkers multi- engined aircraf t .  2 No airline in Africa even 

approached this size , while only four airlines in Europe were 

larger. 3 

1 .  Quoted in Aeroplane , June 8 ,  1938 ,  p .  726 , from a speech 
at the Maritzburg air rally. 

2. 1 1  Ju 52/3m and 18 Ju 86 aircraft .  South Afric an Airwazs 
Comes of Age , 1934-1955, p .  5 .  

3 .  The se were Deutche s Luft Hansa , Air France , Ala Littoria 
and Imperial Airways. 
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By every criteria,  the pace of civil aviation development 

in the Union from 1935 to 1939 was rapid and remarkable , in 

marked contrast to the earlier years . 4 By 1939 , SAA was 

operating over 30 services a week to the maj or cities of the 

Union and other ports of call in British and Portuguese 

Africa to the north as far as Kisumu . 5 In 1938 , a route 

through Bechuanaland was e stablished. 6 In 1939 , SAA began 

operating to Angol a ,  7 and arrangements were in hand to 

operate similar services to Mozambique in cooperation with 

DETA , the Portuguese airline . 8 In all , SAA managed an 

impressive 7 , 206 miles of air routes by late 1938 with 

future plans to add considerably more . 9 In 1935 , SAA had 

4. See above , chapter VII .  Also ,  "Air Services Expansion 
( South African Airways) " ,  Engineer, CLXV (February , 1 9 38) , 
176 .  

5 .  South Afri c a ,  Yearbook , No . 20 ( 19 39) , p .  519 . 

6.  See Louis Kraft , "Kalahari Airmail Survey" , Intava World ,  
I (No .  6 ,  1938) , 28-29 . The route ran Johanne sburg
Palapye Road-Maun-Windhoek. 

7 .  Reviewed in Ernest Persicaner , "Angola Air Expre ss " , 
The Fly Pa�er , III (September , 1939) , 9- 1 1 .  See FO , 
Treaty Series No . 24 ( 1 940 ) , Exchange of Note s between 
the Government of the Union of South Africa and the 
Portuguese Government relating to Air Service s  between 
the Union of South Africa and Angola . Lisbon ,  October 
28, 1938. Cmd. 6231 (1940). 

8. FO, Treaty Serie s No . 25 ( 19 38) , Agreement between His 
Majesty' s Government in the Union of South Africa and 
the Portu�uese Government for Air Services between South 
Africa an Portu€l'(ese East Africa. Pretoria , June 18, 
1937. Cmd. 5767 1938). 

9 .  South Africa ,  Yearbook, No . 20 ( 1 939 ) , p .  518. See map , 
p .  569 . 
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carried a modest 8 , 938 passengers , flying 522 , 257 miles .  

By 1938-1939 , 37 , 053 passengers were carried , and 1 , 862 , 1 95 

aircraft miles were flown in service . 10 Air mail loads 

reflected a similar pattern of expansion , increasing at 

least fivefold during the period. 1 1  

More generally ,  the Union experienced a growing air-

mindedness .  By the end of 1938 ,  76 aerodromes and 1 3  D/F 

( directi on finding) wireless stations were in operation to 

serve the 255 aircraft registered in the country. 12  In 

1938 ,  over 47 , 000 hours were flown by the flying clubs , the 

chartered flying companies and private pilot s ,  carrying 

34 , 646 passengers and pilot trainee s .  1 3  I n  additi on t o  

this activity , the 7 5  aircraft of the South African Air 

Force maintained a small but active training programme . 

In early 1939 , plans were drawn calling for an air force 

of 576 aeroplanes and 1 , 000 pilot s ,  many of whom would be 

graduates of the flying schools for which subsidies had been 

1 0 .  South African Airways Comes of Age, 1934-1955, p .  5 .  

1 1 .  South Africa ,  Yearbook , No . 20 ( 19 39) , p .  519 .  In 
1934 ,  20 , 561 lbs . were carried within the Union ; in 
1937 , 105 , 099 lbs . In 1938 ,  with the introduction of 
the E . A . M. S . , a staggering 991 ,854 lbs . were carried . 

1 2 .  Ibid. , p .  517 .  On ground facilities , see Union of 
South Africa ,  Directorate of Civil Avi ation , The Air 
Pilot for the Union of South Africa and South-West 
Africa (Pretoria ,  1937 ) , 1 st ed. and supplement s .  

1 3 .  South Africa ,  Ye arbook, No . 20 ( 1939) , p .  517 .  
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provided since 1936 under the government Pupil Pilot s '  
14 Training Scheme . In all , every dimension of aviation 

was being expanded during the se last ye ars before world war 

II , and the chief architect of this development was Oswald 

Pirow, Minister of Defence , and also of Railways and Harbours , 

in the Hertzog administration from 1933  to 1939. 1 5  

Pirow typified the restive Afrikaner nationalism which 

was becoming increasingly apparent during the 1930 ' s . As 

minister responsible for defence and transportation matters 

during thi s crucial period, Pirow was prepared to use his 

office in the furtherance of nationalist aims , and,  to a 

large extent , he was given a free hand by Hertzog . He was 

sympathetic to Nazi Germany and its aims and policies in 

Europe , and a racialist determined to advance the cause of 

white supremacy in the Union and throughout much of Africa .  16  

14.  Klein , Winged Courier , p .  1 1 1 .  

1 5 .  Oswald Pirow ( 1890-1959) was first elected in 1924 as 
M.P. for Soutpansburg . He was the Nationalist M.P.  for 
Gezina after 1929 , and Minister of Justice 1 929-1933 .  
No biography of  Pirow has  been publi shed , but see not es  
in African Wild Life , XIII (December , 1959 ) , 283-84, 
Cape Times ,  October 1 2 ,  1 959 , p .  2 ,  and I. M. Goodman , 
Die nasionale boek : ' n  geskiedenis van die ontstaan en froei van die Nasionale Party van Suid-Afrika 
Johanne sburg ,  1932). I am grateful to Dr. A. M. 

Lewin Robinson of the South African Library for his 
help in researching Pirow ' s  career. 

16.  On his views , see Pirow, "How Far is  the Union 
Intere sted in the Continent of Africa" , Journal 
of the Royal African Society, XXXVI (July, 1937) , 
317-20. 
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It may well have been , as Smuts believed , that hi s politic al 

ambition was to be South Afric a ' s Fuehrer ,  17 a hope whi ch 

expired with hi s expulsion from office at South Afri ca ' s  

entry into the war on the British side . Nonethele s s ,  Pirow 

enjoyed considerable political success in the six years before 

the war , and clearly , he saw aviation development as an 

integral c omponent of Afrikaner aims in Africa.  Under 

Pirow , the spirit which had fostered an earlier "pastoral 

imperialism of the frontier" 18 was now to spark a new air 

imperialism designed to thrust South Afri ca ' s  first lines of 

defence outward and hasten the spread of Union influence 

throughout ' white ' Africa.  19 Thus did Pirow dream and 

scheme in pursuit of these aims , often to the chagrin of 

the British government and Imperial Airways , for in the 

vanguard of Pirow ' s  ambitions was the role to be played 

by SAA . 20 

17 .  

18. 

G .  Heaton Nicholls , South Africa in my Time (London , 
1961 ) ,  p .  348. Firow was active with the Ossawa 
Brandwa5, a ' cultural association ' with German 
sympathies , and , later , his own Nazi- inspired New Order.  

Nicholas Mansergh , South Africa 1906-1961 . 
of Magnanimity (London, 1962), p .  99. 

The Price 

19 .  Pirow ' s  aim was to  build SAA into an establishment of 
" twelve flights of five twin-engined planes each , 
convertible , if the occasion arose , for military 
purpose s ,  • • •  " AVIA 2/1972 , Stanley to Batterbee ( DO) , 
October 26 , 1936 .  

20 .  "Nothing , 11 noted Pirow, "did more for the pre stige of  a 
great Power than to show itself regularly and efficiently 
on the move in e stablished air servi ces " .  AVIA 2/211 9 ,  
I . A. C .  paper 191 , minute by Sir John Maffey, June 2 3 , 
1936. 
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Pirow organised SAA in 1934 with the expressed intention 

of assuring a government monopoly on all air transport 

services in t�e Union . 21 This marked the first maj or 

setback to British hopes that all commercial aviation 

development in British Afric a  would remain in Imperial 

Airways or subsidiary hands.  The equipment of SAA almost 

entirely with Junkers aircraft was a second blow to British 

aviation interests .  The only African market for large 

commercial aircraft was thus lost , and the German triumph 

could only be regarded as a serious threat to British 

aviation prestige . 22 A more important question , never 

fully answered , was the extent to which German influence 

prodded Pirow to challenge Gre at Britain in the air outside 

the Union. 2 3  For Great Britain , a SAA-Imperial Airways 

rivalry in British Africa  might be undesirable , but it was 

acceptable . On the other hand , any sugge stion that Pirow , 

in hi s capacity as .Mini ster of Defenc e ,  might shape his air 

defence plans to suit German interests , was tot ally 

unacceptable . The problem for Bri tish strategists was 

thus a difficult one . A South African role was essential 

21 . See above , chapter VII . 

22 . 7 Airspeed Envoys were ordered from Great Britain in 
1935 , four for SAA and three for the military. The 
Time s ,  December 11 , 1935 , p .  10 .  However , Pirow� 
expressed ' disappointment ' with the British aircraft , 
and they were replaced in SAA by Junkers machines .  

23.  Of intere st was Pirow ' s  background. He was the son 
of a German mi ssionary , he had studied in Germany , 
and was married to a German. 
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to imperial air strategy in Africa,  and it was important to 

give encouragement to South African parti cipation . At the 

same time , a watchful and suspicious eye had to be kept on 

Pirow , a leader in the ranks of the anti-British nationali st 

force s in the Union. Thus , to assure South Afric an cooperation, 

and in the wider intere sts of imperial concern in Africa ,  

Pirow ' s  plans for SAA outside the Union had to be accommodated. 24 

It was a situation the shrewd Pirow understood and was ready to 

exploit from the beginning . 

The British Air Ministry and Impe�ial Airways were quite 

aware of South African nationali st feelings long before Pirow 

took office in 1933.  But it was not until Pirow took command 

that a clear picture of South African air transport plans came 

into sharp focus . As noted in earlier discussion on the 

introduction of the E . A .M .S .  in Africa ,  Great Britain had 

been compelled to c oncede a maj or role for SAA on the trunk 

route north to Kisumu, the ouster of Imperial Airways from 

Johannesburg , and an imperi al presence confined to a twice 

weekly flying boat service to Durban. 25 '..Jhile these 

concessions and the ' successful ' outcome of the Bullock-

Pirow discussions at Lusaka in May , 1935 assured the future 

24. By 1937 , the British government reached the conclusion 
that " on general political grounds it is desirable to 
meet , as far as possible , desire of Union Government to 
operate air services in other parts of Africa  • • •  " .  AVIA 
2/1972 , C O  to Secretary, Conference of 3ast African 
Governors , rlay 7 ,  1937. 

25.  See above , chapter IX . 
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of the E . A . M. S . , they also marked a maj or success for Pirow ' s  

exp ansionist  air policy, and gave t�e first indications that 

Pirow would not be content to ' rule ' South African air spac e ,  

but had designs on all of Africa .  Accordingly , from 1934 

onwards , British interests anticipated a troubled future in 

dealing with the ambitions of Pirow and SAA which clashed 

head on with those of Great Britain. Indicative of British 

fears was a cabinet decision taken in early 1 935.  It was 

agreed,  

That , with a view to clearing up the difficulty 
with the Government of the Union of South Africa  
on the question of  Air Communications it would 
be convenient if it could be arranged for .Mr .  
Pirow to vi sit London after the main Silver 
Jubilee Celebrations • • • .  26 

Clearly, this was to be an attempt to explore more fully 

the extent to which Pirow was prepared to move SAA into Africa.  

British authorities were not to be di sappointed. Pirow 

accepted the invitation , arriving in Bngland in June , 1936 ,  27 

and almost immediately it became apparent that Pirow ' s  plans 

went well  beyond the somewhat modest role assigned to SAA in 

the E . A . M . S .  In discussions , Sir John Maffey noted : 

.Mr . Pirow spoke with great insistence on the 
desirability of bui lding up an efficient air 
service to operate south of the Sal;.ara , based 
on Cape Town and operating in a circle Cape 
Town - West Coast-Belgian Congo-East Coast
Cape Town and vice versa.  28 

26 . CAB 23/81 , 10( 35)4 (e) , February 20 , 1935.  

27 . Ostensibly to discuss aircraft purchases .  Aeroplane , 
June 1 7 ,  1936 ,  p .  774 . 

28 . AVIA 2/21 1 9 ,  I . A . C .  paper 191 , June 23 , 1936. 
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Pirow pointed out that he was prepared "to put money 

into the scheme " ,  and while South Africa could "do it  alone " ,  

or seek help elsewhere , he preferred British help . 29 In 

Maffey ' s  view: 

It is quite clear that .Mr .  Pirow regards this 
project as his main test for British and South 
African co-operation leading in the direction 
of co-operation in the wider field of Imperial 
defence and Imperial policy . . . .  We have at 
least learned thi s  much from Mr .  Firow , that 
if we are to advance towards Imperial 
understanding we shall be wise to move 
down the paths he indicate s .  He knows 
what a Dutch stomach can digest in South 
Africa and what it c annot . 30 

Pirow ' s visit thus brought to light the Union ' s  interest 

in West Africa . 31 SAA ' s  exi sting Johannesburg-Windhoek 

service was to be extended to Lagos as part of Pirow ' s  

' circle route ' idea ,  and the proposal prompted a great deal 

of anxious discussion in London . By 1936 , West Africa had 

become the focal point of considerable air transport interest , 

and several proposals for a London trans-Saharan service to 

the Union were being promoted in Great Britain and South 

Africa.  32 In March, Pirow had indicated some interest in 

29. Ibid. 

30 . Ibid. 

31 . However , C .  G .  Grey had suspected South Africa ' s  
interest almost a year before . Aeroplane , July 24 , 
19 3 5 ' p • 1 30 . 

32 . Proposals were advanced by three group s :  one headed by 
a Dr . Cullen , another by Messrs . Epstein and Chamberlain , 
and a third by Colonel Jellicoe and Peter Falk. For 
summary see I . A . C .  papers 1 26 ,  1 29 ,  1 44 ,  146 ,  157 ,  
and 173 .  
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co-operating with Dr. Cullen ' s  group , providing they could 

obtain the necessary permission to operate across French and 

Portuguese territory. 3 3  But his initial response was to 

sugge st that Imperial Airways extend their Khartoum-Kano

Lagos service southward to Mossamedes or Windhoek . 34 While 

the Air Ministry appeared content to discourage private 

proposals for any West African services in light of plans 

for future Imperial Airways expansion in the area , neither 

the Air Minis try nor the Post Office were prepared to see 

Imperial Airways open up a third route to the Union. 35 In 

Pirow ' s  view , however , a Lagos-South Africa service along the 

coast was "inevitable " ,  and while he favoured a service run 
by Imperial Airways over "various independent concerns " ,  he 

could not "long delay giving some reply to approaches at 

present being made to him" . 36 

Sir Warren Fisher ' s  int�rdepartmental committee ( I . C . I . A .  

C . )  had been given the task of reviewing the various proposals 

in question ,  and it  was at thi s  point that Pirow proposed his 

own Lagos-South African connection. This raised a number of 

difficult problems . Pirow was obviously attracted by the 

33 .  I . A . C .  paper 126 ,  British High Commissioner in South 
Africa to DO,  March 1 0 ,  1936.  

34 . Ibid. 

35 . No subsidy could be provided for such a service , and its 
introduction was thought to be "inopportune . . • •  on the 
eve of the introduction of the Zmpire Air Mail Scheme " .  
I . A . C .  paper 1 29 ,  March 20 , 1936.  

36 . I . A . C .  paper 146 , British High Commissioner in South 
Africa to DO , April 20 , 1 9 36.  
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ide a of linking the Union to a shorter routing to Great 

Britain across the Sahara , and possibly along the coast 

to Bathurst and a connection with the proposed South Americ an 

service . 37 In both case s ,  he threatened to upset existing 

agreements with Imperial Airways re the carriage of mails to 

South Africa ,  the introduction of the E . A . M . S .  in We st Africa ,  

and the planned development of a coastal service Lagos

Bathurst . 38 The Fisher c ommittee recommendation was to 

stall for time at this point , and in the meantime urge 

Imperial Airways to " speed up" estimates for a Malta-Lagos 

trans-Saharan service . 39 

Pirow returned from his first official vi sit to Gre at 

Britain in July , and was now prepared to make public his 

grand design for SAA in Africa.  He proposed a wide range 

of service s :  

Cairo-Nairobi daily. 
�hartoum-Nigeria twice weekly. 
�/indhoek-Lagos three time s weekly. 
Windhoek-Bathur st (possibly) . 
Nairobi-Johanne sburg daily. 
Johannesburg-Delagoa Bay daily. 
Johannesburg-Durban twice daily. 
Johannesburg-Cape Town daily. 
Durban-Cape Town daily. 
Johannesburg-Windhoek twice weekly. 
Bloemfontein-East London-Port Elizabeth daily. 
Kimberley-Windhoek twice weekly. 40 

37. Discussion in I . C . I . A . C .  minute s  of 26th meeting , June 
24, 1936. Also , Aeroplane , July 29 , 1936, p .  164. 

38. I . C . I . A . C . minutes , June 24 , 1956 . 

39 . I . C . I . A . C .  minutes , July 29 , and August 1 2 ,  1936. 

40 . AVIA 2/21 19 , I . A . C .  paper 191 , encl . , "Ambitious Scheme 
of Mr .  Pirow" , Sunday Express ( Johannesburg ) ,  July 1 9 ,  
1936. 
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In all , it was a programme which called for a minimum of 

81 flights a week with large multi-engined aircraft . By 

August , 1936 , Pirow had added Madagascar as a target of 

future expansion. 41 

The range of these proposals was clearly di sconcerting 

to British intere sts. The fundamental concern was that Pirow 

was offering British Africa a programme of air transport 

development which Great Bri tain was in no position to match . 

Pirow ' s  plans called for the operation of large fast aircraft 

on all services , and neither Imperial Airways , Wilson Airways 

nor RANA could call upon suffic ient resources to meet the 

challenge . Pirow was obvi ously prepared to accept whatever 

financial losses SAA would incur , perhaps as much as 
42 £500 , 000 p . a . By the end of 1936 , an Air Ministry 

memorandum noted Imperial Airways ' concern that something 

should be done in Southern Rhodesia and e lsewhere before 

"South African Airways wi ll have rwi everyone else off the 

routes" . 43 

Pirow had a further occasion to parade his ambitions at 

the South Africa Transport Conference he ld in Johannesburg in 

September , 1936. 44 His prestigious audience ' included the 

41 . AVIA 2/21 1 9 ,  British High Com.missioner in South Africa  
( M. E .  Antrobus) to  DO , August 6 ,  1936-

42. FO 371 /21 209 , Political (Western) Commercial Aviation 
( 1 937) , A . M. memorandum , December 28 , 1 9 36,  quoting 
Colonel Holthouse , South African Airways Manager. 

43.  Ibid. , A . M. memorandum. 
44 .  Union of South Africa ,  Record of Proceedings of Southern 

Africa Transport Conference (Pretoria , 1937). 
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Governor-General of Mozambi que , Dr . Jose Nunez d ' Oliveira , 

the Governors of Uganda, Kenya , Tanganyika,  Northern Rhodesia, 

Southern Rhodesia and Nyasaland , and representatives  from t he 

Belgian Congo , the High Commission Territories , Madagascar 

and Zanzibar. For Pirow , the territories  repre sented covered 

that portion of Africa south of the Sahara where 
conditions obtain which are not unfavourable t o  
the building up of a permanent white population. 
For many years to come , communications , more 
p articularly transportation , will  be the basis 
of the white man ' s  civilisation in South 
Africa • • • •  45 

It was with the appeal for the strengthening and 

preservation of ' white civi lisation ' in i .. frica that Pirow 

invited co-operation "in all matters of common interest " ;  

Such co-operation c an  only be obtained by 
constant contact with each other , and no 
better method of making contact over long 
distances exists than regular and frequent 
air services.  The time wi ll come , I hope , 
when all the territ ories represented here 
to-day will be linked by daily air services 
both up and down the African continent • . • •  46 

The British government had awaited the conference 

discussions with some apprehension , fearful that Pirow 

would invite discussion with the British delegates on hi s 

troublesome ' circle route ' proposal through Lagos .  The 

British governors were cautioned to be non-committal , but 

t o  assure Pirow , if the que stion was raised , " that you 

45. Ibid. , p .  9.  

46 . Ibid. , pp . 9-10. As Pirow was temporarily ill and 
absent from the conference opening , hi s address was 
read verbatim by P.  Duncan , Union Mini ster of Mines.  
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understand it is being examined by His Majesty ' s  Government 

in the United Kingdom in sympathetic spiri t " .  47 As to 

other Pirow proposals , such as daily services be tween 

Nairobi and Johannesburg , and Nairobi and Cairo , the British 

delegates were advised to enter into "full and friendly 

discussion" , but to eschew commitment to any specific 

proposals . 48 Thus Pirow ' s  conference was less a negotiating 

session than a forum for Pirow ' s  ideas , and the record showed 

little accomplished other than a general commitment to 

co-operate in matters of transport development . 49 

In the meantime , Pirow raised additional problems with 

Great Britain , again pertaining to a West Coast service . 

Pirow had visited Amsterdam after his discussions in London , 

on invitation from K . L . M. , the Dutch airline . To Pirow ' s  

di smay, A. Plesman , K . L . M. managing director, proposed a 

we st coast service to be operated by K . L . N. on a four day 

schedule between Amsterdao and Johanne sburg . 50 In subsequent 

c orre spondence , Plesman urged acceptance of his proposals and 

invited Union support in obt aining authorisations from the 

47 . AVIA 2/1972 ,  CO to Governors of Kenya , Uganda , Tanganyika , 
Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland ,  August 18 ,  1936.  Also 
I . A . C .  paper 205 , September 1 ,  1 936. 

48 . Ibid. 

49 . Of interest was the fact that 40 of the delegates arrived 
by air , sugge sting that a conference of this kind could 
only be held with air transport available . Aeroplane , 
September 1 6 ,  1936, p .  363. 

50. AVIA 2/21 19 , Antrobus to DO , August 25 , 1936. 
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French , Belgi an , Spanish and Portuguese governments.  51 To 

Pirow , Plesman was a somewhat " slim" character , ready to 

"make political c apital in the Union out of any refusal to 

give facilities to a Netherlands Company to operate a service 

to the Union" . 52 When Plesman made public the Dutch proposal 

in September , indicating that the service would be inaugurated 

in May , 1937 , "in co-operation with a British aviation 

company" , pre sumably SAA , Pirow expressed hi s fears that 

this was the first step in a "campaign of blackmail" . 53  

As he pointed out to  British authorities , Pirow felt he would 

"find it quite impo ssible politically" to refuse the Dutch if 

the service was to be operated by K . L . M. /SAA on a reciprocal 

basis . 54 He insisted the matter had to be resolved by Great 

Britain , suggesting that Lord Swinton , the Air Mini ster , "was 

in a position to exert pressure on K . L . M. 11 • 55  

De spite Pirow ' s  professed concern , he  readily recognised 

the added weight the K . L . M. proposal gave to his own west 

coast ambitions . Great Britain might well be able to persuade 

the Dutch to withhold a formal application to operate the 

51 . I . A . C .  paper 209 , September 21 , 1936, Antrobus , ' Note 
of interview with Minister of Railways on 25th August ,  
1936 ' . The proposed rout ing would follow the c oast of 
Africa to Cape Town. 

52.  Ibid .  
53 .  Ibid. , Antrobus t o  DO , Sep tember 22 ,  1936. 
54. Ibid. 
55.  Ibid . 
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service , but , in the absence of a British alternative , Pirow 

could argue that this could be interpre ted in the Union as a 

British denial of an important new air link to South Afri c a ,  

unless SAA was given the go-ahead to operate along the coast. 

Pirow was thus prepared to employ a li ttle ' blackmail '  of bis 

own , capitalising on nationalist antipathy to Great Britain 

and Imperi al Airways , and British reluctance to initiate a 

service which would upset existing plans for West Africa  and 

the E . A . M. S .  Pirow thus felt free to press for his own 

scheme to link t:he Union with itJest Africa,  and al though hi s 

earlier plans had been to operate vi a Windhoek to Lagos , he 

now looked to a SAA service running as far west as Bathurst . 

In late Sep tember ,  acting on Pirow ' s  instructions , the South 

African Civil Aviation Board requested inf ormation "urgently 

in connection with preparation of scheme for service between 

Bathurst and Union" . 56 In November , a more detailed reques t  

was forwarded to the Air Yuni stry , 

to obtain particular s regarding the position ,  
dimensions , and present condition o f  all 
aerodromes and landing grounds which have been 
established for the use of civil ari craft along 
the coast line of the continent from the borders 
of South West Africa north as far as Bathurst . 57 

The British response was one of surpri se and concern , 

for the Pirow idea clearly c onflicted with plans for Elders 

56. AVIA 2/21 1 9 ,  Antrobus to DO , September 29 , 1936 .  

57. Ibid . , Emil Horn, acting political secretary , South 
African High Commission ,  London , to DO , November 5 ,  
1936.  
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Colonial Airways a=id �mperi ai J.. irways along t�e coast.  58 

The Fisher Co!IlIIlittee could find no grounds to refuse Firow 

the information that he reque sted, but it hoped to "ascertain 

what degree of importance he attaches to operating his 

service beyond Lagos" . 59 In the circumstances , it was 

probably the only answer possible to the South African 

challenge . The Union was provided with all the data 

available on the 3 , 930 mile route between Bathurst and 

Tsumed in South-West Africa.  60 What Pirow described as 

" our scheme for a West Coast Route " ,  61 was to be a once 

weekly return service on the 5 , 000 mile route between 

Johannesburg and B athurst ,  flown by Junkers aircraft 

capable of at least 200 m.p . h . , and it was estimated to 

cost £50 ,000 p . a . 62 It was a fine scheme , British reactions 

notwithstanding , although it is nowhere clear how anxious 

Pirow was to press the idea into operati on . In light of his 

need to seek British cooperation elsewhere in Africa , it may 

be that Pirow was prepared to . use the Bathurst service idea 

more as a bargainin� counter than a serious proposal . In 

58. I . C . I . A . C .  minute s ,  November 18 , 1936. See also I . A . C .  
paper 249. 

59 . I . A . C .  paper 262 , ' Air Services in West Afric a ' , 
December 10,  1936. 

60. AVIA 2/21 1 9 ,  encl .  36c , 18 page report prepared from 
Bri tish data by J .  Holthouse , Airways I1anager (South 
African Railways and Harbours) ,  November 6 ,  1 9 36. 

61 . Ibid. , Antrobus to DO , November 1 8 ,  1936. 

62. Ibid . , enc l .  36c . 
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s:n.Y c ase , by January, Pirow was admitting that "he would 

actually prefer to stop hi s pro j ected service at Lagos • . • •  " ,  

as had been his first intention. 63 By June , 1937 , he had 

abandoned the Bathurst idea completely , having awakened t o  

the fact that in order t o  obtain concessions for South Africa 

in the Congo and French Afric a ,  he would have to  grant 

reciprocal privileges to French and Belgian interests in 

the Union. 64 While he would still have to deal with the 

Portugue se and the Belgians in any plans to move northward , 

Pirow feared most the French moving into South Africa.  Thus , 

be returned to his earlier ' circle route ' ide a ,  but eliminated 

Lagos and French Equatorial Africa on a proposed route : 

Johannesburg-Windhoek-Luanda-Leopoldville-Stanleyville

Entebbe-Kisumu. 65 In the meantime , the focus of hi s concern 

turned once more to the trunk service running northward from 

the Union to Kenya. 

Neither the Bullock-Pirow agreement in 1935  nor the 

'Nairobi Resolutions ' in 1937 had resolved fully the future 

operation of the inland air route south of Kisumu . 66 

63.  Ibid. , W .  Clark (United Kingdom High C ommissioner , 
South Africa)  to DO, January 9,  1937 .  

64 .  Ibid. , Clark t o  DO , June 2 3 ,  1937 . 

65 . Ibid.  The Belgians had indicated an interest in a 
Congo-Union link in November , 1936, and while Firow was 
not "keen" on the idea of allowing SAl3EN.A into the Union , 
his own proposals were almost certain to result in a 
Belgian insistence on reciprocal rights .  AVIA 2/1995 ,  
C lark t o  DO , January 21 , 1937 , and A . M. t o  DO , April 5 ,  
1937. 

66. See above , chapter IX .  
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Initially , Pirow had asked for and obtained the right to 

operate a weekly Johannesburg-Kisumu service , even being 

prepared at one point to share with Imperial Airways a 

Lagos-Cape Town route in return. 67 C learly , British East 

Africa was Pirow ' s  prime target , at one point prompting a 

suggestion by Co lonel Holthouse that SAA take over Imperials ' 

shares in Wilson Airways . 68 But Pirow was not long content 

with a single SAA flight operating northward to Kisumu and a 

twice-weekly service Johannesburg-Pietersburg-Bulawayo . 69 

Beginning in 1937 , the Union was pressing the government s  of 

Northern and Southern Rhodesia  to allow SAA extensions to the 

Bulawayo service , and it was apparent that Firow wanted at 

least three return flights a week along the whole route t o  

Kisumu. 70 Furthermore , Pirow ' s  insistence that SAA use 

aircraft of "uneconomic and unne cessary speed and size " 

which could readily be modified to military use , placed 

the existing and proposed Union services on an equipment 

basis which neither of its African competitors , RANA and 

Wil son Airways , could match. 71 Imperial Airways could only 

view Pirow ' s  proposals with alarm. As Woods Humphrey noted, 

67 . AVIA 2/21 1 9 ,  W .  Clark to DO , January 1 1 ,  1937. 

68. Ibid. , Woods Humphrey to Shelmerdine ( A . M. ) ,  March 1 9 ,  
1937, reporting a Mrs . Wilson-Colonel Holthouse 
conversation in Nairobi . 

69. Imperial Airways , ' Air Transport in the Rhodesias and 
Nyasaland ' ,  unpublished brief to the Rhodesia-Nyasaland 
Royal Commission , March , 1938 ,  p .  3.  

70 . Ibid . , p .  7.  
71 . Ibid. 
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We are feeling considerable concern over the 
continuous drive of South Afri can Airways 
towards the north. Is it too fantastic to 
imagine that the exclusion of Imperial Airways 
from Afri ca altogether and the control of the 
local companies  in the Rhode sias and Kenya may 
be a dream or even a target? - it  is surely but 
a logical extension of the plans already 
accomplished. 72 

Imperials ' fears admitted of some exaggeration , but were 

not without substance . Pirow ' s  aims were appearing at a time 

when the reputation of British aviation in the Union was at a 

low point . The much-heralded England t o  South Africa air race 

in 1 9 36 had been a disaster for the Bri tish aircraft 

manufacturing industry , when only one of 9 British aircraft 

completed the rac e .  7 3  On this occasion the South Afri c an  

press , led by the Star , Die Burger and Die Volksblad ,  were 

scornful of the British effort , the latter paper suggesting 

that the purchase of British military aircraft would le ave 

South Africa vulnerable to air attack , for example , from the 

Italians in Abyssinia .  74 Imperial Airways had been attacked 

from the beginning for the delays and confusion associated 

with the opening of the Cape rout e .  75 Similar delays in 

72. BOAC , I . A. file No. 37 , RANA Company Natters , January
.May , 1937 , Woods Humphrey to Shelmerdine , January 24 , 
1937 .  

7 3 .  Correspondence in AVIA 2/1009 , ' Proposed Air Race from 
England to Johannesburg ' ( 29. 6. 36- ) . J .  W. Schlesinger 
proposed the race t o  coincide with the Empire exhibition 
in the Union and put up £10 , 000 prize money. The only 
winners were C . W . A .  Scott and Giles Guthrie in a 
Percival Vega Gull.  

74. Ibid. ,  Antrobus t o  DO , October 1 0 ,  1 9 36 , encl osed 
extracts from South Afric an  press. 

75. See above , chapter IV . 
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establishing the flying boat service t o  Durban, and in the 

organi sation of the E . A . M. S. , added to Imperi als ' difficulties 

in the Union , difficulties Pirow was ready to exploit by 

pushing for his inland service.  76 By 1938 , Imperials were 

being criticised for not providing a third flying boat service 

to Durban to accommodate the ever-increasing air mail loads . 77 

And alway s ,  Imperial Airways in Africa was criticised for its 

lack of speed on the routes , suggestive of a failure t o  match 

other airlines in performanc e .  78 

Against this backgroWld , Pirow could act with some 

assurance that in any confrontation with Gre at Britain , he 

could rely on general support within the Union. Some South 

African advocates of an aggressive air transport policy were 

prepared to take the Union even further than Pirow , urging 

South Africa-South America and South Africa-Australia links , 

the latter via Madagascar and the Cocos Islands . 79 Pirow, 

however , remained content to pursue Afric an  objective s , at 

?6.  

77. 

78. 

79. 

I . A . C . paper 324,  Memorandum by the Director G eneral of 
Civil Aviation , April 2 ,  1 9 37.  

The Natal Mercury pointed out that whereas India had five 
weekly services and Australia three , the Union had only 
two . The taking over of the Kisumu-Durban sector by SAA 
was "an easy and obvious remedy" . Quoted in the Aero!lane , 
November 1 6 ,  1 9 38 ,  p .  627. See al so discussion in AV 
2/1254. 

See "Ten Years After" , African World , November 26 , 1 938 , 
p .  217. 

A . M. Miller , "South Afric a ' s  Air Link wit.a. Every World 
Centre" ,  Daily Telegr�h (London) , Union of South Afric a  
supplement , June ?, 19 ? . Miller was the famous South 
African air pioneer. 
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least in the first stages of expansion. In Afri c a ,  he c ould 

act out an 11 elderly br other" role in de aling with smaller 

Brit i sh government s on the continent , 80 anu , as Pirow 

identified air transport deve l opment with South A frican 

air defence obj e ctive s ,  the limi ts of Union inter e s t  were 

confined to t�e continent . 81 

By the autwnn of 1938 , arran�emcnt s  were in hand for 

Pirow to vi sit Great Brit ain once more for di scus si ons on 

the many mn.tters still at i s sue between ti1e  Union and Gre at 

Brit ain in air transport and air de fence cevelopment . In 

p art , Pirow ' s visit was to obtain '' the means of defence 

which are vi tally neces sary for the prote ction of South 

Africa" , 82 but the main British aviation concerns were 

Pirow ' s  intenti ons in African air transport . 83 In October , 

80. East African Standard quoted in The Time s ,  September 5 ,  
1936' p .  9. 

81 . On the general que s tion of the relationship of air 
transport to military avi at i on ,  see P . �. C .  Grove s , 
"The Rel at ions bet\·Je en Civil and Mi litary Aviation 11 , 
League of Nations , Advisory C ommitt ee , Organi sation 
for Communications and Transit , 3nouiries into the 
3conomic� Admini strative and L eF,nl Sitntuion of 
Internat ional Air Naviflation (Geneva , 1930) ,  pp. 87-92 . 

82 . Snuts quo ted in the Aeroplane , November 30 , 1938 ,  p . 687.  

8 3 .  T�ere were other c oncerns as  well . Pirow was to visit 
Germany during :nis s e lf-styled ' peace mi ssion ' , and 
assuredly hi s talks with Eitler would include discussion 
on Germany ' s  claio t o  c ol oni es in Africa.  Pirow was 
sympathetic to the German c l airn. See ·./olf e Schmok e l , 
Dream of Em ire : German Colonialism 1 19-194 (London , 
1 4 , pp . 71 , 1 21-22. pacific Bri t i s� c oncerns noted 
in PRLMIBR 1 /289 , ' South Afric a ,  1 9 38 .  Que stion o f  
Return of Colonies to Germany. J?irow ' s  Visit to the 
United h ingdom ' . 
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a meet ing o f  �he I . C . I . A . C .  was called to de termine the 

"princ iples to be adopted" in nego tiations with Pirow. 84 

The commi ttee �as aware of two of Pirow ' s  aims : a daily 

Kisumu- Joho.nnesburs return service , and the carriage of 

South Afri c an mails  south of Kisumu by SAA . 8 5 On the idea 

that J:>irow mic;ht b e  p:-epared to share t!'le trunk service witil 

Imperial Airways , the comni ttee fea:-ed 'that riro\'r would call 

for reciprocal SA.A riGhts to �ngland, one the idea had to be 

left , for tl'le moment , without reso lution. It was c l e ax  that 

a daily servi ce alonG the route was not c ommer cially feasible , 

but as thi s wcs not goinG to deter �iro\r , it  remained a 

que stion of how Gre at Brit ain should exp l c.in its  he sitat i on 

and , at the s n:ne t ime , not surrender t:i.e whole route t o  Pirow 

and SAA . Grent Britain did not want to sec  the t :-unk routes 

broken up betwe en c arri ers , for suer� "seci:;ional i s ation" would 

destroy the very basi s  up on which exist inG arrangements and 

the E . A . M. S .  were based. ihere was tne p�oblem too of 

protec tinG the intere sts of RANA and Wi lson Air\·mys . In 

the end , the c ommittee rec ommended that , 

( 1 )  3ectionali s ation should be :.irmly resisted • • • •  

( 2) A prior =ight to local traffic should be 
reserved for local c omp ::tni e s .  

84 . AVIA 2/2041 , ' Mr .  Pirow ' s  Visit i:;o 'the Uni ted Kingdom 
Civil Aviation �ue stions , 1938 ' , enc l .  4a , l . C . I . A . C .  
meeting , Oc tober 1 2 ,  1938.  

85 .  I . C . I . A . C .  me eting , Oc tober 5 ,  1 9 38 ,  and I . A . C . p aper 
488 , Novcmb0.r 2,  1938 .  



( 3 ) Mr . l'irow s:-iould be given o. symp athetic 
hearing ; but an endeavour should be made 
to  keep the talks in 5eneral terms.  86 
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Pirow arrived in EnGland in early November after 

discussions with the Portu3uese in Lisbon concerning his 

proposed ' circle route ' through Angola. 87 Alcost immediately , 

Pirow introduced another ide a ,  that of SA} ... cooperating on the 

Kisumu route with a "unified company working from the 

north" . 88 'l'he proposal aioed at gettinG rid of RANA and 

Wil son Airways on the main routes , and replacing them and 

Imperial Airways with a single company. "He \·rant s  to deal 

with big people instead of little peopl e " , noted Sir John 

Reith , the recently-appointed cho.irnan of Imperials ,  and a 

man from whor:; Pirow could expect a reedy response to his 
80 notions oi ' bit;ness ' . / Pirow had struc k o.t a most opportune 

moment . Itei t:.:. already had. ideas of o.:n er:mire or commonwealth 

corporation , owned and managed by Great B=itain o.nd the 
9J dominions , to replace Imperial Airways . AlthouGh his 

86 . I . A . C .  paper L�88 , November 2 ,  1 <) 38 ,  p . 3 .  

87 . AVIA 2/20LJ. 1 ,  W .  Se lby (British embassy , iiisbon ) to FO,  
October 29 , 1 9 38.  Firow was al :;;o making training 
facilities available for tb.e Po::::-tugue se in South Afric a .  

88 . Ibid. , Bo.nks (A. I·I. ) to Kinr;sley ·�food. (Secretary of 
State for· Air , 1938- 1 940 ) , November 1 1 , 1938 . 

89. I . A . C .  paper 495 ,  November 25 ,  1938, encl .  A ,  memorandum 
by Reith on interview with �irow , November 4 ,  1 9 38. 

90. See J . c . ·,1 . Rcitc , Int o  the 1..Jind (Lend.on, 1949) , pp . 335ff. , 
on Reith ' s early days with !mp eri.al Airways. 
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ide a was not t o  matu=c , a b e ginning was made in the merge r  

o f  Imperial Airways and 3ritish Airways i.n the Bri t i sh 

Ove r s e a s  Airways C orp oration. 'rhus , t;he ide a of Imp erials 

forminG a new combine in Afri c a  was attractive to the 

busine s s-oindcd �e i th ,  e speci a l ly as i t  p:o�� se d to reso lve 

once and for all the dif.fi c ul t i e s  wi tl� South Afri c a . " I  

c ould clo busir: e s s  with Pirow" , He i -:h re c a l l e d .  91 Pirow had 

swe et ened the ucn.l by offering the p!'Oj> oscC. ne w comp any 

acc e s s  t o  Johcmne sburr; on a reciprocal bn s i s  wi t:i SA.A 

flights to Ki sumu . 92 Tee que s t i on remained wh e t her the 

idea c o uld be sold to the Bri tish go vernment and the Bri t i sh 

Afr i c an ad.minl strations . 

3y mid-November ,  Imp er i al s '  B .  .-I . Galpin had prepared 

a scheme for c onsideration by a sub-c ommi t t e e  of the 

9 3 I . C . I . A . C . It c a l l e d  for the formation of a new c omp any 

to operate landplane servic e s  b e tween Kisumu and J oh annesburg 

on a reciproc�l b a s i s  with SAA . Share s i �  the ne w company 

were to be d i s tri buted as f o l l ows : Imperi al Airways , 60C;b , 
.a.A.NA and 1..Jilson Ai rways , 20j� e a c h .  .Imp e r i a l s  were t o  

continue the flyin5 boat service t o  jurban , the new company 

would operate the landplane r oute vi a Sali sbury , SAA would 

op erate a simi l ar route tlu·ough Livinsstone , and SA.A could 

91 . Ibid . , p .  33G . 

92 . I . A . C .  pa;>cr 49 5 ,  Heith memoranc:!.wn. . 

93 . Ibid. , er.c l . 3 ,  ' Imp eri al Airways . C o- opcro.t i on with 
Local Cor:1p an i e s  and with South A:l..' ri c nn  Ai rways ' ,  
November 1 6 ,  1 9 33 . 
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run another Ki sumu service through South-·�J e s t  Afric a ,  Ango l a  

and the C ongo . 3otn tile new company an ti  S AA  were to " operate 

aircraft of approximately equal c ap a c i ty and p e rformanc e " .  94 

Whi le Bri-cish government offi c i a l s  would have preferred 

the formation of a coopany wi th South African p arti cipat i on , 

Pirow ' s  idea and G alpin ' s  tentative sc�eme were accepted 

wi th l i t tle fus s .  1r:1e I . C . I . A . C .  sub- coI!l.Llittee t ook the 

view that 

the inla."1d route must be deve loped at some time , 
and. from the p o l i t i c a l  point of vi ew i t  would b e  
dif�icult t o  deny to South African int e r e s t s  a 
sha=e in the deve lopment o� that rout e . W i l sons 
and �lANA alone are cl e arly not in a p o s i ti on to 
comp e t e  against �he re s ourc e s  of South Afri c an  
Airways . 95 

There were , of cour se , problems "CO be face d .  The new 

comp any would. require subsidy supp ort , and probably 

expenditures would be needed to improve the aerodromes 

to handle the proposed De Havi l l and J;i 9 5 aircraf t ,  expected 

in s ervi c e  by the end of 1 939.  96 !fore important was the 

opp o s i t i on exp e c t e d  from Last Afri c a  and the Rhodc sias where 

there wns " c onsiderable local sentiment o.gainst RANA and 

Wi l sons b eing put out of exi s t ence . . .  " ,  as appeared to b e  

the c a s e  if tl:e prop o s al w a s  accep t e d .  97 N o t  un t i l  such 

94 . Ibid .  

95 . Ibid . , mi�ut e s  of s e c ond me eting of sub-commi ttee 
(chaired by Sir Donald Banks of t::;.e Air Ministry ) , 
November 1 7 ,  1 9 38 ,  p .  1 .  

96. Ibid . , p .  3 .  
9 7 .  Ibid . , p .  2 .  
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time as agreement was reached with the East African and 

Rhodesian governments could agreement be reached with Pirow. 

However , the sub-committee ' s  view was that if the response 

from Africa was favourable , Pirow could be advised " that his 

proposal for side-by-side operation with a unified company 

is  acceptable in principle subj ect to the settlement of 

details later" . 9B 

Pirow had left Zngland for a short visit to Germany , 

and it was hoped to have a favourable reply to his proposal 

in hand for his expected return in early December . Accordingly, 

the Colonial Office and the Dominions office advised the Bri tish 

African governments of the proposed scheme and invited reply 

"at earliest possible date " .  99 The despatch noted: 

It is  obvious that further development of internal 
landplane route for through traffic is inevitable 
in due course and it is also clear from recent 
discussions with Mr .  Pirow that he is anxious 
that South African intere sts should participate 
to increasing extent • • • •  [we] do not consider that 
the route in question can be adequately developed 
through the medium of such local companie s  alone 
in view of their limited resources.  Nor will it 
be possible in general Imperial interest 
indefinitely to deny to South African interests 
a larger share in the development of that route .  100 

In anticipation of reactions , the de spatch pointed out 

that the intention was not to de stroy the local companies , 

but in fact , their share-holdings would safeguard their 

98 . Ibid. , p .  3. 

99. AVIA 2/2041 , telegram , Novenber 26 , 1 938 . Also I . A . C .  
paper 497 , Novecber 29 , 1938 .  

100. Ibid. 
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intere s t s  on the main route , and in add i t i on , they would 

have a monop oly of traffic on other rout e s  and al l the 

charter work available . 1 01 In a f inal note , the African 

colonial governments were as sured that the propo s e d  change s  

would not require addi tional subsidy supp ort or other 

102 expendi ture s .  

The East African �overnments replied in general ' favour 

of the ide a ,  although urging that W i l s ons ' shares in the new 

company should b e  25%. 103 Northern Rhode s i a  likewi se raised 

no serious obj ections . 104 
The stumbling b l ock to any qu ick 

accep t ance of the new comp any was Southern Rhode s i a , where 

fears were genuine that the prop o s a l s  neant the end of 

RANA . 105 I n  a c ab l e  t o  Rei t h ,  J. ·1-1 . Downie , RANA ' s 

chairman , c omp lained that wi th the introduc t i on of the new 

scheme , some �48 , 000 out of an expected re venue of £70 , 000 
1 0 -would be lost t o  the new comp any and SAA . b Barnard , 

Imp eria l s ' re sident operations manager in Sali sbury , pointed 

out , 

101 . Ibid .  

102. Ibid . 

103.  AVIA 2/2041 , High C ommi s s i oner for Transp ort , Kenya 
and Uganda Rai lway , to C O ,  December 2 ,  1 9 38 .  

104. Ibi d . , G overnor to C O ,  Dec ember 5 ,  1938 .  

105 .  Ibi d . , G overnor to C O ,  Dec ember 2 ,  1938 .  

106 . Ibi d . , Downie t o  Re ith , November 29 , 1 9 38 .  
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The fact that we - Imp e ri a l  Airways - propose 
t o  c ome back onto the central route in some 
other guis e , will , I am afraid , not be very 
p a l at ab l e  to a good many inve r e s t s : • • • •  1 07 

In a sec ond communication , Downie expr e s s ed hi s 

d i s app ointment that RANA had not b e en " t aken into your 

c onfidence imn:edi a t e l y  you knew the se prop o s a l s  were 

taking shap e " ,  and warned :  

Y ou may c ont inue t o  operat e along the East 
C o a s t  bu� sooner or later you wi l l  be driven 
back to the central route wi th the mai l s  and 
to share them i f  not t o  par:·t wi th them at 
Ki sumu . 'rhe p o l i t i c  al as \'Je l l  us the 
c ommerc i a l  imp l icat i ons will be far reac hing 
and very l ikely far beyond anything you 
c ontemp l ate at the present moment . T o  my 
mind the great mi s t ak e  was r:iade - when the 
South Afric an Airways were permi t t e d  t o  go 
beyond Lusaka. 108 

Downi e ' s  reaction re f l e c t e d  p a s t  Rhod e s i an dea lings with 

Pirow, e sp e c i a l l y  hi s insistence on " absolute r e c iproc ity" on 

RANA/SAA p o o l ing arrangements b e tween 3ulowayo and Johanne sburg , 

and his threat t o  c l ose the route i f  SAA was not a l l owed 

nor th. 109 Reith was prepared t o  handle 3.A.NA ' s  and Southern 

Rho d e s i an c omp l aint s ,  but in the meantime , hop e s  had vani shed 

for more detail e d  discussions w i th Pirow prior to hi s return 

to South Afric a .  Fortunat e l y , Pirow did not regard the matter 

as one of "par t icular urgenc y " , and he agreed t o  further 

107.  BOAC , I . A . file , ' Ki sumu- Joh anne sburg Servic e s ,  19 36-
1938 ' , J arnard t o  G alpin , Decemb e r  3 ,  1 9 38 .  

108. Ibi d . , Downie to Re i th ,  December 3 , 1 9 38 . 

1 09 . Ibid. , encl . ,  ' No t e s  of Interview be twe en Firow and 
Southern R� odesi an Delegation , Fre t ori a ,  22 J un e  38 , 
re Extension of SAA Service beyond Bulawayo ' ,  1 5  pp . 



597 

communications on the idea and was prepared to await "more 

concrete proposals " .  1 1 0  

While the Treasury had yet t o  be convinced o f  the merits 

of the plan , 1 1 1  Imperials and the Air Ministry were prepared 

to take further action. Reith decided to send Sir John 

Maffey, a director of Imperial Airways , on a mission to 

Africa with the task of reaching agreement on ' 1 5  Points 

for Settlement ' prepared by the company. 1 1 2  These were 

carefully reviewed by a sub-committee of the I . C . I . A . C .  in 

late January , 1939 , and .Maffey was briefed on the role he was 

expec ted to play. 1 1 3  In effect , Maffey was to represent the 

government as well as Imperial Airways in Nairobi , Lusaka , 

Salisbury and Pretoria. Accompanied by B .  W. Galpin, Maffey 

found , as expected , a determination everywhere to keep alive 

both Wilsons and RANA , respectively the ' chosen instruments '  

of East Africa and the Rhodesias . 1 14 Nonetheless , he urged 

acceptance by local authorities of the necessity of displacing 

the local companies on the main route , and won a general 

110.  AVIA 2/2041 , encl.  52b , Note s of meeting with Pirow, 
December 8 ,  1938. 

1 1 1 .  Ibid. , extracts from meet ing of I . C . I . A . C . , November 
30, 1938 . It was estimated the new comp any would 
require £162 , 500 p . a . in subsidy, an amount which 
sent a shudder through Treasury delegates.  

1 1 2 . Ibid. , B.  W.  Galpin to Burkett (A. M. ) ,  secret , 
January 1 4 ,  1 939. 

1 1 3 .  I . A . C .  paper 516A ,  February 2 ,  1939.  

114. A resume of discussions may be found in AVIA 2/2041 , 
encl.  142b , Central African Landplane Route . 
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endorsement of the scheme for a new company , and co-operation 

with SAA plans to develop additional service s .  By mid-1'1arch , 

Maffey was in Cape To\'m where he was able to set out the 

line s  of an informal general agreement with Pirow. 1 1 5  

In summary , Pirow had obtained all t�at he had want ed. 

SAA was to maintain its existing weekly Johannesburg-Ki sumu 

service , but would now operate , in addition , a twice weekly 

Ndola-Johannesbur� service which could later be expanded 

into a through service .  As well , Soutn Africa obtained the 

rights to operate beyond Ki sumu to :.Sntebbe and the C ongo , 

thus the realisation of Pirow ' s  ' c ircle route ' .  On the 

British side , Imperials were to operate one through service 

extended to Durban via Johannesburg , thus re- introducing the 

imperial presence in the Union. On behalf of Imperial s ,  RANA 

would operate a twice weekly Johanne sbu.re;-Ndola service until 

such time as addi tional through services were organised and 

run by Imperials . Details of revenue sharing , cabotage , ground 

facilities and related matters were likewi se agreed  upon. 1 1 6  

Only a formal agreement remained t o  be sibned before the whole 

new operation could be put into effec t ,  but the war intervened 

to prevent its imp lementation. 1 1 7  

1 1 5 .  I . A . C .  paper 525 , Apri l 1 2 ,  1939 ,  encl . Letter of 
Agreement ,  Pirow to .Maffey,  March 1 7 ,  1939 .  

116 .  Ibid. Also BOAC , I . A. file No . 1 3 ,  ' South African 
Airways (C onpany Matters ) , 1938-195 3 ,  encl .  

1 1 7 .  Formal agreements had likewise t o  b e  arranged with the 
Bri tish African governments ,  as yet not party to the 
Pirow/I'faffey arrangement s .  
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For the moment , the new arrangements represented an 

important triumph for Pirow . In return for what was , in 

fact , one added Brit ish service to the Uni on , SAA was now 

solidly entrenched on the inland trunk route . His civil/ 

mili tary Junkers aircraft were to be used , thus realising 

the aim of pushing outward the Union ' s  first line s of defence 

with air transport . Most important , Pirow c ould qlaim credit 

for an accelerated pace of air transport devel opment in much 

of Bri tish Afri ca.  The new scheme promised swifter and more 

frequent air servic e s  with modern aircraft , and coupled to 

Pirow ' s  pl anned servi c e s  to Angol a ,  Mozambique and the Congo , 

the se served to promote Union aims of �preading its influence 

northward in pu=suit of the dream of a united ' whi te ' Afri ca. 

Few of these achievements were sp elled out in the Pirow/ 

Maffey agreemen t,  but the political implicat ions of the 

expanded SAA role were apparent and conclusive . In the 

meantime , Pirow could but await the re sults of Bri tish 

effort s to  persuade East Afric a  and the Rhode s i as to  accept 

the agreement and new company ide a .  

The Pirow/Maf fey agreement prompted almost i�edi ate 

concern in East Afri c a  and Southern Rhode sia.  In �he East 

African view,  the probable effects were worse than either 

Wilsons or Imperial Airways had contemp l at e d ,  for \vi lsons 

were to be removed from the main route entirely. 1 1 8 Since 

1 1 8 .  AVIA 2/2041 , H. L. Gurney ,  Se cre tary , Conference of 
3ast African Governors , to CO, Hny 1 1 , 1939. 
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the commencement of SAA services to Kisumu , Wilsons had 

operated a twice weekly service on the Kisumu-Lusaka 

sector. With adequate subsidy support provided by the 

E . A . M. S .  agreement , 1 19 the company needed the route , 

despite the loss of £400 per month on t he second servic e ,  

operated outside the terms of the E . A . H . S .  agreement to 

compete with SAA. 1 20 In effect , the implement�tion of the 

Pirow/I1affey agreement would spell financial disaster for 

Wilson Airways , unless the East African governments were 

prepared to be more generous with their ' chosen instrument • . 1 21 

Wilsons ' remaining services thus had a cl ouded future , and 

the suggestion was made that Imperial Airways should complete 

the take-over. 122 

Matters were equally serious in Southern Rhodesia where 

the government was pressing ahead with plans to purchase the 

Beit Trust shares in RANA. 1 2 3  There were a number of details 

1 1 9 .  

120 .  

1 21 .  

1 22 .  

123.  

AVIA 2/2030 , ' Proposed Agreement for Kisumu-Lusaka 
Service , 1 9 38-1940 ' , part I ,  Notes of a meeting , May 
30 , 1 9 38 .  As per Cmd. 5770 ( 1 938) , wilsons was to 
receive £1 7 , 500 in subsidy in 1 9 38- 39. 

Ibid. , Notes of a meeting, May 25 , 1 9 38 ,  p .  6 .  Wil sons 
had to run two service s  to match the carrying capacity 
of Pirow ' s  Junkers . 

The East African governments accepted the recommendations 
of the Sir Osborne Hance report that Wilsons be granted 
a monopoly and the status of ' chosen instrumen t '  in air 
transport policy. See Kenya , Report on the Co-ordination 
of Transport in Kenya9 U�anda, and the Tanganyika 
Territory (Nairobi, 1 37 • 

AVIA 2/2041 , Gurney to C O ,  May 1 1 , 1939 .  

Ibid. , Governor to DO , June 6 ,  19 39 . This would give 
Southern Rhodesia a controlling interest . 
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in the Pirow/I-:affey agreement which 6..isturbed the RJ1odesians , 

inc luding the right of SAA to operate one service through 

Sali sbury , and the prospect of being ousted from the Ndola

Joha.nne sburg route when Imp erials decided to exercise the ir 

t .  1 24 
op ion. Huggins , the d outhern Rhode sia Prime l'1ini ster,  

argued the point that RANA could not be expected to operate 

"on reasonably commerc ial lines if the cream of traffic was 

going to be skirruned by the six services of lmperial Airways 

and South Afri c an  AirHays be tween Ki sumu and South Afric a " .  

He added , " the thought that RANA had been squeezed out by 

Mr. Pirow would rise prominently in the public ' s mind" . 1 25 

What became clear was that the basis of Southern Rhode si an 

antipathy to the scheme lay in the prominent role t o  be 

pl ayed by SAA at the expense of RANA . RANA had hoped to 

operate as far north as Kisumu , but thi s ambition was now 

denie d ,  and the prospects of RAl�A beins other than a minor 

local company were being swiftly dimmed .  f"luch more s o  than 

in East Africa ,  a great deal of prestige was attached to RANA 

as the ' chosen instrument ' in the dhodesias and Nyasaland. 

Only with firm assurances by Imperial Airways and the Air 

Ministry was Southern Rhode sia won to a more accommodating 

position toward the new scheme . 1 26 

1 24.  AVIA 2/2102 ,  ' Negotiations in C onne ction wi�h Kisumu
South Africa Landplane Service , 1 9 39-1 940 ' , Notes of a 
meeting , June 29 , 1 939 , p . 3 .  

125 .  Ibid. , r·::tnutes o f  a me eting , July 1 0 ,  1939, pp . 1 ,  3 .  

1 26. Ibid. , pp . 3-4 . 
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'Grumble s '  from the British African colonie s  dragged 

out negotiations u..--itil mid-summe:::- 1 939 , and with the second 

world war but weeks away, Pirow ' s  plan , like many other 

matters , was swept aside ' as Smuts led the Union into the 

war , the last victory for "Che forces  of Bri tish imperiali sm 

in South Africa. 1 27 

Nonetheles s ,  Pirow ' s  record as Minister re sponsible for 

the development of South Afri can air transport is out standing , 

indicative of a firm re solve to  push forward a ' South Africa 

First ' policy , and a shrewd political sense that rallied 

support for t�e cause in the Unio�. Capitali sin5 on the 

renascent Afrikaner national ism of t�e 1 9 30 ' s ,  Pirow 

translated this mood into a rival imperialism which challenged 

the mi3ht of the Eritish empire in Africa.  To a great extent , 

Pirow and South Africa were the victors . His fleet of Junkers 

aircraft was "Che finest in Africa , and only the war prevented 

the introduction of the JU90 ' s ,  Great four-e�gined aircraft 

which would have given SAA a ten ye ar lead on its  competitor s . 1 28 

Pirow had. no qualms about opera tine; 1:.is  airline at a deficit ,  

1 27 .  Pirow was replaced in the new Smuts cabinet by Frederick 
Claud Sturrock in the Railways and Harbours portfolio , 
and by Smuts himself in Defence . The triumph of South 
African nationalism had to await ti:e nationalist 
electoral win in 1948. 

1 28 .  Four JU90 aircraft were on order in 1 939 . None were 
delivered,  and the only one te sted in African 
conditions crashed on t ake-off at Bathurst in 1938 ,  
killing 1 1  of 1 7  persons on board . Aeroplane , 
November 30 , 19?8 ,  p .  688 . 
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its air defence dimension being sufficient justificati on for 

expenditures which neither Imperial Airways nor RANA and 

Wilsons could mat ch . 1 29 Und er Pir ow , air transport in the 

Union never struggl ed with the British dictum: ' c ivil 

aviation must fly by itself ' .  

Pirow ' s  deci sion to monop olise all air transport in the 

Union provided the strong base for his expansionist air 

p olicy . By 1 9 39 , the Union c ould bonst o� the fine st 

network of air services on the continent . 1 30 On the 

que stion of foreign carri ers operatins into the Uni on , 

Pirow ' s  policy was to demand " strict reciproci ty" .  1 31 

Thus , the Italians were ·rej ected in 1 9 .38 ,  the Dutch in 1 9 36 ,  

and the Germans earlier. 1 32 None of the se stat e s  c ould 

offer SAA reciprocal privilege s ,  altnough the Dutch made a 

sec ond effort in 1 9 39 ,  prompt ing Pirow to fear ti1at " it might 

bec ome embarassinr; " in light of Dutch sympathi e s  in the 

Union . 1 33 In Pirow ' s  terms , the only non-Briti sh states 

129. For the financ ial year 1 9 38- 39 , SAA e stimated a deficit 
of £262 , 554 . AVIA 2/1879 , enc l .  1 29b , South A::ri can 
Rai lways and Harbours Estimates , 1 9 38- 39 , Airways 
Revenues and Expenditure s .  

1 30 .  See map , p .  569 . 

1 31 .  An exc eption was the Bri tish servi ce to Durban . Not 
unti l  1 945 was SAA able to c omr.icnce the ' Springbok ' 
services be tween ingland and South Afri ca in co-operation 
with BOAC . Stroud , Annals , p .  553 . 

1 32.  Cape Ar0us , ?ebruary 7 ,  1938 .  

1 33 .  F O  371 /23899 , Po litical ( Western) Commerc ial Aviation 
( 1 939) , U48G5 , Dutcb Air Services to South Afi·ic a ,  
Clark t o  D O ,  February 27 , 1 9 39 .  A K . L . M. ' goodwill ' 
flight did vlsit the Uni on in January , 1 940 .  
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eligible to operate reciprocal servic e s  with South Africa 

were Portugal and Belgium. By 1939 ,  DETA was f lying t o  

Johanne sburg , and in return SAA opened i t s  Luanda service 

from South-1..Je st Africa.  A .Be lgi an/South African agreement 

was reported in August ,  1 9 39 ,  allowinG SA3ENA access  to the 

Union in return for SAA op eration throuGh the C ongo on 

Pirow ' s  ' c irc le route ' .  1 34 Had this a�reement been 

implemented,  one can sp eculate the probable effects thi s 

might have had on the European mails  and passenger traffic 

monop oly enj oyed by Im�erial Airways , despite Pirow assuranc e s  

that "there was no intention o f  operating the C ongo service in 

such R way as to affect Imperial Airways adversely" . 1 35 

Pirow , a nan who se virtue s of perseverance and nati onal 

pride were often overshadowed by his militant racism and pro

Nazi sympathi e s ,  was nonetheless the principal archi tect of 

South African air transport development . For six years , he 

led the strongest of all challenges to British air paramountcy 

in Afri ca with c onsiderable succe s s .  H i s  most l ast ing 

contribution was the stron1:5 foundation which he bui lt in 

the Union , upon which South African Airways could c ontinue 

to build after the war. 1 36 SAA was �estined to become one 

1 34.  

1 35 .  

1 36.  

AVIA 2/1995 , enc l .  34a , extract fron Flight , August 1 0 ,  
1 939 . �he Air Yunis �ry admitted i t  haa no record of 
the outcome of Union/Belgian neGotiati ons on reciprocal 
service s  to the Hand . Ibid..  , encl . 30a. 

130AC , I . A .  file Ho . 1 3 ,  not es on Pirow/riaffey n.greement . 

See South Afric an  Airways , Fift;y Years of Flir,ht , 
chapters 8-'1 1 .  
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of the great air lines of Af=ica in the post-war era , and 

it was Oswald Pirow w:i.o was instrumental in assuring a 

future of South African ,  not British , air transport 

paramountcy in the Union. 



CHAPrER XII 

Two DECADES OF AVIATION IN 

BRITISH AFRICA : 'I'EE BA.LANCE SHEET 

The pas sengers , the c argo and the mai l 

do not want to ride in an aeroplane ; 

what they want i s  to be at their 

destination. 

Jack Grllillbridge , 1 966. 1 
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"·I'nere i s  still time " ,  noted Imperials ' J . C .  W .  Reith 

in late 1938 ,  

t�ough t ime pre sses and competiti on i s  
intense and increasing o n  every foreign 
lane --- still time to order outlook and 
procedure , so that ( in I"Ir .  Bridge s '  phrase 
of another but c ognate agency) the ' globe
spread net of sp e eded interc ourse '  shall be 
of Bri tish weaving , and that through the 
seven skie s ,  if seven there be , as once 
upon the seven seas , Bri tish craft may 
p ly supreme . 2 

The sentiments were not unlike those of Sir Samuel 

Hoare a decade e arlier.  3 Such were the proud hop e s  of 

the new chairman of Great Brit ain ' s  ' chosen instrument ' 

1 .  

2 .  

3 . 

J ack L .  Grumbridge , Marketing Management in Air 
TransEort (London , 1966), p .  29. 

Imperial Airways , Re�ort of the Annual General Meeting 
1938 , November 1 4 ,  1 38, p .  1 3 .  

See above , chapter II , passim. 
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evP.n as two C.e cade s of British imperial air transport were 

coming to a close in a world racinG nadly but inexorably t o  

war . Rei t!1 1 s me ssage c le ar ly expressed a concern for the 

proble�s fac inG Imperial Airways , and with c ause . 

International air transpo=t had rapidly become an 

incre asingly comp e titive op eration. 4 T�is was certainly 

true in Africa. In the Union , Pirow was challenging Brit i sh 

dominion . 5 Elsewhere , the French were building an air 

emp ire with considerable suc c e s s .  6 By 1938 , for all the 

great pi oneer.i ng work :mperial Airways had done in Europe 

and along the empire routes , and despi te its  generally 

exc ellent reco�d of regularity and safety , it was apparent , 

as  one critic later wrote , that 

these services were less fraquent than they 
should have been , s lower than they c ould 
have been , and less c omprehensive than they 
mig�t have been. 7 

Changes were thus being c alled for in the last few years 

before world war two , chanc:;es which would re-define the aims 

and re- organize the means of Bri tish imperial ai r transport 

4.  Burt 1'1. McConnell , "'.!.'he Race for .Aerial 'l'rade Route s  1 1 , 
Yale Review , AXVII ( December , 1937 ) , 348- 57 . 

5 .  See above , chapter XI.  

6 .  R.-J.  de Marolles , "La Regie Fran9 aise ' Air Afrique ' et  
son Remarquable Devel opement " ,  Schwe izer Aero-Revue , 
XIV (August 25 , 1 939) , 365 . 

7 . Nigel Tan�ye , Bri tain in the Air (London , 1944) , p .  31 . 
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policy. These involved ( 1 )  the abandonment of the more or 

le ss laisser faire policy defining the re lati onship betwe en 

the government and Imperial Airways and other air transport 

operators , and ( 2 )  the formation of a new ' chosen instrument ' ,  

the British Over seas Airways C orporati on (TIOAC ) ,  so named by 

Rei th because in his view , it expressed best the " function" 

of the air line . 8 Most important , in the merger of 

Imperial Airways and British Airways , the two existing 

' f lag carriers ' ,  BOAC was created o.s a public c orporation,  

bringing British air transport int o line with its 

continental rivals , and in Afric a ,  with the Union . In 

turning to nationalization as the panacea for the many ills 

which appeared to  plague British air transport , the government 

had at last recogni zed the national and imperial importance 

of thi s still young industry . 9 It was a step taken with 

re luctance by some , 10 while greeted with j oy by British 

8.  Among the names considered for the new corporation were 
British Air Line s ,  Brit ish Air Transport , Bri tish Air 
Services , British Airways , Briti sh Ai=ways Transport , 
British C ommonwealth Airways , and British Skyways .  
AVIA 2/2091 ' I Title of New Civil Air 1l'ransport 
C orporation , 1 9 39 ' . 

9.  For a brief discussion of Briti sh public c orporation 
building , see Sidney Pol l ard , The Develo}ment of the 
British E conomy, 1914-19�0 (London ,  1962 , pp . 172-73 . 
See too John LonGhurst , ationalizat i on in Practice : 
the Civil Aviation �xperiment (London , 1950). 

10. Earl of Woolton , 'l'he Memoirs of the R t .  non. 3arl of 
Woolton (London , 1959), p .  141 .  · Wo olt on se=ved on the 
Cadman Committee (to be discussed. below) . 
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soci alists who could argue that ful l state c ontrol was long 
1 1  

overdue . 

These change s were fundamental .  Zven as they refle cted 

the failure of laisser faire , the guiding princ iple of British 

air transport since 191 8 ,  1 2  they signalled the end of one 

era and the beginning of another. Bri ti s!1 avi ation was now 

set on a new course , and , as it was to affect Great Brit ain , 

so too was it to affect subsequent air transport planning and 

deve lopment in British Afric a .  Althoue;!l world war two 

delayed the emulation of the British model in the African 

empire , state c ontrol was to become the pat tern of 

organi zation in the formation of regional air carriers 

after the war and national airlines in the years of 

independence .  13 
The developments leading up to the f ormati on of BOAC 

need no detailed accounting here . 1 4  Criticism of both 

1 1 .  Ernest Davie s ,  "Civil Aviation : From Subsidy to Public 
Corporation " , "National " Capitalism (London , 1 9 39) , 
pp . 245-64 . Also "Wings for Peace . Labour ' s Po st-War 
Poli cy for Civil Flying" , (London , 1 9Ll4) , pamphle t .  

1 2 .  Robin Higham , "The British Government and Overseas 
Airline s ,  1918- 19J9 ; a Fai lure of Laisser Faire " ,  
Journal of Air Law and Commerce ,  XXVI (Winter , 1959) , 1 .  

1 3 .  For example , East African Airways Corporation and 
Central African Airways ; later , Ghana Airways and 
others .  

1 4 .  A good suomary account is provided i n  Higham, Bri tain' s 
Im�erial Air 3oute s ,  pp . 260- 309 . See al so H. J .  Dyo s 
an D. H. Aldcroft , British Transn ort (Leice ster , 1 969) , 
pp . 386-88 . 
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Imperial Airways and the Air Ministry had been voiced 

throughout the 1 9 30 ' s  and was , in part , responsible for 

the government decision to sponsor a second ' chosen 

instrument ' , British Airways , to build up the British 

air presence in Europe , West Africa and South America. 1 5  

In November 1937 ,  a House of Commons debate on civil 

aviation brou5ht matters into sharp focus . In a scathing 

indictment of British air policy,  Robert Perkins , a pilot 

and vice-president of the Bri tish Air Line Pilot s '  

Association (BALPA) , delivered a 56 minute speech covering 

a wide range of specific criticisms . 16  He c alled for a 

public inquiry,  and "the head of the Secretary of State for 

Air on a charger" as well . 1 7  In summary , both the Air 

Ministry and Imperial Airways were included in this general 

accusation of ineffici ency. An embarrassed government could 

not ignore the criticism. Within a week , Lt . Col . A. J .  

Muirhead , the under-secretary of state , announced the 

formation of a c ommittee to investigate the charges under 

the chairmanship of Lord Cadman of the Anglo-Iranian Oil 

Company. 18 

1 5 .  See above , chapter X. 

16.  Hansard, CCCXXIX, November 17,  1937 , cols . 417- 34.  

17.  Ibid. , col . 417.  

18.  Besides Cadman , the committee included Sir Frederick 
I1arquis ( later Lord Wool ton) , a I1idlands businessman 
and bank direc tor ; T .  Harrison Hughes ,  a shipowner ; 
and J .  W .  Bowen, President of the Post Office 
Employees ' Approved Society .  Hansard , CCCXXIX, 
November 30,  1 937,  col s .  1879-80 . 
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The Cadman Committee completed and submitted its 

important report in February 1 9 38 ,  19 in the Aeroplane ' s  

view ,  " about t!le most sensible official document that has 

yet been issued on Civil Aviation " .  20 The :aeport supported 

most of the criticisms that had been brou�ht out in the 

debate in the House of Commons , noting that it had reve aled 

" a  genuine apprehension that , except on Empire routes [ my  
italics] , this country is  backward in  civil air transport '' . 2 1  

Tracing the development and expression of British air policy 

since the formation of Imperial Airways in 1924, the Committee 

found much to cause alarD. The Bri tish aircraft manufacturing 

industry had yet to produce a medium-sized air liner , 

"comparable to the leading foreign types " ,  and this the 

Committee blaI!led on "an operating policy which disregarded 

aircraft deve lopment and production . • . •  " 22 '.L'he Air Ministry 

was indicted on several counts. The Committee found that as 

Imperial Airways ' contracts de alt only with specific routes ,  

"they neither supported nor encouraged the development of new 

20 . 

21 . 

22 . 

A . M. , Report of the Committee of Inguir� into C ivil 
Aviation and the Observations of H. M. overnment 
Thereon, Cmd. 5685 (1938). Papers and correspondence 
in CAB 27/64 3 ,  ' C abinet - Committee on the C adman 
Report on Civil Aviation ' .  See also , E .  D .  Weiss , 
"Civil Aviation: Report of the Inquiry onto Civil 
Aviation" , Economic Journal , XLVIII (September , 1938 ) , 
5 58-66. 

Aeroplane , March 1 6 ,  1938 , p .  331 . 

Cadman Report ,  p .  6 .  

Ibid . , p .  7 .  
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rout e s .  ':L'h.e e ssential sti.oulus to expa_r1sion was , therefore , 

entirely lacking " . 23 The gist of the Committee 

recommendations with regard to the Air Ministry was a 

strengthening of the civil aviation side , beginning with 

the cre ation of a " second post of Parliament ary Under

Secretary of State who wi l l  devote �is whole time to the 

problems of civil aviation" . 24 Thi s did not answer fully 

the complaint s of critics who felt that as long as civil 

aviation was control led by the RP..F-dominated Air 11ini stry , 

civil aviation would. :remain "as  a sort of Cindere llo. to be 

kept in the backGround u . 25 Nonetheless , the recommendation 

made clear the inadequacy of the exi stin� Air I1ini stry 

cstabli sr.ment to mee t  the Growin5 needs of air trans�ort 

development . 

Turning to Impe:-ial Airways , the Committee was especially 

critical o.f t:i.e c ompany ' s  relations with the Air Ministry ,  

accusing it o �  failinlj t o  c o- operate while being " intolerant 

of sugge stion and unyie lding in negotiation " . 26 In the 

23.  

25 .  

26 . 

Ibid. , p .  8 .  

Ibid. , p .  1 2 .  The recommendations called for a further 
strengthening of the department at all leve l s .  

Lord Brabazon o f  Tara , "Ad Astra " , Journal of the Royal 
Aeronautical Society, XLVI ( Octobe r ,  1942) , 252. Many 
would have liked to see ci vi l aviation under the Board 
of Trade or the Ministry of Transport . A separate 
��nistry of Civil Aviation was established in 1 944, 
but after several changes in the next decade s ,  civil 
aviation c ame to rest with the Board of Trade and there 
remains as of dD.te of writing ( 1 974) . 

Cad.man Report , p .  1 5 .  
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opinion of the Coomi ttee , •,•Joods Hump::rey,  t!l.e managing 

di :::-ector , had taken " too narrow a commercial view" of the 

company ' s  operations . 27 It recommended thnt the company 

have a full-time c�airman who would personally c ontrol 

the management of Imp eri als , as i t  not ed that " s erious 

defects in tr..e mnnagement of Imperi cl Airways call for 

immediate reform; and some change in direct ing personnel 

may well be involved" .  28 It was an attack on the ' chosen 

ins trument 1 w:"lich would lead to the forced resignation of 

Woods Humphrey ,  tne man who , with :=:ric Gedde s ,  had 

contributed so much t o  the building of Imperi al Airways . 29 

The Cadman C ommittee Report hac much else t o  say about 

aeronautical re search , aircraft manuf acturing and other 

pertinent air mat ters . Although its  criticisms may well 

have pointed to the formation of a Jmblic c orporation or 

the merger of the two ' chosen instrument s ' , the C oIDr.littee 

27 . 

28. 

29 . 

Ibid. I�p e:::-ials felt this to be a most unfair charge 
in that the very charter of the c ompany had c alled 
for a " c ommercial organi sation run entirely on busines s  
line s . . . .  " Imperial Airways St aff Hews , l"iarch 1 7 ,  
1 9 38 ,  p .  2.  See discussion in Higham, Britain ' s  
Imperial Air Route s ,  pp . 283-84 . 

Cadman Report , p .  32.  

Some had hoped that woods Humphrey would be promoted 
to head Imperials or to head any new comp any that c ame 
into being ,  and his departure was lamented in civil 
avi ation circle s .  Aeroplane , June 29 , 19 38 , pp . 798-800 ; 
Fli�ht , June 2 3 ,  1 938, p .  605 ;  Alfred Instone , The 
Ear t Birds , pp . 48 , 191-92. Hei th and Woods 
Hump rey simply could not see eye to eye on the future 
course of the new c oncern. 2e ith , Into the Wind , p .  31 5 .  
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was quiet on the matter,  le aving thi s to be the work of 

Reith from the moment of his appointment as Chairman of 

Imperial Airways . 30 

In general , the Report was accepted by the Government 31 

and the most import ant of its rec ommendations , calling for 

gre ater supp ort and financial assistance for civi l aviation , 

brought a quick and generous response . The Government 

p ledged an immedi ate increase to £ 3 , 000 , 000 p . a . in 

subsidies payable to air transport compani e s .  32 Such a 

reaction was not as surpri sing as it would first appe ar to 

be . Awakened to air transport realities by the sweep and 

comprehension of the Cadman Report , Great Britain was 

compelled to remedy the situation . A failure to do so at 

this late date would have meant a final abandonment of 

British dre ams and claims to an ' emp ire of the air ' . What 

was being abandoned instead were the inadequate me ans to 

thi s end . The Cadman Report and the posit ive response to 

30. Reith took over July 4 ,  1938.  On his appointment , see 
PRZJ1I3R 1 /246 , Civil Aviation , 1938. Chairmanship of 
Imperial Airways . 

31 . Cadman Reuort , ' Observations of H . M . Government ' ,  pp . 
1 - 1.l. l. . 

32. State for Air to 
._--.,..-....�,....._�.,._��-.--=-=,......_�,...._...--......... � ;  ar iament , _1:£ 

· inancial revi sions Ac t ,  1938 , 1 & 2 
e o .  , eh. 33. t moved one critic to comment later , 

11A t last , in 1938,  we , the victors of the i·1orld war , 
had voted as much for Civil Aviation as Germany , the 
vanqui shed ,  did in 1928 " . Bruce .tilliot , Our Airline s 
our Lifelines (London , n . d. ) ,  p .  16.  
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its recommendations thus sounded the death knell  of the 

idea that ' civil aviation must fly by itself ' . 

The Cadman Com.mi ttee Report ·1:1as the first step in the 

maj or transformation of British and Imuerial air transport 

planning and policy. The second , t�c formation of BOAC , 

followed swiftly. The forceful Reith arGued that he had 

only accepted. the chairmanship of Imperi al Airways on the 

condition that it would be natio:ialized . 33 Once this 

view was accepted,  it took little persuasion to eA.'J)and the 

idea to include the second ' chosen instrument ' ,  British 

Airways . By Novembe!' 1 938 , a co-oy>crative and. concerned 

Cabinet was discussing the first draft of the proposed new 

corporation.  34 In the Eouse of Cormons , the Air Minister , 

Kingsley 'tlood , announced the government ' s  public c orporation 

proposal , to be "the most satisfactory inst1.,ument for the 

development of overseas civil aviation • • • •  11 • 35 Noting the 

authorized increase in subsidy support provided e arlier in 

the year , he pointed to an important ��nancial rationale for 

the proposal . The Cadman Committee had censured. the idea of 

3 3 .  Reith , Into the �ind , pp . 329- 31 . 

34. CAB 24/280 , C . P. 246( 38) . Cabine t .  ' Imperial Airways 
and Bri tish Airways ' • .Memorandum by the Chancellor of 
the Exchequer and the Secretary of State for Air , 
Novembe::- 3 ,  1938. Also CA3 2 3/96 , 54( 38 ) 8 ,  November 
9 ,  1938. 

35.  Hansard , CCCXLI , Novcober 1 1 , 1938 ,  cols . 453-5 5 . Note 
the emph asi s on " overseas civil aviution1 1 • 
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dividends being paid out of  public money , as had been the 

case with Imperial Airways . The new organization would 

thus eliminate thi s criticism,  and at the same time , 

facilitate the raisinc of new c apital by the governnent 

"on terms whicl'1 would not prove unduly expensive to the 

Exchequer " .  The government was therefore to t ake over the 

exi st ing undertakings of Imperial Airways and British 

Airways ,  for " a  fair and reasonable price " .  36 

In general , the proposed new corpor a tion was well 

received.  37 3y the summer of 1 939 , shareholders of 

Imperial Airways and Bri tish Airways �ad accepted purchase 

prices of £2 ,6 59 , 086 and £573 , 500 respectively. 38 

Discussions with Dominion and C oloni al governments obtained 

approval for a continuati on of their subsidy and postal 

agreements with ll!lperial Airways . 39 In August , on the eve 

36 . 

37 . 

38 . 

39 . 

Ibid .  

The Times, November 1 2 ,  1 9 38 ,  p. 1 3 ;  Aeroplane 
November 1 6 ,  1 9 38 ,  pp . 591-92 ; The Economi s t , 
November 1 9 ,  1 9 38 ,  pp . 370 , 386 . 

For corre spondence and negotiat i ons , see AVIA 2/2055 ,  
' Proposed British Overseas Airways Corporation :  Puxchase 
of Imperial Ai rways ' Share s ,  1939 ' ; AVIA 2/2056 , 
' Proposed British OvGrseas Airways C orp orati on : Purchase 
of Briti sh Airways ' Shares , 1939 ' ; and .AVIA 2/21 1 6 ,  
' Financ ial Problems Re lating t o  the Acqui sition of 
Imperial Airways and British Airways by the Briti sh 
Overseas Airways Corporati on , 1939 ' . 

AVIA 2/207 3 ,  ' Proposed Overseas Airways Corporation. 
Discussions with the Dominion Offi c e ' ;  AVIA 2/2074 , 
' Proposed Overseas Airways C orporation. �i scussions 
with the C olonial Off ice ' ;  and AVIA 2/21 1 1 , ' B . 0 . A . C .  
Participating C ountrie s :  C orrespondence with the 
Colonial Office , 1939- 1940 ' . 



of war , Royal assent was given to an Act 

to provide for the establi shment of a 
corporation to be known as Briti sh Overseas 
Airways Corporation ; to facilitate the 
acquisition by that Corporation of cert ain 
air transport undertakinss ; to make further 
and better provision for t�e operation of 
air transport se�vic e s ,  and for purposes 
connected with the matters aforesaid. 40 

61 7 

The transformation proce s s  had taken time , and in the 

rapidly-changing world of air transport , delay might have 

been costly to British efforts had we= not intervened to 

direct attentions to more pressing concerns . Kingsley wood 

had urged an early passage of the legislation through the 

House in the sp=ing . He noted with legitimate concern that 

both Imperial Airways and nri tish Airways were reluctant to 

plan ahead whi le awaiting their acqui sition by the new 

company. In an atmosphere of uncertainty as to future goals 

and financial means , bot� companies were ' marking time ' ,  and 

in the matter of fleet re-equipment , were not "keeping up to 

date " pending the take-over. Thus , EOAC would begin life 

with a good de al of ground to make up , and the greater the 
41 del ay ,  the greater the problem to be faced. As i t  turned 

out , however , with the commencement of hostilities , the 

situation was emptied of any urgency. DOAC was not formally 

establi shed until November 1 9 39 , with the formal take-over of 

the older air lines taking place Apri l 1 ,  1 940 . 42 

40 . Parliament , Briti sh Overseas Airways Act, 1939. 2 & 3 
Geo . 6 ,  eh. 61 . 

41 . CAB 24/286 , C . P.  1 1 7 ,  C abine t .  British Air Transport Bill.  
Memorandum by the Secretary of State for Air , May 20 , 1939.  

42 . Stroud , Annals ,  pp . 175-76 . 
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This ended the dramatic re- organi zatio� of British air 

transport , a maj or step forward in an attempt to make Brit i sh 

aviation truly ' worthy ' of the empire . 4 3  To what extent 

BOAC would have been immediat ely suc cessfully must remain 

conj ectural as tte war dictated rather different lines of 

policy and deve lopment . Nonetheles s ,  for a brief moment , 

the future looked bright for imperi al aviation devel opment 

in Africa,  as el sewhere . W�ile the impetus for the chang e s  

which had taken place had grown mainly out of dis sati sfacti on 

with British air servic e s  in Europe , the main thrust of 

Bri tish air policy continued to aim at the empire overseas.  

The ' imperial mission ' which had brought Indi a ,  South Africa 

and Australia into swift and regular c ommunications with 

London during the past dec ade was no less important than 

it had ever been. 

Indeed , there was muc� in these new deve lopments to 

foster a spirit of optimism among the empire::-minded in 

1 9 38- 39 . First in importance was the addi tional moni e s  

whi ch had been voted i n  support of civil avi ation. 44 

4 3 .  'l'he thesis advanced by Harold Cox , "Looking Forward . 
Prolegomena for a Detailed Study of the Future of 
British Civil Aviati on" , Journal of the Royal 
Aeronaut ical Society ,  XLIV (1940) , 682-754. 

44 .  I n  1936, the e stimate s  had provided £760 , 000 for civil 
aviati on .  In 1 9 39 ,  the figure was £4 , 787 , 000 of which 
£2 , 059 ,000 was allocated for "external air servic e s " .  
A . M. , Memorandum by the Secret ar� of State for Air to 
Accompany the Air Estimat e s , 19/ , Cmd .  5953 (1939). 
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Beginning in the spring of 1938 ,  the Air Ministry was busy 

planning the expansion of existinG empire services and the 

introduction of new one s with the extra £1 , 000 , 000 now 

available . 45 In Africa al one , these ide as included the 

extension of a third Kisumu-Durban service , a Bathurst

Lagos route to link up with a flying boat service to South 

Ameri c a ,  supp ort for and inclusion in the 3mpire Air Mail 

Scheme of Anglo-!1i sr proposals for Egyptian external air 

transp ort , and a light plane mails and passenger service 

between Khartoum and Aden to provide the latter imperial 

outp ost with an air service for the first time . 46 The Air 

Mini stry aimed as well at bringing Yia.uritius into the mail 

scheme , with a flying boat or RANA landp lane from Mozambique , 

or wi th a British c ompany to be formed on the island to 

operate t o  Antananarive , from where Air Afri que could link 

with the empire route at .Mozambique . 47 In the f all of 1 9 38 ,  

Captain D . C . T .  Bennett flew a Short S .  20 ' Mercury ' seaplane 

45. AVIA 2/2027 , Civil Aviation - Overseas 
European) , 1939 - Finance ( 2/5/38 - ) .  
' Plan for Overseas Air Se rvices (Extra 
enc l . , I . A . C . Paper 456 , May 6 ,  1938 .  

Policy (Non-
A .  I'1. meI:lorandum , 
Europ e an ) , • 

46. Ibid . , appendix I .  On E�yptian plans , see also , AVIA 
2/1571 , E_QYP. t - O=gani sation o f  ·C ivil Aviation 
( 5/7/39 ) 

47 . FO 371/2161 7 ,  Political (C entral ) Franc e ,  1938 , C 3994 , 
' Proposed Air Service t o  .Mau::::-itiu3 ' , May 7 ,  1 9 38 , enc l .  
I . A . C .  Pnper 454 , I1ay 6 ,  1938.  Later , p lans c alled for 
the formation of a j oint Anglo-French company. Ibid . , 
C4887 and C6279 . 
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6 , 045 mi les in 42 hours , 5 minutes non-stop from Dundee to 

the Orange river. 48 It was an experiment not to be followed 

up , but it did suggest Imperial Airways and Air Ministry 

interest in developing long range aircraft capabilities 

which could serve Africa as elsewhere . In 1939 , Africa  

was prominent in  consideration of another route . Australia 

expressed an interest in an alternative route from there to 

South Africa and the United Kingdom. In June , Captain P .  G .  

Taylor flew a 5 , 600 mile survey in the 'Guba ' ,  from Port 

Hedland (north-western Australi a )  via Batavi a,  Christmas 

Island , Cocos Island , Diego G arcia,  and t!:le Seychelles to 

Mombasa. 49 Here again , the war interrupted possibili ties 

for expanding the idea ,  first ente=tained in the 1920 ' s . 50 

In the matter of aircraft equipment , there were 

promising developments too , as the Armstrong Whitworth 

A . W .  27 ' Ensign ' , the De Havilland D . H .  91 'Albatross ' , 

and two new Short designs , the S .  30 C class and the S .  26 

48 . A . M. , unpublished ' G eneral Report - Long Range 
Experimental }'light Scotland to South Africa , 6th 
to 8th October , 1 9 38 ' . Thi s and other ' mercury ' 
Flights by Bennett in his Pathfinder - Wartime 
Memoirs ( London , 1958 ) . 

49 . Stroud , Annals ,  p .  169 .  Article by Jack Percival j r .  
in The Time s , July 21 , 1 939 . 

50 . See above , p .  190 .  
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G class , were coming into service with Imperi al s .  51 This 

did not suggest any de-emphasis of mi litary prioritie s , 

indeed, production runs for civil aircraft were considerably 

curtailed by the demands to expand and re-equip the RAF. 52 

Nonetheless , there was a growing awareness that mi litary 

and civil aviation might well be two sides of the same coin 

in the sense that both could profit from the te chnological 

advance s  made by the Bri tish aircraft industry. Clearly , 

deve lopments in air force aircraft could be turned to civil 

use , 53 and , as wit:i the new aircraft appearing in Imperial 

Airways/BOAC colours ,  help promote the cause of British air 

transport in Surope and the empire . By the summer of 1 9 39 ,  

51 . 

52 .  

C: ::z. ,,I ..I . 

On the other hand , there were problems . The under
p owered ' Ensigns ' were a disappointment , being 
' grounded ' in January , 1 9 39 ,  to be re- equipped with 
Americ an Wright Cyc lone engine s .  AVIA 2/2068 , 
Armstrong Whitworth ' Ensign ' . Introduction into 
service by Imperial Airways Ltd . The Directorate of 
Civil Re search and Produc tion still sought a c ategory 
' D '  air liner (40- 50 , 000 lbs . ) for short and l ong haul 
routes to c arry 10- 30 pas sengers at 200 m . p . h .  AVIA 
2/1 322 , Invitation to Tender for 38 , 000 lb.  [ sic] 
Civil Air Liner , enc l .  A . M. Specification 1 5/38. 

RAF priority was laid down in 1 9 36.  AVIA 2/201 8 ,  
Parts I and I I ,  Civi l  Aviation in Time of War .  Present 
and Future Policy , 1 0/2/ 36 . Pians were also in hand 
to t ake over civil aviation in a war situation . I . A. C .  
Paper 526 ,  ' Civil Aviation in the Precauti onary Stage 
and in ·1/ar ' ,  April 1 4 ,  1 9 39 .  

On the c ivil t o  mi litary air relationship , see \./ . H .  
Primose and Nit; e l  'l'angye , 1 1 1:.'he Correlation of Civil 
and r1i li tary Aviation II , Quar_terly .z?.eview ( July ' 1938) ' 
pp . 1 35-52 , and Sir F .  Haiio:1ey Page , "The Influence of 
.Military Aviation on C ivil Air Transport " ,  Journal of 
the Institute of Transport ( May , 1 9 53 ) , pp . 107-18. 
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when Imperial Airways was faced with a critical aircraft 

shortage and a conse quent need to limit passenger accommodation 

on the empire routes , 54 the Brown C ommittee urged closer 

co-operation between the RAF ,  the air transport operators 

and the aircraft manufacturers .  55 It called upon the RAF 

in particular to assi st air transport aircraft development , 

advocating better liaison betwe en the military and civil 

sides of the Air I1ini stry. 56 It was not the case that rtAF/ 

Imperial Airways relations had been poor , indeed,  Geddes had 

once referred to "the hundred and one ways " in which the RAF 

had helped the c ompany. 5? But the fact remained that the 

Air !1i.nistry , acting for a government which controlled every 

phase of aircraft development , and in its capacities of 

"custome r ,  paymaster , and regul ator" compelled the aircraft 

manufacturing industry "to tai lor themselves  to its  

54. Details i� AIR 20/204, Proposal for meeting Shortage of 
Aircraft on British Civil  Air Routes , 1939;  and AVIA 
2/1 581 on the limiting of passenger accommodation. 
Ideas ranged from borrowing RAF aircraft for mails to 
purchasin� American DC-5  aircraft . 

5 5 .  

56 . The RAF was urged "wherever pos sibl e "  to use civil 
aircraft for transport and other purpose s .  Ibid. , p .  3 .  

57 . Quoted in Keith Granville , "The United Kingdom ' s  Part 
in the Development of Air Transport of other Nations" ,  
Journal of the Institute of Transport , XXIX ( I1ay , 1 962) , 
298. 
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demands " ,  58 and had done little to facilitate RAF/Imperial 

Airways co-operation. 

All these were sure s igns which pointed to significant 

future progress in the development of British air transport 

at home and in the empire in the last few years be fore the 

war. There was now a new vigour to Bri tish air policy, 

characterized by a renewed emphasis on empire and the expanded 

designs of BOAC a s  the new ' chosen instrument ' of British air 

aims. Within thi s framework , immediate progress  in African 

air transport seemed assured. As it turned out , progress 

did take place although not along the lines imagined but a 

few years before . Africa,  for example , especially B=itish 

West Africa , was to benefit greatly from the impetus of war. 

In 1939 , it was still well down the list of British air 

transport prioriti e s .  59 But the war , and the need to 

provide an alternative to Mediterranean transit , promoted 

the development of the ' reserve route ' through West Africa  

to the Middle East , and the basis for futur·e civil air 

transport development was hastened at a pace far more rapid 

than would have been possible in the peaceful circumstances  

of  BOAC expansion . 60 

58 . Robin Higham , "Government , Companie s  and National Defence : 
British Aeronautical Experience , 1918-1945 , as the Basis 
for a Broad Hypothesi s" ,  Business  History Review , XXXIX 
(Autumn , 1 965) ,  324. 

59. At this date , first priority was a trans-Atlantic route.  

60. Beginnings were made in early 1939. See BOAC , I . A.  
files , Imperial Airways , U . K . -Egypt-Central Africa 
Surveys , 1939. Mi scellaneous papers and reports by 
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Stil l ,  however much air transport was to move ahead 

during the war and subsequent years , the fact remains that 

considerable development had taken place by 1939. Sykes ,  

the one-time Director General of Civil Aviation, c ould 

write of the period between his departure from the Air 

Ministry and the C adman Report as a " melancholy tale of 

missed opportunities11 • 61 Group Captain Wynn would later 

thunder at the British failure to keep apace with American 

developments .  62 Yet another critic of the pre-war period 

complained about 

a national air policy which was 
entirely l acking in realism ,  and 
accepted by a people who did not 
understand the significance of 
the aeroplane in their national 
life and who resisted all attempts 
at education. 63 

At best ,  these and other similar criticisms of Brit i sh 

air transport development expre ssed only partial truths.  

The special and unique challenges and circumstanc es of 

60. (continued) Major Brackley. Also , BOAC , "The Great 
Skyway Across  Africa.  How British Merchant Airmen 
Pioneered the Route that is now our Near East Armies ' 
Air Life Line " ,  press release , February , 1944 ; and J .  
Stanton , " 'rrans-Africa :  The Story of Pioneering an 
Air Line Across  the Afric an  Continent " .  

61 . Sykes ,  From l'Tany Angles , p .  301 . 

62. Wynn , Civil Air Transport , passim. 

63. S. E. Veale , Airliners and Airways of Today (London , 
1947) , p .  11.  
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pioneer civil aviation were glossed over or ignored.  This 

is particularly true in the British African experienc e .  

Here , successes far outweighed failure s ,  and the total 

Briti sh effort merited applause not mindless censure . From 

the end of world war I to 1939 ,  the individual efforts of 

Alan Cobham, Samue l Hoare , Sefton Brancker and a host of 

others , the pioneer work of the local companies such as 

Wilson Airways in Kenya and RU�A in the R.'1.odesias , the 

survey work of the RAF and the Air Ministry , and , above 

all , the steadfast purpose and achievements of Eric Gedde s ,  

Woods Humphrey and Imperial Airways , had together 

contributed to the making of a modern and changing Africa. 

Swift communications and transport , as an important dimension 

of progress and material development , had been brought to 

Afric a  to share in its advance to·wards the future . By 

1 9 39 , the vast continent was criss-crossed by an extensive 

network of airways linking the maj or centre s with each other 

and Europe .  The British role in this developnent was 

unquestionably considerable . 64 

As discussed earlier , it  was Imperial Airways which 

64. See map , p .  626 . Summary in "African Air Services " , 
Aeronautical 'vlorld News , II (February 29 , 1940) , 378 , 
383-85. For African routes in a global context , "Air 
Routes of the British Empire " ,  Great Britain and the 
3ast , L ( January 20 & 27 , 1 9 38) , 62, 90;  C. J. 
Galpin, w,forld Air Routes II , Journal o f  the Royal 
Societt of Arts , LXXXVI ( March 18, 1938) , 408- 34 
( repu lished as "Air Routes of Today and Tomorrow " ,  
Fortnightly Review , May , 1 938 , pp . 595-604] . 



( L u x o r )  

W a d i H a l f a  

( K a r e i m a ) 
E l  G e n e i n a  

( F o r t  _ L a m y �.\ 

E C A  ( K a d u n a )  a i d u g u r i )  
F r e e t o w n ( M i n n a ) """' - A � - E C A  ( O s h o g b o )  �e r� L a g o s  

�a k o r a d  ,.....,�E�1,._�..;..,..L-_., 

T h e  Empi r e  A i r  R o u t e s  
i n  A f r i c a  - 1 9 3 9  

E l  

Ma l a k a l  

D a r  e s  
S a l a a m  

i n d i  

626 

N o t e :  ( )  i n d i c a t e  
o p t i o n a l  s t o p . o z a m�e t Q u e l i m a n e )  

C a p e  

•L o : :: ::o(Lu e s  
n n e s b u r g  

D u r b a n  

R o u t e  K ey :  I A  - I m p e r i a l  A i r w a y s  
E C A  - E l d e r s  C o l o n i a l  A i r w a y s  

R A N A  - Rh o d e s i a n a n d  N y a s a l a n d  
A i r w a y s  

W A  - W i l s o n  A i r w a y s  
S A A  - S o u t h  A f r i c a n  A i r w a y s  



627 

was charged with the responsibility of bringing British 

Africa into the network of imperial air communications . 65 

From the be�inning , theirs had been an imperial mission , 

and the pilots who flew the aeroplanes and the men who 

directed the planning and policy, Gedde s ,  i;.foods Humphrey , 

Burchall and others , had an imperial vision to match their 
66 purpose.  It was never an easy task , as this thesis has 

gone into some detail to stress.  From the start , Imperial 

Airways could never obtain the fleet of aircraft ade quate 

for the imperial role it was expected to play. �he air 

conquest of Africa thus suffered accordingly , as did much 

of the rest of the empire . It was a situation which 

remained riGht up to the second world war . By late 1938 , 

this situation had become sufficiently critical for Reith 

to suggest the unthinkable ; a departure from the 

traditional and cocpulsory policy of purchasing only British 

aircraft and engines .  67 Nor did Imperial Airways ever have 

a generous financial backing to support its imperial task . 

The British government was blindly committed to the idea 

that civil aviation must operate as a busine ss  and become 

65. 

66. 

67. 

See above , especially chapters II and IV . 

Harold Champion , Famous Air .rtoutes  of the ''l/orld 
(London , 1956 ) , p .  35. 

Imperial Airways , Report of the Annual General 
Meeting 1938 , p .  1 1 .  "Unthinkable" only as far as 
Imperia±s was concerned. Bri tish Airways operated 
' foreign ' aircraft as the second "chosen inst:::-ument " .  
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eventually a ' p aying proposition ' , so subsidy and other 

financial support for Imperial Airways waG always limited.  

The airline was thus forced to operate at strict economy 

and compelled to be  conservative in the catters of route 

development and equipment . Although, as one observer noted 

later , "it was always ' tl:inking Icperially ' , it was forced 

to think rather pawki ly" . 68 'rhc !'ailure of the Briti sh 

government to provide more generously for its ' chosen 

instrument ' was doubly unfoJ:tunato . Hore so than its  

African coloni e s ,  Great Britain had the re source s  to  sponsor 

civil aviation development in the enpire , but failed to 

exploit its opportunity. Following the British lead, 

Briti sh Africa in turn was reluctant to provide more than 

modest support . 69 In all British Afri c a  out side t�e Union , 

only £246 , 245 was voted for civi l  aviation in 1 9 38 , a mere 

£1 5 , 906 more than voted the year before . 70 Unlike South 

Africa ,  the co loni e s  lacked an Oswald Pirow determined to 

advance c ivil aviation beyond considerations of comcercial 

self- sufficiency. 71 Generally, then , both the British 

68 . V .  E .  r1earle s ,  ed. , Highways of the Air (London , 1948 ) , 
p .  39 . 

69 . See discussions above , chapters V ,  VI , VIII and X .  

70 . The dependenci e s  of Basutoland , Bechuanaland , Sierra 
Leone , British Somaliland and Swaziland made no provisions 
whatsoever for civil aviation eA.-pendi ture . .A .  H .  , Civi l  
Aviation Statistical and Technic al Review 1 7. (London , 
1 38 ,  pp . , and ibid . , 1/38 London , 1 39) ,pp .  100-06 . 

71 .  Ibid. The Union provided £57 , 040 in 1937 , £57 , 1 30 in 
1938 for general expense s and subsidy. See above , 
chapter XI . 
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government and the African administrations were slow to  

appraise the potential of air transport development . Given 

these circumstances , the record of Imperial Airways in 

Afri c a ,  and , for that matter, the recor� of the local 

companies , is all the more remarkable . 

In 1931 , when the Cairo-Mwanza sector of the Cape route 

was in operation , 223 , 800 aircraft miles were flown for a 

total of 96 , 1 00 ton miles , of which mail represented 1 5 , 800 

ton miles .  705 , 000 passenger miles were flown. 72 In 

1939 , the corre sponding figure s  were 1 , 771 , 000 , 2 , 598 , 000 , 
7 3  1 , 567 , 200 and 9 , 1 38 , 000 . Expressed another way, in the 

January-August period in 1939 ,  the l ast months of peacetime 

operati ons in Africa ,  Imperial Airways carried 3 , 7 30 

passengers , 40 . 94 tons of freight ' and baggage , and 382 . 42 

tons of mail on the South and West African services.  74 

The se dramatic increases --- in the case of mail , the amount 

carried had increased almost a hundredfold since 19 31 

were the result of a number of factors : the route extensions 

to South and West Africa ,  an increased frequency of service s ,  

larger aircract , and the introduction o f  the E . A . !1. S .  �hey 

72. A . !1. , "An Outline of British Air Transport Development 
( 1919- 1 9 39) " ,  p .  1 1 ,  an unpublished account by the A . 11. 
Directorate of Public Relations , 1 944 . 

7 3 .  Ibid. The 1939 figures are for the full year , including 
the war period.  

74 . AVIA 2/1 396 , Imperial Airways Limited:  Traffic Returns 
in Respect of Empire Service s ,  1938- 1940. 
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pointed to the readiness of British Africans to exploit 

fully the air transport opportunities available.  And , to 

the extent that Africa was ' ready ' for the aeroplane , 75 

the use made of the new technology in the 1930 ' s  encouraged 

confidence in the continued growth and development of air 

transport in t�e future . 

Certainly much more could have been done by Briti sh air 

transport in Africa ,  and more quickly. Hone of the empire 

routes was established at " astonishing speed" as clair.ied by 

one observer. 76 West Africa was ignored until late in the 

period,  and then poorly served by a roundabout Khartoum

Takoradi route before war broke out . 77 Internal and inter-

colonial air services only scratched the surface of 

opportunity. Hot until after the war would individual 

colonies obtain the study and concern which had accompanied 

75 . For the most p art , pre-war African air transport served 
the Zuropean and ' white settler ' market .  As elsewhere , 
the growth of passenger traffic in Africa would depend 
on the development of an "industrialized urban society 
with high cash income s " .  See Sir Dunca-"'1 Cumming , 
"Aviation in Africa 11 , African Affairs , LXI (January , 
1962 ) , 29- 39 . 

76 . William Armstrong , Pioneer Pilot (London , 1952) , p .  107. 

77 . See above , chapter X .  
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the establi shment of the trunk rout e s  in the late 1 920 ' s  

and e arly 1 9 30 ' s .  7B The bri llianc e of the B . A . M . S .  ide a 

came too late to do more than demonstrate the traffic 

potential of an inexpensive mai l serv�ce , perhaps the key 

to the hope s  of placing civil aviation on a sound c ommerci al 

footing . 79 

Nonethe le ss , insofar a s  Imperial Airways was charged 

to establish the British air pre sence in Afri c a ,  its  rec ord 

remains impre ssive , its impact considerable . The handicaps 

to be overc ome were several and all serious . In pursuit of 

two often c onfl ic ting aims --- one , an ' imperi al mi s si on ' to  

advance the cause of empire with swi fter communications , the 

other , to obtain ' c ommerc ial self- suffi ci ency ' --- Imperi als 

faced the dilemma , as does any national or imperial airline , 

of be ing compelled by their masters in government " t o  do 

78 . See B . C . H .  Cross , "Future of Air Transport in the 
Colonie s " , Crown Coloni st , XVI (l'larch ,  1 946) , 167,  
and his unpublished (1) "Air Transport Heport on the 
Gambia 1 1  (February , 1 946 ) , ( 2)  "Air Transport Report on 
the Gold Coast" (January , 1 946 ) , anc! ( 3 )  "Air Transport 
on Si erra Leone " (February , 1946 ) .  Also I'1inistry of 
(C ivil)  Aviati on , Reports on Civil Avi ation pamphl e t s , 
( 1 )  Basuto land F=otect orate (Apri l ,  1965), ( 2 )  
Bechuanaland Protectorate (November , 1963) , and ( 3 )  
Swaziland Protectorate (March , 1 965 ) .  

79 . The � . A . I·I. S .  was ' suspended ' wit:i the outbreak of war . 
On the ' wind-up ' of t�e operation , see AVIA 2/1 359 , 
Empire Air Mail Scheme : Payment of Subsidy ; AVIA 
2/2079 , Empire Air Mail Scheme : rtevision of Confidential 
Estimates , 1939-1940 . Plans in 1 940 did call for a 
"modified" mail scheme . AVIA 2/1 666 , Air Estimat e s , 
1 940 , enc l .  10a.  



632 

things that they would not do for normal commerci al 

reasons" .  BO As pointed out e arlie r ,  and they merit 

especial stress , financi al and aircru�t delivery problems 

were particulorly critical in shapinG the pace and extent 

of air transport development in British Africa.  Neither 

with Imperial Airways before the war , nor later with BOAC , 

did Great Britain have the kinds and quantity of aircra�t 

available to take full advantase of its air transport 
81 opportunities in Africa.  Thus , wt.ether measured in 

terms of route mileage s ,  loads carri ed , number of services 

or centre s served ,  the Briti sh record , if creditable , was 

clearly c apable of improvement . 82 
Throughout t�is study , emphasis  has been placed on the 

difficulties associ ated with the establi shment of air 

transport in British Africa .  These were many , and undoubtably 

dictated care , patience and perseverance in planning and 

operation . Yet , it is  also evident , that with the excepti ons 

of a few oen of imagination and moments of urgency ,  the whole 

pace of civil aviation prosress never quickened to a rate 

which would reflect the maGnitude and importance of its 

80 . Sir Duncan Cumming , "Cooperation in Commonwe alth Air 
Transport " ,  Commonwealth Jotcnal , VIII (June , 1965 ) , 97 .  

81 . Ibid .  , 101 . 

82 . An excellent statistical summary of Imperial Airways ' 
record overall is  Peter l"lasefield , "Some :Sconomic 
Aspects in Air Transport Operation " , Journal of the 
Institute of Transport , XXIV ( f1arch , 19)1), ?9-108. 
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mission.  Air transport in Africa never did soar to  the 

heig�ts entertained by its proponents.  Parsimony , faint

heartedne ss and conservatism characterized too much of the 

British approach to air matter s .  Air Transport thus plodded 

ahead , surely but slowly, be lying the swiftness of its own 

image and appeal . That this  was the case , desp i te the 

heroics of Cobhru:i, or the enthusiasm of Bamue l Hoare , or 

the determined efforts of the airline operators , needs 

explanation ,  and it might best be understood in the wider 

context of imperial attitudes and colonial policy as they 

were expressed in the British Zmpire ' s  "golden afternoon" 

between the wars . 83 

The historian can explain in many ways air transport ' s  

modest rather than spectacular development . For governments 

and investors , aviation called for large financial  support 

while appe aring to provide little immediate return as the 

hi�h costs of operation consumed capital in ever-increasing 

amounts .  The slm·1 growth of public response reflected the 

still que stionable reliability of air travel ,  84 or simply 

pointed to a general disinterest in a technology which was 

83. A.  P. Thornton , For the File on �mpire (Toronto , 1968) , 
p .  352.  

84 . Quite rightly , one hi stori an has noted that "the 
aerop lane did not become a normal method of travel 
in the inter-war years : the existing machines were 
too unreliable , the costs still  too high " .  A . J . F .  
Taylor , From Sarajevo to Potsdam (London , 1966) , p .  92. 
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seen to be important only in its military application. 

However , while these observations hold true for the whole 

of British aviation history in the period , its African 

dimension must be studied in an additional light . The 

Afric an and colonial experience with air transp ort was and 

must be seen as a subordinate part of British coloni al 

development policy. As such , air transport more often than 

not was compelled to surrender its ambitions to the stronger 

claims of other British priorities.  Rita Hinden could write 

of a " a  \vhole continent crying out for development'' , 85 an 

appeal to which air transport advocates could respond and 

add their own notes of urgency. But , ' economy' , not 

' deve lopment ' was a first priority. 1I'hus , to the extent 

that British coloni al policy was gu.ided by the dictum that 

the colonies ' must pay for themselve s ' , so too was air 

transport development crippled in Africa  by the similar 

notion that ' civil aviation must fly by itself ' . The one , 

perhap s ,  begat the other. Even the most empire-minded in 

this age held on firmly to the purse-strings , forgetting or 

ignoring the command of one of their own in an earlier time 

to "treat the Empire as a great estate which must be developed , 

in the first instance at considerable expense" . 86 

85. Rita Hinden , Plan for Africa (London , 1 941 ) ,  ::p .  216. 

86. Joacph Chamberlain quoted in Griff Jone s ,  Britain and 
Nyasaland (London , 1964 ) , p .  65.  
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For much of the 1920 ' s  and 1930 ' s ,  Smuts and Lugard 

commanded the he icihts of iLfl�ence in the shaping of British 

policy in Africa. B7 This was still the "period of building 11 , 

wherein matters of native p olicy and indirect rule overshadowed 

que stions of development and economic progres s .  88 Thus the 

Coloni al Deve lopment ?und , established in 1929 under the terms 

of the Colonial Deve lopment Act , was provided with a p al try 

£1 , 000 , 000 to provide assi stance for all the British 

colonie s .  B9 There was little evidence in the se years 

to indicate a sense of urgency in Bri tish co lonial policy. 

Development was to be a long- term process  in an empire that 

must have seemed eternal .  A s  more than one historian has 

observed, the ad.mini stration of Afric a  was carried on at a 

" lei surely" and "unhurri ed" p ace . 90 1.-lithin this framework , 

the n ,  and as a subordinate dimension to the whole of Bri tish 

African colonial policy , air transport deve lopment c ould but 

move ahead at a p ace di ctated by attitude s , not by needs . 

87 . 

88. 

89 . 

90 . 

Kenneth Kirkwood , Brit ain and Africa ( London , 1 965 ) 
pp . 47-8 . 

Sir Andrew Cohen,  British Policy in Changing Africa 
(London , 1959 ) , pp . 14, 18-9. 

Parliament , C olonial Development Act, 1929 , 20 & 21 
Ge o • 5 , eh . 5 . 

Roland Oliver and John Fage , A 5hort History of Africa,  
2nd . ed.  (iiarmondsworth , 1966) , :p .  208; Dame Margery 
Perham , Colonial S e ouence (London , 1 96? ) , p .  xi . 



636 

However , great c�anges were being set in train in the 

last years of the period under study , even as the preparations 

for war were crowding aside all other concerns . As noted 

above , British air transport was re-shaping its image and 

ambitions in the formation of BOAC . .4.n important and not 

dissimilar transformati on was taking place in British 

colonial policy. Reflecting a new-found vigour and 

generosity , early in 1940 , the Colonial Offi ce proposed 

to "proceed with tneir :policy of development as f ar and as 

fast [my italics] as the exigenci es of the times  permi t " .  91 

Translated into statute , the �ritish Government made 

available more than £5 ,000 , 000 :p . a . , 

for promoting the devel opment of the re sources 
of colonies ,  protectorates , protected states 
and mandated territories and the welfare of 
their peoples , a..�d for relieving colonial and 
other governments from liability in respect 
of certain loans . 92 

As with air transport plans , the war delayed the full 

imp lementation of this policy , and by 19�1 , the Colonial 

Office was appealing to the colonial governments to economize 

everywhere until the war ended.  93 Nonethele s s ,  the ground

work had been l aid for a more p o sitive and comprehensive 

program of development in Africa  in the post-war ye ars.  

91 . CO , Statement of  �olic� on Colonial Develonment and 
Welfare , Cmd. 617:;; (19 0) , p .  4 .  

92. Parliament , C olonial Development and :,folfare Act, 1940 , 
3 & 4 Geo.  6 ,  eh. 46. 

93 .  the Colonies 
of 



637 

In Briti sh Africa,  two decades of history ended as they 

had begun ,  in war . For British imperial air transport , an 

era had ended as wel l .  For the next six years , t�e role of 

air transport would be less the building of empire than the 

defending of the Bri tish world . 94 In Afric a ,  the great 

task of bringing air transport to every corner of the 

continent was for the moment set aside . 

I t  was a t ask which had begun even be fore world war I ,  

at a time when aeroplanes were still ' contraptions ' and 

people thought of flights of fancy not of men. Still , the 

first steps were taken when pioneers in South Africa 

introduc ed t!le aeroplane , and Francis McLean flew up the 

Nil e  to Khartoum. 95 After the war the sense of an ' imperial 

mi ssion ' came alive in the organization of Imperial Airways 

in 1924 , and in the relati onship of Gvi ation and empire , it 

was Imperials whic:!"l led t�e Bri tish c!lari:;e to bring Africa 

into the modern a5e of air transport and c ommuni cations.  The 

mis sion was t o  accelerate imperial c ommunications , and to the 

extent that civi lization depends on i t s  communi cations , to 

advanc e the cause of British civili zation in Afri c a .  96 If 

94 . On Bri tish civil aviation during the war , see A . I"l. , 
Merchant Airmen (London , 1946) , the A . M. account of their 
global activitie s ,  1 939-1944 , and the BOAC "Handbook" ,  an 
unpublished history circulated in limited quantitie s t o  
BOAC management , August ,  1945.  

95.  For South Afric a ,  see above , chapter VII . On McLe an , 
see Jone s ,  The Time Shrinkers , pp . 1-5 .  

96. On the relationship of aviation to c ivi lization , see T .  
P. Wright , "Aviation ' s  Place in Civilisation" , Journal 
of the Royal Aeronautical Society, XLIX ( June , 1945) ,  
299-340 .  
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the realities of this mis s i on never matched the hop e s  and 

a.re ams of air transport enthusias t s , the mi ss ion was not 

without its triumphs .  By 1 939 , Durban wan only five days 

air travel from Southamp t on ,  Ki sumu only three days , Lago s 

and Accra but four . :Each in turn had been brought within 

hours or days of one another .  In all , the combined efforts 

of Imperial Ai�ways , Wilson Airways , RANA and South Afri c an  

Airways were bringing regular air servi c e s  t o  85 c i t i e s  and 

towns , all but 9 of wh ich were in Brit i sh Afri c a . 97 It was 

a oaj or i f  not 5reat acnievement . 

Thi s the s i s  has been e study of that achievement and 

the men who made i t  possible . It i s  a st ory of struGgl e ,  

as i t  is one o f  suc c e s s , the efforts of men " t o  bend the 

newest invention of all , the c onque st of the air , to the 

servi c e  of man.l(ind . • • • 11 98 In the c ase of British Afri c a ,  

the odds ae;ainst an ea sy or e arly triumph were several and 

formidable , but the c onque s t  was made , the aims of empire 

for the moment met and satisfied. As 1 939 brought to a 

c l o s e  this first chapt er in the history o f  civil aviation 

97.  

98 . 

Imperial Airways , Afri c a  Time t able , August 1 939 . 
The non-Briti sh centre s were Al exandri a ,  Cairo , 
Luxor and Wadi Halfa in Egyp t , Fort Lamy in French 
Chad , and Mozambi que , Que l imane , Beira and Lourenco 
Marques in Portugue s e  East Afric a .  

H .  E .  Wimpcris , 11 1rhe Future of ?lying " , J o urnal o f  
the Roy:al Ae:-onautical S o c i ety , XLIII ( November;--
1939) ,  875. . 



in British Africa,  so too did i t  suggest a promising course 

of future air transport devel opment . A legacy of strong 

foundations had been established up on which to build , and 

the aeroplane had demonstrated its right t o  a permanent 

place in the political , economic anQ social deve l opment 

of the vast African continent . In the years o.head , as 

imperialism gave way to nationalism and the fortress of 

empire fell before the ' winds of change ' ,  civil aviation 

would no longer serve the aims of emp ire , but the needs 

of Africa.  99 

99 . See Institut Fran� ai s du Transport Aerien research 
p apers 179 , 182-8 3 and 1 86-87 unaer the Beneral 
heading of Adapti;is Air Trans�ort to t�e Needs of 
Dark Africa , Znglish is sue s , F ay ,  July and September , 
1956. 
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'l'ypcs are dc�cribcd in typical c onficurnti on although 

cany were op er nted wi t!l cn;jine and o t�1er modifi cations . 

Legend. : � - c:icine equipment ; \-/ - maximuri or ' all-up ' we ight ; 

P - passene;ern ; S - crui sing or maximum sl)ee d ;  .d - range ; 

0 - op erator. 

Airspeed A . S .  6 Envoy ( 1 9 34) . Wood construction low wing 

monop lane . � - 2 x 350 h . p .  Armstrong Siddeley Cheetah IX ; 

W - 6600 lb s . ; F - 6-8 ;  S - 1 53-170 ra . p . h . ; rt - 620-650 miles ; 

O - South African Airways . 

Armstrong Whitwort� Argo sy ( 1 926) . Biplane . E - 3 x 385 h . p .  

Armstrong Siddeley Jaguar III ; W - 1 8 , 000 lb s . ; � - 20 ; 

S - 90 m . p . h . ; R - 405 mi le s ;  0 - Imperial Airways . 

Armstrong 'vfui t\'/orth A . ·.�. 15 Atalanta ( 1 931 ) .  High wing 

monoplane . Z - 4 x 3ii-o h . p .  Armst:::-ont; Siddeley Scrval III ; 

W - 21 , 000 lbs . ; P - 9- 11 ; S - 1 30 m . p . h . ; R - 400 mi l e s ; 

0 - Imneri al Airways. 

Avro 504K ( 1 919) . T�rec-seater biplunc . � - 1 x 1 1 0 h . y .  

L e  .t!hone ; 'v/ - 1829 lb s . ; :> - 2 ;  S - 87-95 m . :;> . h . ; R - 2- 3 hours ; 

0 - South Afri can Aerial Transp ort , J�odc sian Aeri al Tours . 
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Avro Avian 594 mk .  III ( 1 926 ) .  Two-seater biplane . E - 1 x 

95 h . p .  Cirrus III ; W - 1435 lb s . ; P - 1 ;  S - 87-102 m . p . h . ; 

R - 400 miles ; 0 - Tanganyika Government Air Service , Lup a 

Airways . Used on Cape flight s by Murdoch and Heath ( 1 928 ) .  

Avro 619 Five ( 1 929 ) .  Sccle� down vers ion of Avro 61 8 Ten, 

in turn a Bri tish adaptation of a Fokker VIIB/3m.  High wing 

monoplane . E - '%. x 105 .I !:. • :P • A . S .  Genet Maj or I ;  W - 4420 lbs . ; 

P - 4 ;  S - 95 m . p . h . ; R - 400 mi le s ;  0 - �ilson Airways . 

Avro Tutor 621 ( 1931 ) .  Two-se ater biplane . B - 1 x 21 5 h . p .  

A . S .  Lynx ; W - 2218 lbs . ; P - 1 ;  S - 95-110  m.p . h . ; R - 375 

mi les ; 0 - Tanganyikn Government Air Service . 

Blackburn Bluebird ( n . d . ) .  Biplane . L - 1 x 60 h . p .  

Armstrong Siddeley Gene t ;  � - 1 385 lbs . ;  P - 1 ;  S - 88 

m. p . h . ; 0 - 3.hode sian Avi ation Syndi cate . 

Blackburn Nile Fl;ring Boat ( 1 9 30 ) .  One built . E - 3 x 400 

h . p .  Bristol Jupiter X1F ; ',{ - 22000 lb s . ; S - 1 21 m . p . h .  

Intended for I�ile route . Did no t op er at e .  

Bloch 1 20 ( 1 9 34 ) . All metal high wing monoplane . E - 3 x 300 

h . p .  Lorraine Algol 9Ua ; W - 1 3 , 227 lbs . ; P - 3-10 (payload of 

1763 lbs . ) ;  S - 143 m . p . � . ; 0 - Rigie Malgache on Madagascar

Broken Hill service . 

Cant Z 506 ( 1 935 ) .  Low wing monop lane . � - 3 x 550/760 h . p .  

Wright Cyclone GR- 1820 ;  'vl - 2 3 , 1 48 lb s . ; P - 1 2- 1 6 ;  S - 1 99-

236 m . p . h . ; R - 807 miles ; 0 - Ala Littoria through Egypt 

and Sudan to Abys sini a .  



642 

C o:nper C . L . A .  7 Swift ( 1 <)50) . "' . 1 �ing e seater high wing 

1 -' .., 7 ,. t "'(.; b . '.) l / .., .., ';1..0 lb monop ane . � - 1 ::;.: J . 1 .  p . ... o ,Joy ..:\ ; .- - 1 , 1 ./ s .  ; 

P - ni l ;  S - 1 20- 1 40 r.: . p . r . . ; :rt - 380 i:iilc s ; o - :.ranrsanyika 

G overn:nant Ai:- Servic e .  C .  W .  B;-jas 1lew one to the C npe in 

1 9 32 . 

De Havi lland JHGB ( 1 91 1)) . Biplane . .;:; - 1 x <)O h . p .  Cur t i s s  

Ox 5 .  • .r " 7 00 lbs · 1-.1 - ' .� - � , / u . ,  ... - 2 ;  S - 75 n . p . � . ; � - ; hours ; 

0 - Rhode s i an Avi a tion Syndi c at e , Ra�al Aviat ion , Aerial 

Stunts . 

De Havill and JH9C ( 1 919) . Cabin b ipl ane . ...J - 1 x 240 h . p .  

Armstrong Sidd.c ley Pu.ma ; \; - 3 , 300 lbs . ; P - 3 ;  S - 95- 1 1 5  

m . p . h . ; R - 500 mile ::; .  .F l own by C ob1tam on e arly fli ghts in 

North Afri c a .  DE<).h.s were fl own b y  tbe H . A . ? .  o n  flight s t o  

We s t  Afri c a .  

D e  Havi l l and JH50 ( 1923) . Wood.en bip l ane . E - 1 x 420 h . p .  

Bri s t o l  Jup i t e r ; .-: - 4 , 200 lbs . ( on f l o at s ) ; P - 3 ;  S - 1 1 0  

m . p . h . ; R - 2L�O mi lc G ; 0 - Horth .S e n  Aeri al and G eneral 

transp ort . A. DH50J. was f lown by C ob:1ar:. on h i s  first Imperial 

Ai rway Survey .  It had an air- c ooled 38� 1 1 . p .  A . S .  Jac;uar 

De Havill and .JlIGO Eot:-. ( 1 1)25) . I3i:> l<.mc . .;; - 1 x 85 h . p .  

C i rrus II ; W - 1 , 5 �0 lbs . ; P - 1 ;  � - 8� m . p . } � . ; 2 - 430 

mi l e s ; 0 - Jolin C o.:::-bc .:::-ry , C onmandc r  Hobin::;on , _thod.e s i an 

Aviatio� Syndi c at e . 



De llavi l l and D:I60G Giosy r!o th ( 1 9 27 ) . 'l'wo- seat e r biplane . 

E - 1 x 1 00 h . p .  G ip sy I or 1 20 h . p . G i p s y  II ; W - 1 , 650-

1 , 7 50 lb s . ; F - 1 ;  S - 83-95 m . p . � . ; ii - 290-320 mi le s ;  

0 - Na t i onal Flying Servi c e s ,  South Af=i c an Airways , Union 

Airways , 1..Ji l s on Airways. An improve C.. ver ::;i on , the JH60G III 

.Moth Ma j o r  apr eared in 1931 . S e veral f l own by private 

operators in Afri c a .  

D e  Havi l l and .J:fGo:.: Hoth ( 1926 ) . ...:.: - 1 x 90 �-. . p . C i rrus III ; 

W - 1 , 750 lb s . ; P - 1 ;  S - 05 m . p . h . ; R - 290 mil e s ;  

0 - C obhan , R .  S .  Rat t:-ay in the Golci.. C o a s t , G .  a .  Boyd-

Carpenter in ;� iGc ri a . 

De Havil land JII61 G i an"'; Eo t!1 ( 1925) . 'doo�.en biplane . 

..:; - 1 x 500 h . p . A . 5 .  Jor.;ua:r:" VIC or � 00 l: . p . :'dristol Jup i t e r  

Xl ; W - 7 , 000 l b s . ; P - 6- 10 ; S - 1 1 0  m . p . h . ; R - G50 mi l e s . 

0 - C obham wi �h ' Y outh o f  Brit ain ' reo d c l . 

De Havi l l and J�66 Hercul e s  ( 1 926) . Wooden bip lane . � - 3 x 

420 h - ? ·  Bri s � o l  Jup i � c r  V I ; � - 1 5 , GOO lbs . ; P - 7 ;  3 - 1 1 0 
m . p . h . ; R - 52) mil e s ; 0 - Iop cri al .Airwo.ys . 

De Havi l l and .!.HI80A Pu.so 1".o th ( 1 9 29 ) . 1.·iood.cn c ab i n  nonop lane . 

E - 1 x 1 20 h . p .  G ipsy III or 1 30 h . p . G ipcy l'iaj or ; \i - 2 , 050 

lb s . ; P - 1 ;  S - 108 m . p . :1 . ; ii - 300 1r.i l e s ;  0 - C'hri s t owi t z  

Air Servic e s ,  ffhocle s i an Avi a t i on C ompany , iillTA , Sout:1 Afri c an · 

Ai::-way!:> , Union Airways , W i l son Airways , ru:C. many private 

f l i e rs on Cape rout e . 

De Havi l l and D:-i83 Fox rloth ( 1 9 33) . B � p l nnc . ..:: - 1 x 1 20 h . p .  

G i p sy III or 1 30 h - ? ·  Gipsy �aj or ; � - 2 , 070 l bs . ; � - 4 ;  

S - 96 m . p . h . ; R - 360 mi le s ;  0 - J.11·, cd e n i an Avi ation Corr.pany , 

RA!TA . 
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De Havi lland DH8L� Draf)on ( 1 932) . Bip lane . J - 2 x 1 30 h . p .  

G ip sy Maj or ; •.-/ - 4 , 200-4 , 500 lb s . ; .P - 6 ;  S - 109- 1 14 m . p . h . ; 

R - 4G0-5L�5 mi l e s ; 0 - Misr Airwo::::-k ,  .rtAI\A , ;,·iilson Airways . 

De Havilland DH85 Le ouard Moth ( 1 ') 3 3) . :::igh wine; monoplane . 

Succe s sor to the Puss f·Joth. :.C: - 1 x 1 30 h . p .  Gipsy i1aj or ; 

W - 2 , 225 lbo . ; F - 2 ;  S - 1 1 9  m.p . � . ; 3 - 71 5 mi les ; 

0 - H.ANA .  

De Havi lland Jn86A Exprccs Airliner ( 1 9 34 ) . Cabin biplane . 

� - 4 x 200 h . p .  Gipsy Six I ;  W - 1 0 , 250 lb s . ; ? - 1 0 ;  

S - 145 m . p . :1 . ; R - '764 mi l E: s ; 0 - Imperi al Airways , Elders 

C o l onial Airwuys . 

De Havi lland DH87 Hornet ��th ( 1 9 34) . Biplane . B - 1 x 1 30 

h . p .  G ipsy Major ; W - 1 , 950- 2 , 000 lbs . ; P - 1 ;  S - 105- 1 1 1  

m . p . h . ; R - 620-640 mi le s .  Rare i n  Africa ;  one known t o  have 

operated in t�e Sudan ; also DETA on Lourenco Marques

J ohannesburg service . 

De Havi lland DH88 C omet ( 1 9 34) . i,-Jooden l ow wing monop l ane . 

E 2 x 205 h . p .  Gip sy Six series I I ; W - 5 , 320 lbs . ; P - 1 ;  

S - 220 m . p . h . ; R - 2 , 925 mil e s .  Basically a ruc ing plane . 

One f lown throuf:5h Africa in 1 9 37 by 1-:r s  �.irby-Greene on Cap e  

re cord flight . 

De Havi lland DE89A Dragon �tau i de ( 19 34) . A scaled-down DH86. 

:;i _, - 2 x 200 � - P ·  Gipsy Six series I ; � - 5 , 500 lb s . ; ? - 6-8 ; 

S - 1 32 m . p  . h . ; R - 578 mile s ;  0 - .d.A.NA , ·.-ii l $on Airways . 

D e  Havilland JH90 Dragonfly ( 1 93�) . C abin bip l ane . � - 2 x 

1 30 h . p .  Gipcy i'io.jor;  W - L� , 000 ll>s . · .P - 4 ;  s - 1 2 5  m . p . h . ; 

R - 625 nil e s ;  0 - H!�NA , W i l son Airways . 
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De Havilland m:91 Albatross ( 1 937) . Wooden low wing monoplane . 

E - 4 x 525 h . p .  Gipsy Twelve series I ;  W - 29 , 500 (passenger 

version) or 32 , 500 (mail version) lbG . ; P - 22;  S - 210 m . p . h . ; 

R - 1 , 040 (passenger) or 3 , 300 (mails)  mi le s ;  0 - Imperial 

Airways . Carried Christmas mail London-Ecypt , 1938. Opened 

ZnGland-Egypt servic es via Tuni s ,  June , 1 940 . 

Desoutter II ( 1 930) . Cabin high wine; monopl:,.ne . E - 1 x 1 20 

h . p .  Gipsy III ; W - 1 , 900 lbs . ; P - 2 ;  S - 100 m . p . h . ; 

R - 500 mil e s ; 0 - Northern Aviation .  

Dornier DO J I I  Wal ( 1 922) . Flying boat . � - 2 x 600 h . p .  

BMW VI ; W - 1 7  ,637 lbn . ; S - 1 20- 1L�Q m. p . h . ; R - 1 ,  367 mile s ;  

0 - Deutche s Luft Hansa . 

Dornier D01 8E ( 1 935) . Flying boat . E - 2 x 600 h . p .  Jumo 

205C ; ·,1 - 22 , 046 lbs . ; P - 14 ; S - 11�0-1 60 n . p . h . ; R - 3541 

mile s ;  0 - Deutches Luft Hansa. 

Fairey IIID ( 1 920) . Biplane/seaplane . � - 1 x 360 h . p .  

Rolls Royce Ea3le VIII ; W - 3 , 549 lbs . ; F - 1 ;  S - 101 m . p . h . ; 

R - 500 mil e s ;  0 - �orth Sea Aerial and G �neral Transpor t .  

Basically a R.A. F .  aircraft .  

Fokker F. VIIA ( 1 92? ) .  E - 1 x 480 h . p .  Bri stol Jupiter ; 

W - 7 , 936 lbs . ; P - 3-4 ; S - 93 m . p . h . ; � - 559 mil e s .  

One flown t o  Cap e  by the Duchess of Bedford in 1930 .  

Fokker F . XI Universal ( 1 927 ) . HiG� win3 cabin monoplane . 

E - 1 x 300 h . p .  Wri3ht Whirlwind J-6; W - 4 , 189 lbs . ; 

P - 5 ;  S - 89 � . p . n . ; H - 497 mile s ;  O - union Airways . 
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Handley Page 0/400 ( 1918) . Civil adaptation of mil it ary 

biplane . E - 2 x 360 � . p .  3olls  �oyce Ea3le VIII ; W -

1 2 , 050 lb s . ; S - 97 . 5 m . p . h . ; R - 600-700 rniles . Used 

on first En13lo.nd-.::0yp t fl ic;ht by !L A . l!' .  in 1918 . On one 

of the 1920 Cape flight attempts.  Po ssibly thin type or 

the modified version , !IF 0/1 1 , use d  by Handley PaGe South 

Af=ican Transport . 

Handley Page HF 42E Hannibal ( 1 929) . All oetal bip lane . 

� - 4 x 550 h . � . Bri stol Jup i ter XIF ; � - 28 ,000 lbs . ; 

P - 6- 1 2 ;  S - 100 m. p . h . ; H - 300 mi les ; 0 - lmperial Airways . 

Junkers JU F13 ( 1 919) . All :oetal low wing monoplane produced 

in numerous vari a"ti ons . E - 1 x 200 h . p .  J u  L2 ; ·..,.; - 4 , 078 

lbs . ; P - 4 ;  S - 87- 105 m. p . h . ; 0 - Aero Development , South 

Afr ican Airways , South-West Afri can Airways , Union Airways . 

Junkers JU ·�.;34 ( 1926) . Devcl opoent of the F1 3 .  Z - 1 x 420 

h . p .  Gnome R.'1one Jupiter VI ; '.-i - 5 , 9 )2 lb s . ; P - 4 ;  S - 109 

m.p . h . ; R - 528 mile s ;  0 - South-'•Jest Afric an Airways , South 

African Airways , Union Airwo.ys . 

Junkers JU A50 Junior ( c . 1 925) . Low wine monoplane . E - 1 

x 80/88 h . p .  Armstron5 Siddeley Gene t ;  W - 1 , 330 lb s . ; P - 1 ;  

S - 87- 109 m. p . h . ; � - 370 mi l e s ;  0 - South-\/cst Afri can 

Airways , South Af=ican Airways . 

Junkers JU 22/jm ( 1 932) . All metal lO\'l 1.-:ing e a-::> in monoplane . 

E - 3 x 600 h . p .  .iJro.tt £,; ·1·D1 i tney \fa.sp �- 1 340 or 770 h . p .  BMW 

1 32H or 775 11 . p . Bristol PCG8 SUS VI ; ��- - 23 , 1 50 lbs . ; F - 14-

1 7 ;  s - 1 60 m . p . h . ; B - 546 miles ; 0 - South Afri can Airways . 
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Ju..'1.kern JU 8G ( 1 9 34) . All me tal low winG cabin monop lane • 

.:.. - 2 x 52) h .  p .  Prat t & i,fai tney Horne t ;  ·1·/ - 1 6 ,  975- 1 7 , 637 

lb s . ; P - 1 0 ;  3 - 177-223 m . p . h . ; H - 68 3 mil e s ;  0 - South 

Afri can Airways . 

Klemm L25 ( 1 92'�) . ·rwo seater tandem open cockpit low wing 

monopl ane . E - 1 x 30 h . p .  Daimler ; W - 1 364 lbs . ; ? - 1 ;  

R - 600 mi les ; S - 65 m . p . h . ; 0 - Afri c ana.  

Lockheed Vega ( 1 9 30 ) . nigh wing cabin monop lane . E - 1 x 

450 h . p .  Pratt. & �Tnitney i1io.sp ; W - L�7)0 lbs. ; P - 6 ;  S - 1 70 

m . p . h . ; 0 - G len K ids ton. 

Mi les  M.3 Falcon ( 1 9 �5) . Cabin monoplane . Z - 1 x 1 20 h . p .  
DH Gip sy i-Jajor ; W - 2200 lbs . ; P - 2 ;  S - 1 25-145 m . p . h. ; 

R - . 61) mi les ; 0 - Tomny Rose Cape fli�ht , 1936. 

Moraine Saulnier ( 1 91 2 ) . Singl e-seat er j_•'rench seaplane . 

E - 1 x 80 or 100 h . p .  Gnome ; S - 75-80 E . p . h . ; ?lown by 

Marc Pourpre on fi::-st Ihl e  fli5nt to K:1artom. in 191 � .  
Parnall lieck ( 1 934) . C abin monoplane . � - 1 x 200 DH Gipsy 

Six;  W - 2600 lb s . ; P - 1 ;  S - 155  m. p . h . ; R - 600 ni le s ;  

0 - Wyndhan o.nd Llewel lyn C ape flight , 1 9)) . 

Percival I·Iew Cull ( 1 93)) . Low i.·rins nonoplanc rac ing model.  

E - 1 x 205 �- ? · DH Gipsy �ix;  W - 2125 lb s . ; S - 1 90-205 

m. p . h . ; B - 600-800 mile s ;  0 - Cape fl ight s ,  1 9 36 , 1937 , 1 9 39 .  

Percival Vega Gull ( 1 936) . C abin monoplane . :.2 - 1 x 205 h . p .  

DH Gipsy Six ; i.: - 3250 lb s . ; P - 3 ;  :S - 1 50-1 60 m . p . h . ; R -

660 miles ; 0 - �il son Airways . 
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S avoi a-Marche tti S .73 ( 1 935) . Low wing monoplane . E - 3 x 

700 h . p .  Piaggio Stell a 9RC ; P - 1 8 ;  S - 205 m . p . n . ; R - 995 

miles ;  0 - SAB�NA , Ala Lit tori a .  

Short }ii le  Ryci::-o-biplnne .S .  80 ( 191 3 ) .  Open cockp i t  seaplane . 

E - 1 x 160 h . � .  Gnome ; w - 3 , 600 lbs . ; P - 3 ;  S - 60 m . p . h . ; 

R - 160 mile s ; 0 - l!""'rancis r:ennedy VicClean on first fl ight of 

Bri tish aircraft on Nile route to Khar t oum in 1 91 4 .  

Short Singapore ( 1 9 27 ) .  Al l-metal flyin� b o a t . 3 - 2 x 700 

h . p .  Rolls Royce C ondor ; W - 20 , 000 lb s . ; B - 1 20 m. � . h . ; 

'rt - over 1 , 000 oilc s ;  0 - Alan C obham on · ��ound Afri c a '  t our . 

Short S . 8  C 3lcuttn ( 1 928 ) . Biplane flyinG boat . . ' � J,!, - ./ x 540 

h . p . Bristol Jupiter XI:L!"' ;  ·�·l - 22 , )00 lbs . ; l' - 1 :; ;  S - 97 

m . p . h . ; B. - 6�0 mi l e s ;  0 - Icperi o.l Airways . 

Short S . 17 Kent/Scipi o ( 1 9 �1 ) .  FlyinG boct . E - 4 x 540 h . p .  

Bristol Jupiter XIF ; \/ - 3 2 , 000 lbs . ;  P - 1 6 ;  S - 1 05 m . p . h . ; 

R - 450 miles ; 0 - Imperi al Airways . 

Short Valetta ( 1 9 31 ) . Hi0h-wing monoplane/seaplane . E - 3 

x 490- 525 h.p . Bristol Jupiter XIb"' ; VI - 22 , 400 lb s . ; S - 1 35 

m . p . h . ; R - 520 ci l e s ;  0 - Alan C obham. 

Short S . 22 Scion Senior ( 1 9 3 3 ) . Hi�h-wing monoplane . E -

4 x 90 h . p .  Pob j oy Niagara III ; W - 5 , 750 lb s . ; P - 8 ;  S -

1 1 5  m.p . n . ; H - 390 mil e s ;  O - Elders C olonial Airways.  

Short S . 23 ' C '  Class  �opire FlyinG Boat ( 1 9 36) . ni3h-wing 

monoplane . i: - 4 x 920 h. p .  Bri stol Pei;asus XC ; 'tl - 40 ,  500 

lb s . ; ? - 24 ; ::.> - 165 m . p . h . ; � - 760 nile s ;  0 - Imperial 

Airways.  
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Sikorslcy S .  4; ( 1936) . Seaplane conop lar.e . Z - 2 x 750 h . p .  

Pratt 2' Whi tney Ho:-ne t ;  P - 1 5 ;  S - 1 ')4 m . p . h . ; R - 800 mil e s ;  

0 - A6romari tine on West African coastal route . 

S . F . C . A .  VII 'I'Y!le 40T ( 19 30 ) . HiGh-winr; :nonopla.'11.e .  3 - 3 x 

1 35 h . p .  Salmson 9:ro ; � - G , 71 �  lbs . ; P - 3-4 ; S - 90 m. p . h . ; 

R - 264 riiles ;  o - 1eGie ;·1a15ac�e . 

Vickern Vim:t C ommcrc i ol ( 1 <) 1<;) . Conve 1'.'t cd iL A .  I� . borr.ber . 

E - 2 x 720 h . p . ; � - 1 2 , 500 lbs . ; F - 1 0 ;  S - 85-90 m. p . h . ; 

R - 450 mi les ; 0 - �he Time s  and Van �yneveld/Brand C ap e  

flight attemp t s  i n  1 920 . 

Westland Wessex ( c . 1 <) 31 ) .  Cabin monoplane . ..:; - 3 x 140/149 

h . p .  Armstronc Sidde ley Genet Maj or ; � - 6 , 000 lbs . ; P - 5 ;  

S - 100- 1 18 IJ. ;_) . h. ; :a - 420 oi le s ;  0 - RANA . 
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Aerial Stunt s .  Formed 1 91 9  a t  Durban b y  Captain Douglas 

Mail with one aircraft for joy-ride and taxi work . Ceased 

operations , 1920 . 

Aero Development C ompany. Formed 1931 in England by Messrs . 

J .  I. Cowan , C .  H .  Bembridge and E .  S .  Cotterill , the latter 

repre senting Walcot Trust Ltd . Op erated a short-lived air 

mail servic e  in Nigeria with one Junkers F1 3 aircraft . 

Company dissolved early in 1932. 

Aeromaritime . Formed 1935 by the French shipping interests , 

Compagnie des Chargeurs Reuni s .  Commenced a Dakar-Pointe 

Noire coastal service in 1 937 . After the war , continued 

as Union Aeromaritime de Transport until absorption by Air 

Afrique in 1960 . 

African Air Service s .  Few details avai lable . Operated for 

a short period in Kenya in the 1930 s ,  mainly flying training. 

Closed down in 1 936 . 

African Air Transport Company. No details . Flew in South 

Africa and Southern Rhode sia in the 1930 s .  

• Including Egypt and the Sudan 
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African Airways Ltd. Company proposed by Major Miller in 

1928 to operate a Durban-Johannesburg service with support 

of Alan Cobham Aviation. Company did not operate . 

African Aviation Syndicat e .  South African company formed 

in 1911  by Me ssrs . Guy Livingstone , Compton Pat erson and 

E .  F .  Driver "to promote the science and practice of 

aviation in South Afric a" . Operated from Alexandersfontein. 

Went into liquidation in 191 2 .  

Afric ana Ltd. Operated a short-lived taxi and j oy-ride 

service in Kenya in 1928 with Klemm Daimler Aircraft . 

A German general trading company. 

Air Survey Company Ltd. A British company , after 1 929 , a 

subsidiary of Fairey Avi ation , with operations mainly in 

the Far East , but considerable survey work in Africa.  

Operated a thri ce weekly experimental mail service 

Entebbe-Ki sumu in 1932 .  

Aircraft Operat ing Company. A British company formed in 

1923 essentially for survey work. In 1928-29 , proposed 

e stablishment of services in West Africa. Attempted to 

develop services in South Africa , including a Johannesburg

Ndola op eration. Actual operations confined to survey work 

and technical advice . 

Aircraft Transport & Travel Ltd. (A.  T .  & T . ) .  A pioneer 

British air transport company formed in 1916 by George Holt

Thomas. Negotiated concession to establish Rhode sian 

services in 1 9 1 9 .  Sponsored one aircraft on the 1920 Cape 

flight attemp t s .  Company ce ased operations in 1920 .  
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Bri tish Air Navigation Company. Briti sh-based comp any 

formed in 1932 with plans to operate servi ces in and to 

West Africa. Company folded in 1934. 

Bri t i sh Air Transport Services Ltd. Formed at Sali sbury in 

1 938. With three aircraft , operated taxi and charter 

service s .  

British Airways Ltd. Private rival to Imperial Airways . 

Formed in 1935 from several British companie s .  Planned to 

operate South American service vi a West Africa,  surveying 

route in 1 9 38- 39 . Absorbed by Bri tish Overseas Airways 

Corporati on in 1 940 .  

British A i rways Service .  Proposed to operate a Johannesburg

Durban s ervice in 1927 . No details available.  

Briti sh E as t  African Airways . Formed in Kenya in 1 928. 

Hoped to obtain subsidy to develop local services . 

Commander L .  Mansfield Robinson was the driving forc e ,  

but the c ompany had the support of Tony Gladstone and the 

Blackburn interests.  As far as can be determined ,  company 

did not operate under thi s title . 

Christowi t z  Air Servic e s .  First air transport service in 

Nyasaland founded by C .  J .  Chri stowitz in 1931 . Initiated 

Blantyre-Salisbury and Blantyre-Beira routes with Moth 

aircraft .  Merged with Rhodesian and Nyasaland Airways in 

1934. 
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Companhi a  de Informacao e Trafico Aereo (CITA) . Made efforts 

to establish a Europe-South Africa service in conjunction with 

French and South Afri can intere sts in 19 30s . 

Cobham/Blackburn Airline s .  A merger of Alan Cobham Aviation 

interests in East Africa and the North Sea Aerial and General 

Transp ort C ompany , a subsidiary of the Bl ackburn Aircraft 

Compan y ,  in 1928 . Plans were to establish services along 

the Cairo-Cape Town route , beginning with a Khartoum-Ki sumu 

servi c e . Merged with Imperial Airways in 1929 to form 

Imperi al Airways (Africa) Ltd. Interests purchased by 

Imperi a l s  in 1930 .  

Dar e s  S al aam Airways . Owned by a local trader , one Hasmani , 

company operated briefly along coast and in Kenya-T anganyika 

in 1 9 35-36 with three aircraft. Disappeared in bankrup tcy. 

De Havi lland Company. Primari ly manufacturing agents 

throughout much of British Africa. Air transport interests 

in Egypt ( 1 923)  and South Africa. Active in flying training 

and air di splay organizat ion in Rhodesia and South Africa.  

Operated a charter service in Southern R.�odesia in 1 930s 

until outbreak of war. 

Deutche s Luft Hansa ( D . L . H . ) .  Formed in Germany in 1 926 

from the Aero Lloyd and Junkers group s .  Operated a 

successful Bathurst-South America service from 1 9 3 3  to 

1939.  Had ambitions to extend activi t ies al ong the west 

coast and in Egypt . 
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Divisao de Exploracao dos Transport es Aereos (DETA) . Took 

over flying operations of the Mozambi que Railway in 1937. 

With De Havilland and later Junkers aircraf t ,  commenced a 

Lourenco Marque s-Johanne sburg servi ce in 1 9 38 .  Continues 

to operate in post-war period in Mozambique . 

East African Airways . Skimpy evidence sugge sts this might 

be connected with Afri can Air Services or a continuation of 

British East Afri can Airways . Not to be confused with East 

African Airways Corporation formed in 1946. Company flew 

in Kenya in 1930s until 1936 , mainly in the mining areas , 

in competition with Wilson Airways . 

East African Trading Company Ltd. Few details available.  

Pre ssed East Afri can government s for subsidisation of an 

Aden-Mombasa route in 1 923-24.  Never operated. 

E lders Colonial Airways . Formed by Elder Dempster Shipping 

Line s and Imperial Airways in 1935 to operate a Lagos-Accra

Takoradi service . Commenced operations in 1937. Also 

op erated a Bathurst-Freetown weekly service in 1938-39. 

Company ceased operations in 1940. 

Fairey Aviation Ltd . Minimal commercial interests in Afri c a ,  

but did propose 3 Fairey seaplanes to attempt London-Cape Town 

Flight in 1919 as possible pre lude to air services 

e st abli shment . Flight not made . 

Flights Ltd . Formed in Rhodesia in 1 9 38.  Did charter work 

wi th three aircraft until the war. 
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Handl ey-Page South African Transport Ltd. Formed in the 

Union in 1919 with high hopes of eventually linking Cape 

Town and Cairo . Crash on first Cape Town-J ohanne sburg 

s ervice dimmed hopes.  Company ceased operations in 1923. 

H andley Page Transport Limited. Bri tish company formed in 

191 9 .  Proposed services in Egypt with Italian interests in 

1 920 . Sponsored one of the aircraft on the 1920 Cape flights .  

H olman & Davi s .  No details available . Beli eved to be a 

short-lived taxi , charter and training service partnership 

in South Afri ca. Beli eved to be owners of Arrow Air line s 

operating out of Durban in 1932. 

I mperial Air TransEort Compan.y. Chartered company proposed 

by Ma j or-General W. G .  Salmond in 1919 to operate services 

to South Africa from Egyp t .  Did not operate. 

Imper i al Airways . Great Britain ' s  ' chosen Instrument ' ,  

formed in 1924 from exi sting British companies to monopolize 

imp e ri al air route devel opment . Operated world-wide service s .  

Established London-Cape Town route in 1932 , West African route 

in 1 9 36 .  Merged with Briti sh Airways i n  1 940 to form Bri tish 

Overseas Airways Corporation (BOAC ) .  

Imper i al Airways (Afri ca) Ltd . Formed in 1929 to operate the 

C a iro-Cape Town route ,  originally in partnership with Cobham/ 

B l ackburn Air Line s .  Absorbed into British Overseas Airways 

C o rp or ation (BOAC ) in 1 940 . 
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Imperial Airways (Gold Coast and Nigeria) Ltd . Another 

subsidiary company of Imperi al Airways organised in 1935 

to operate West African services in cooperation with Elders 

Colonial Airways . 

Imperial Airways (South Africa) Ltd . Regi stered in 1929.  

Did not operat e .  

John Weston Avi ation Company of South Africa Ltd . Formed 

at Brandfort in 191 1 .  Mainly j oy-ride and air taxi work 

done . 

International Airways Limited.  Reportedly , a company formed 

in 1936 with £450 , 000 capital and Union government support 

to operate a bi-weekly Europe-South Africa  service through 

West Africa.  Likely assoc iated with the Colonel Jellicoe 

or the Epstein group . 

Junkers Aviation ( Junkers Luftverkehr ) .  Formed in Germany 

in 1921 and p arty to the formation of D . L . H .  in 1926. In 

Afric a ,  interested in operating services in Egyp t and South 

Africa. Established South-West Africa Airways in 1 930 . 

Operated Union Airways jointly with Major Miller from 1932 

until take-over by South African Airways in 1934 .  

Koninklijke Luchtvaart Maatschappij voor Kederland an Kolonien 

(K . L . M. ) .  Only African operation transit flights through Egypt 

on Far Eastern route.  Pre ssed for a Holland-South Africa route 

in 1936 which did not materialise . 

Kenya Aviation Company. A short-lived training and taxi 

service formed by John Carberry in 1927 at Nairobi.  

Operated one DH 51  aircraft , ' Miss Kenya ' .  
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London & Rhodesian Mining and Land Company ( LONR.�O ) .  

Operat ed small air transport operation in Southern Rhode sia 

with two airc raft . Ceased operations in 1938. 

Lupa Airways . Formed at Mbeya in 1933  or 1934 .  Operated 

two Avian aircraft for about six months .  

I1i sr Airwork . Formed in Egypt in 1932 by the Misr bank and 

the British company Airwork . Operations mainly in the Middle 

East , but commenced l ocal service up the Nile to Aswan in 

1 9 36. After war , I1i srair became Uni ted Arab Air lines in 1948. 

Natal Aviation Company. Succe ssor company to Aerial Stunt s .  

Operated a one aircraft operation until 1 924. 

National Flying Servic e s .  British company with widespread 

aviation inte=e st s .  Sponsored the ' Gue st expedition ' to East 

Africa in 1929 with hopes  of introducing services there and 

in Central and South Africa. Proving fl ights but no 

operations carried out . 

Nieuport & General Aircraft Company Limited. Bri tish 

aircraft manufacturers . Known t o  have proposed e stabli shing 

s ervices in South Africa in 1919 at Cape Town but the se did 

not materiali se . 

North Se a Aerial & General Transport . A Bl ackburn subsidi ary 

formed in Great Britain in 1919.  With Tony Gladstone as 

representative in East Afric a ,  attempted to e stablish air 

services along Cape rout e .  Merged with Cobham in 1928 and 

Imperial Airways in 1930 .  

Northern Aviation Company. Single aircraft operation owned 

by one Mr. Figof at Ndola in 1930- 32. No details  avail able . 
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Regie Air Afrigue (Air Afri que - Regie Alger/Congo ) .  Formed 

in 1937 by amalgamation of Compagnie Transafricaine d ' Aviation, 

Lignes Aeriennes Nord-Africaine s ,  and Regie Malgache . Operated 

France-Madagascar service through Northern Rhodesia at Broken 

Hill.  

Regie Malgache . ( Service de la Navigation Aeri enne de 

Madagascar) . Operated weekly service with tri-motor aircraft 

Tananarive-Broken Hill ,  1 9 34- 37 . International route taken 

over by Air Afrique , but domestic ser vices developed under 

the name , Service de l ' Aeronautique Civile . 

Rhode sian Aerial Tours . Short-lived taxi and charter company 

formed by Major Miller in 1922 at Bulawayo . 

Rhode sian Airways Ltd. Proposed ( 19 32) company to operate in 

Rhodesias , Nyasaland and Mozambique . Principals were to be 

Companhia de Mocambique , Manica  Trading Company, Imperial 

Airways , British South Africa Company and Rhodesian Aviation 

C o .  C .  R. Alston , Manica manager , mo st active promoter . 

Folds with formation of RANA. 

Rhodesi an Aviation Company. Formed in 1929 at Bulawayo as 

successor company to the Rhodesian Aviation Syndicat e .  

Principals included F .  Issels , G .  Cecil Roberts ,  C .  M. Newman , 

H.  L.  Stewart , R. Redrup , and Cobham/Blackburn Air Lines .  

Operated taxi , charter , and scheduled service , Salisbury

Bulawayo-Johannesburg until absorbed in Rhodesi an and 

Nyasaland Airways in 1933 .  
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Rhodesian Aviation Syndicat e .  Formed in 1927 at Bulawayo 

by local interests . Large plans but little flying done 

before succeeded by the Rhodesian Aviation Company. 

Rhodesian and Nyasaland Airways . Organised by Imperial 

Airways , the Beit Trust ( on behalf of the Rhodesi an 

Railways) , the Rhodesian Aviation Company , and others 

in 1933 . Developed extensive regional network of services 

in Central Africa unti l  taken over by the government at  the 

beginning of world war I I .  One of the most successful air 

transport operations in British Afri c a .  

Ross-Thompson Aircraft Company. C .  R. Thompson and C .  G .  

Ross formed comp any in 1 921 at Johanne sburg with aircraft 

purchased from South African Aerial Transports.  Mainly a 

' barn- storming ' operation in the Transvaal ,  Natal and 

Southern Rhodesia. Aircraft sold to the Rhodesian Avi ation 

Syndicate in 1927 . 

Short Bros .  Ltd . Bri tish aircraft manufacturing company. 

Provided F .  K .  McC lean ' s ' hydro-aeroplane ' for 1914 flight 

from Alexandria to Khartoum. Interested in South African 

services in 1926 ,  but carried out no African operations. 

Societe Anonyme Belge d ' �xploitation de la Navigation 

Aerienne (SABENA) . Formed in 1923 to succeed Syndicat 

National pour l ' Etude des Transports Aeriens and Comite 

d ' Etudes pour la navigation Aerienne au Congo , p arent 

companies of Afri ca ' s  first operating airline , Ligne 

Aerienne du Roi Albert ( LARA) . Proposed services to the 

Sudan ( 1 928 + 1 9 3 5 )  and South Africa ( after 1935 ) , to link 

with Be lgium-Congo service ,  did not materialize . 
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Societe de Navigation Aeri enne Italo-EgYptienne . Proposed 

services in Egypt in 1920 and 1923. No other detai ls .  

Solomon Brothers . Frank and Shirley Solomon operated small 

air taxi and j oy-ride busine ss at C ape Town in 1919-20 .  

South African Aerial Navigation Company. Formed in England 

in 1919 by Maj or Mi ller and others . Five AVRO aircraft were 

purchased to commence local services in South Africa.  Merged 

with South Afri can Aeri al Transports in 1919. 

South African Aerial Transports Ltd. ]'ormed in 1 91 9  at 

Johannesburg by A. Franci s  and W. Honne t t .  Joy-rides and 

charter flight s  were carried out , but scheduled services 

were not established and the company went into liquidation 

in late 1920. 

South African Airways ( S . A . A . ) .  A wholly-owned subsidiary 

of the South African Railways and Harbours administration , 

organi sed in 1 9 34 with the take-over of Union Airways . 

Absorbed South-West Afri can Airways in 1 9 35 , thus obtaining 

a monopoly on scheduled services in the Union. By 1939 , had 

developed an extensive network of domestic services , and 

operated route s  as far north as Nairobi , all with Junkers 

aircraft . Commenced Angola service in 1 9 39 .  Under Oswald 

Pirow, planned West Afri can and Congo service s , but this 

expansi on did not come about until after the war. Africa ' s  

largest airline . 

South African Airways Ltd . Few detai ls available . Planned 

to develop services in the Union beginning with a Cape Town

Pretoria operation in the early 1920 ' s .  
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south-West African Airways . Formed by Junkers Flugzengwerk -
.A}Ct ienge selschaft in late 1 930 to provide feeder service s ,  

Windhoek-Kimberley, t o  the Imperi al Airways Cairo-Cape Town 

route .  Taken over by South African Airways in 1935.  

Spartan Air Lines Limited . A British Company formed by -
Whit ehall Securi ties in 1933.  Proposed trans-Saharan 

services to West Africa. Merged with others to become 

British Airways in 1 935 . 

SEencer ' s Air Service . Principally a j oy-ride and game -
p ark charter operation e stablished in 1935 by E .  H.  Spencer. 

Operated until the war. 

S:yndicat des Transports Aeriens du Katanga . Formed by the 

Aero Club du Katanga to operate a feeder service from 

Elizabethville to Broken Hill in early 1930s.  In 1936, 

service taken over by the Air Afrique/SABBNA trans-Afri ca 

operation. 

Tanganyika Government Air Services.  Although e ssentially a 

survey service , carried out air transport services for 

government officials.  Thus , while not a ' commercial ' company 

as such, its work merits inclusion. Formed in 1930 with 6 

aircraft , maintained two after 1933 until the war. 

Uni on Airways Ltd. The first operating air line in South 

Africa formed by Major Mi ller in 1929 . Based at Port 

Eli zabeth , it operated routes to C ape Town , Durban and 

Johannesburg . In 1932 , Junkers obtained an interest in 

the company. Taken over by South Afri can Airways in 1934. 



664 

Vickers Ltd. British aircraft manufacturing company and 

part-sponsor of one of the 1920 Cape flight attempts .  Made 

proposals to establish air transport services in Egypt , Gold 

Coast and South Africa ,  none of which were deve loped. 

West Africa Air Line . Few details available but reportedly 

connected with Spartan Air Line s to develop local services 

in Nigeria and the Gold C oast 1 9 3 3- 35 .  Did not op erate . 

West African Airways Ltd . Company proposed by J .  I .  Cowan 

and C .  H .  Bembridge , principals in the defunct Aero 

Development Corporation ,  to organise six routes in West 

Africa ,  including a Kano-Khartoum service . Without capital , 

the proposal died in 1932.  Company not to be c onfused with 

West African Airways Corporation , formed in 1946. 

West Coast Air Mails Ltd. A subsidiary of Walford Line s 

Ltd. , formed in 1933  to operate services in the G old Coast 

and Nigeria in cooperation with French trans-Saharan 

services.  Company did not operate . 

Wilson Airways . Founded in 1929 by Mrs .  Flora Wilson in 

Kenya. Imperial Airways obtained an interest in the company 

in the early 1 9 30s . Operated with DH aircraft a wel l

developed network of East African service s ,  and as  far 

south as Lusaka. Operations ceased with world war II , 

company succeeded by East Afric an  Airways Corporation 

in 1946. 
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This is  by no means a definitive li sting of all  the 

commercial air intere sts in British Africa during the 

p eriod. Many other individuals and groups proposed 

services ,  or owned aircraft with ambi tions to move into 

the air transport field. Egypt , South Africa ,  nnd Europe

South African services across the Sahara attrac ted the most 

attention. In 1921 , Luigi Sanda of C airo wanted to bring 

in aeroplanes to Egypt .  M. de Meck , on behalf o f  a Russian 

refugee group , asked for a 50 year conce ssion and subsidie s  

from the Egyptian government t o  develop domestic and 

international air servic e s .  M. Paullac ( 1 922) and G .  

Joiris ( 1 923)  sought �gyptian concessions . In  South Afric a ,  

a host of major and minor concerns , including General Motors , 

Atlantic Refining , Armstrong Siddcley, and the Briti sh South 

Afri ca Company,  expre ssed interest or worked through local 

agents to promote air transport servi ces .  From 1 9 30 onwards , 

the trans-Saharan route to West and South Africa invited a 

variety of proposals , including those from Mes srs . Thwaites , 

J e llicoe and p artners ; Dr . Cullen , Messrs. Hutchi son , Remnant , 

and Sir John �akeman; and Messrs . Epstein , Jellicoe , 

Chamberlain and Falk . 

The sources  for this  li sting are various . Mo st of the 

proposals and companies appear in the AIR and AVIA 2 seri e s ,  

some in CO and FO 371 seri e s .  Details range from mere mention 

to comprehensive asse ssment. The more successful operat ions 

may be found in Davi e s ,  A History of the World ' s  Air Line s ,  

and some details are provided in Stroud , Annals of Briti sh 
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and Commonwealth Air Transport . Most South Afric an ventures 

are noted in Klein , Winged Courier , whi le early Rhodesian 

companies  are cited in McAdam ' s  several works . 
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B I B L I 0 G R A P H Y 

Note � 

It is not the intention here to set out an annotated 

bibliography of sources pertaining to air transport and 

British Africa in the period 1919-1939. For one reason , 

such a large and detailed task lies quite outside the 

parameters of time and space in thesis preparation and 

presentation. As will be noted below , this dissertation 

is based upon a wide variety of primary and secondary 

sources of mixed quality and utility. While the vast 

bulk of this material is drawn from British and British 

African sources , there are many listings calling upon 

non-aviation material , references are made to other than 

African themes ,  and , in a few case s ,  non-British sources 

are cited. All this means that the assembling of research 

material has been a major task in itself.  Certainly the 

listing calls for at least some editorial c omment and this 

has been provided in a few instances ref erring to primary 

sources , while fuller comments can be found in the footnotes 

throughout the text . Secondly , because a comprehensive and 

fully annotated bibliography i s  needed and long overdue in 

thi s area of history , such is being provided in my Aviation 

and Africa:  Selected Sources.  Volume I ,  1919-1939 ( in 

preparation, 1974) . Scholars interested in more than a mere 

listing of sources  should find this to be a valuable 

research tool and , as far as it has been possible to 
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make it s o ,  a definitive catalogue of British and African 

aviation research material . 

While the above c omments exp lain in p art the approach 

taken to the setting out of this bibliography , i t  must be 

p ointed out as wel l that what follows i s  not a typ i c al 

listing of selected references of a kind usually noted 

in graduate dissertations . The view has been taken here 

that a thesis bibliography should be something more than 

an indicator of sources found e specially useful to the 

writer. It  should be , in defini tion and in fact , a 

reliable guide to all the sources known and available 

in manuscript ond published form. Thus , although this 

bibli ography is quiet on the matter of which sources 

proved to be most useful whereas a ' 'selected references "  

listing makes the importance o f  sources quite clear,  a 

full bibliographic listing does provide a more accurate 

index of the range and quality of the research. In 

addition ,  as mentioned e arlier , fully documented and 

explanatory footnotes do accompany the text throughout , 

and this proviuion is  more than adequate substitution for 

bibliographic annotations , and is clearly an indication of 

the importance and util ity of various source s .  I n  short , 

the aim of this bibli oGraphy is  to i ndicate to  the scholar 

and student the rich variety of re search materials dealing 

directly and peripherally with the dissertation theme , and 

at the same time to act as a departure point for su�sequent 

research and study. 
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A few more general comments about the approach t o  and 

organi sation of the bibliography should be sufficient to 

conclude this brief note.  The bibliography is  divided 

basically into two parts , the first c ontaining primary 

sources ,  the second , secondary source s .  The fi rst part 

i s  further sub-divided into manuscript and printed matter 

sections , with further bre akdowns of these secti ons 

determined by types of sources --- Government Documents ,  

Other Official D ocument s ,  Newspapers and Periodical s ,  

Books , Pamphle t s  and Misccllaneouc Puulications , and 

Article s .  In t�e case o f  Public Record Office ( PRO) 

documents , they have been summarized by series ( e . g . , 

AVIA 2 .  Civil Aviation Files , 1919-1�� ) in preference 

to identifying individual items by title.  Full document 

titles will  be found in the footnote n.  Elsewhere , all 

British and other Government documents have been entered 

under the name of the issuing authority (Coloni al Office , 

Foreign Office • • • •  ) where known. The listing of Newspapers 

and Periodicals is long and varied in use fulness.  The mos t  

important entries are the Aeroplane , Flight , the Journal of 

the Royal Aeronautical Society, and The Times , but all li sted 

have been researched And all have provided either information 

or interpretation for the thesis.  I t  must be noted that in 

some cases present-day publications arc included as  primary 

sources . The criteri on determining these cases i s  their 

content ; modern periodi cal s  containing reminiscent accounts 

of pre-war Africa and aviati on are primary source s ,  those 
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c ontainin� histori c al accounts are secondary. In both 

p arts of the bibli ography , the secti ons titled, Books , 

Pamphlets and Miscellaneous Publications , have been further 

sub-divided into categories determined by content ; 

( a) Africa ,  ( b )  Aviation , Communications and Transportation , 

and ( c )  Great Bri tain, Empire and Commonwealth. Thi s is a 

c onvenient divi sion although here , as in the case of the 

peri odicals , some arbi trary classifications had to be made . 

Books dealing with more than one of the broad categories 

l i sted above have been assigned to the grouping which best 

suggests their major contribution. 

The secondary sources are li sted in much the same way 

as the primary source s .  In the secti on titled, Theses and 

o ther Unpubli shed Papers , all papers of this kind have been 

grouped together re�ardless of the dates of the ir origin,  

again a matter of convenience rather than scholarship . 

There i s  also a listing of bibli ographic aids whi ch have 

been most useful in  the compi lation of this bibliography 

and in indicating lines of inquiry. 

In a listing of this complexity and size , there is 

always the possibility of errors appearing , errors of 

omissi on and commission ,  although hopefully such will 

be few and minor. I accept full responsibi lity for 

mistakes and welcome correction and criticism from 

any source .  
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BIBLI(X}RAPHY 

PRIMARY SOURCES 

A .  Manuscript 

1 .  British Government Papers in the Public Record 
Office , London , England . 

( a ) Air Ministry 

AIR 1 .  Air Histori cal Branch Records , 
1917-1939. Series I .  

AIR 2.  Correspondence , 1919-1 939. 

AIR 5 .  Air Historical Branch Records , 
1 917-1939. Series I I .  

AIR 19.  Private Office Papers , 1 91 7- 1 9 39. 

AIR 20 . Unregistered Papers , 1917-1939.  

AVIA 2. Civil Aviation Files , 1919-1941 . 

(b) Cabinet 

Thi s series contains the bulk of 
the c orre spondence and papers 
relating to civil aviation 
development and i s  the most 
important single source of 
unpublished material for the 
thesi s .  In all , 163  files were 
researched , of which 1 10 refer 
specifically to the African 
experience .  

CAB 23.  Sununaries of  Cabinet Meetings , 
1 923-1 937 . 

CAB 24 . C abinet Papers (C . P. series ) , 
1 91 9- 1 9 39 .  

CAB 27 . Report s ,  Proceedings and Memoranda 
of Cabinet Conunittee s ,  1924-1 938. 

CAB 32. Reports , Proceedi ngs and Memoranda 
of Imperial Conference Committees ,  
1923- 1 9 37. 



CAB 35.  
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Report by the Conunittee of Imperial 
Defence (C. I . D . ) on the Scheme 
submitted by Imperi al and Inter
national Communic ations , Ltd. , for 
the External Communications of the 
Colonie s ,  Dependencies and 
Protectorates ,  1 929 . 

( c )  Colonial Office 

The various Africa CO series have not been 
exhaustively researched , their use dictated 
for the most part by gaps in the AIR and AVIA 
2 series .  In this respect , the Regi sters of 
Correspondence are indi spensible aids . Where 
material i s  duplicated in the CO and civil 
aviation file s , reference is �enerally made 
to the latter source in the footnote s .  

co 8? . The G ambia.  Original Corresp ondence , 
1 918-1939.  

co 96. Gold Coast . Original Correspondence , 
1 918-1 939. 

co 267. Sierra Leone . Original Correspondence , 
1 918-1 9 39 .  

C O  270. Sierra Leone . Se ssional Paper No . 3 ,  
1939 . Correspondence with the Sierra 
Leone Chamber of Commerce regarding 
the Air Mail service , Freetown-Bathurst . 

co 525. Nyasaland. Original Correspondence , 
1 91 8- 1 9 39. 

co 53 3 .  Kenya. Original Correspondence , 
1 918- 19 39 .  

co 5 36. Uganda. Original Correspondence , 
1 918-1939·  

co 554 . Africa We st.  Original Correspondence , 
1918- 1 9 39.  

CO 583 .  Nigeria .  Original Correspondence ,  
1918-1939 .  

C O  691 . Tanganyika. Origi nal Correspondence ,  
1 918- 1 9 39 .  

C O  767 . Southern Rhodesia.  Original 
Correspondence , 1 923- 1 925 . 
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CO 795 . Northern Rhode sia.  Original 
C orrespondence , 1 924- 1939 .  

CO 822. Africa East .  Original Correspondence ,  
1 927-1939 .  

CO 847 . Africa.  Original Correspondence , 
1 9 32- 1 939. 

( d )  Dominions Office 

DO 6 3 .  Southern Rhodesia. Original 
C orrespondence ,  1926-1929 .  

DO 1 1 4/57 · Dominions No . 1 50.  Avi ati on :  
C orrespondence and Papers , 1934-1 9 36. 

( e )  Foreign Office 

FO 371 . General Correspondence , 1920- 1 9 39 .  
This series  is most useful as  a 
complement to material in the AVIA 
2 series .  Especially helpful in 
i nterpreting developments related 
to civil avi ation in Egypt , the Sudan, 
Ethiop i a ,  and i n  el�borating the 
negotiati ons with France , Belgium, 
Italy and Portugal on air matters . 

( f )  Prime 1'1inister ' s  Office 

PREMIER 1 /  51 . Committee of Imperi al Defence.  
Aircraft Production , 1925. 

1 /147 . Parli ament ary A i r  Commi ttee . 
C i vi l  Aviation ,  1 9 34 .  

1/148 . Civil Aviation ,  1 9 34 .  
Announcement of Empire Air 
.Mail  Scheme . 

1 /��G. Civi l Aviation, 1938 .  
Chairmanship of Imperial 
Airways . 

1/289 .  South Afri c a ,  1938. Que stion 
of Mr .  Pirow ' s  Visit to the 
Uni ted Kingdom and the Return 
of  Colonies  to Germany. 
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2 .  Air Ministry (Department of C ivil Aviation) Reports 
and Papers in the Civil Aviation Library and Archives 
(Board of 1rrade ) ,  London, England . 

( a )  Unpublished Reports on Air Transport Surveys in 
Africa ,  1926- 1941 . Archives contain most of the 
flights of survey reports made by Cobham and 
others , including the Air Ministry and Imperial 
Airways . 

(b)  Minute s ,  Memoranda and Reports of the Inter
departmental Commi ttee on International Air 
Communications (Sir Warren Fisher Committee ) ,  
1 9 35-1 939 . A most important collection of 
papers , especially for West African and South 
Atlantic developments .  

3 .  Air Line Records , Correspondence and related matter 
in the B . O. A . C .  Archives , Hea throw , England . 

( a )  

(b)  

( c )  

( d )  

( e )  

( f )  

( g )  

(h) 

( i )  

( j )  

Imaerial Airways Ltd . Corre spondence , memoranda 
an reports on air serv ices  and routes in Africa , 
1924-1940. 

I m�e rial Airwais (Africa2 Ltd .  Company matters , 
19 0-1939. 

Im erial Airwa s Ltd. 
ompany matters , 

Cobham/Blackburn 
1CJ28-19;3. 

Airlines, Ltd. Company matters , 

Elders Colonial Airways2 L td.  Company matters , 
1935-1939. 

Rhodesian Avi.ation Company, Ltd. 
1930-1932. 

Company matters , 

Rhodesian and N�asaland Airways, Ltd . 
mat ters , 1933-1 39. 

Company 

South African Airwafs> Ltd. Papers on civil 
aviation in South A rica , 1930-1940 , and 
company matters , 1938-195 3 .  

South West African Airways, Ltd . 
matters , 1931- 1935. 

Company 

Wilson Airways, Ltd. 
1929-1946. 

Company matters , 
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4 .  Selected Government Documents i n  the Ghana National 
Archive s ,  Accra , Ghana. 

( a )  

( b )  

( c )  

( d )  

( e )  

Air Service i n  the Gold Coast : Proposals 
(Alan Cobham Avi ation , Ltd. ) .  Accession 
No . 3182/58. 

Royal Air Force - Visit to the Gold Coast , 1929. 
Accession No. 31 97/)8. 

Squadron Leader Woods ' Report on Possibili ties 
of Aviation in the Gold Coast Colony , Ashanti 
and Northern Territories.  M .P. 1 721 5/20 . 
Accession No . 2548/58 . 

Aeroplanes - Emp loyment of in the Colony. 
Vickers , Ltd. correspondence.  M.P. 1 7073/18. 
Acce ssion No. 2548/58. 

Visits of Aircraft ( other than R.A. F . ) to the 
Gold Coast , 30/9/30 - 18/7/ 39. Gold Coast 
c . s . o . 1 75a; ;o . 

5 .  Selected Documents in the National Archives of 
Rhodenia , Salisbury , Rhodesia. 

( a )  

( b )  Southern Rhode sia. Department of Civi l  Aviation. 
Annual Reports , 1930-1938. (Only 1 9 38 published;  
reports vari ously titled) . S . R . G .  3.  

6 .  Selected unpubli shed papers and reports  ( Offi cial and 
Company) ; and reports of limited circulation. 

( a )  

( b )  

Bei t Railway 1rrust . "Report on Aviation 
Faciiitics in Northern and Southern Rhodesia 
with Special Reference to the Grant , 1 93 3- 34 " .  
1 9 3 3 .  

British Airways Ltd. " Operational Survey Flight 
Heston-Tiathur st-Heston , 28/12/38 - 1 1/1/39 " .  1 939. 

"Report on South America 
Section and the whole Route England-South America" . 
November 1 5 ,  1938.  



676 

( c )  B . O .A .C . "Air Transport Summary, We st Africa" . 
1 948. 
"Civil Aviation Deve lopment , West 
Africa " .  1 940. 
"Handbook : Development of Civil Air 
Transportation and the Foundat ion and 
War Services of British Overseas 
Airways Corporation" . August , 1 945.  
"Report of  the Committee appointed by 
the Resident Minister , West Africa , 
1 9'�3-1 944 . Apri l ,  1 944. 
"Report on Survey Flight , Khartoum
Aden" . June , 1941 . 

( d )  Canada. " Inter-Imperi al Communication s " .  
Secret Report prepared for the Imperial 
Economic Conference , 1932. 

( e )  Cross , B . C . H .  ( Air Ministry) . "Air Transport 
Report on the Gambia" . February , 1 946. 

( f )  

"Air Transport Report on the Gold Coast" .  
January , 1946. 
"Air ·.rransport Report on Sierra Leone 11 • 
February, 1946. 

Shel l  Com�any of Eg�t , Ltd . "Mr .  W .  K .  Brett ' s  
eport on est African Tour , June , 1936 " .  

B.  Printed Matter 

1 .  Government Documents (Africa) 

( a )  East African Governors '  C onference . Report of 
the. Committee Appoi nted to Pre�are a Scheme for 
Post-War Air Service s  in East frica. Nairobi ,  
1943. 

( b )  G ambia. Blue Books , 1 928- 1 9 38.  Bathurst , 
1 929-1939. 

( c )  Gold Coast . Blue Books , 1 9 34- 1939. Accra , 
1935-1 940. 
Office of Government Statistician.  Sta tistics 
of External 'l'rade and Airc raft Movements 1 
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( d )  Kenya . Blue Books , 1 926- 1938.  
1927-19�9. 

Nairobi , 

( e )  

( f )  

( g )  

( h )  

( i )  

Nigeria.  

Report of a C ommittee Appoi nted to 
lnvesticate and Consider the 
De sirability of Co-ordinatin� all 
Forms of' Transport in the Co ony . 
Nairobi, 1936. 
Report on the Co-ordination of 
Trans ort in Ken a U anda and the 
£anganyi a erritory. airobi , 1 37 . 

Air Trans4ort Report on Nigeria. 
Lagos , 19 6. 
Blue Books , 1 9 30-1938. Lagos , 
1931-1939-
Legislati ve Council . Sessional 
Paper No . 5 ,  1956.  
Air Service s  in  West Africa.  Lagos , 
1936. 

Sessional Paper No. 1 1 ,  1947 . 
':Phe Present Position in 

rgo.ni sation. 

Northern Rhode sia. Blue Books , 1928-1938. 
Li vingstone and Lusaka , 1 929-1939. 

Nyasaland . Blue Books , 1 9 30-1938. 
1 931 -1939. 

Zomba,  

Sierra Leone . Blue Books , 1 931-1937. 
Freetown , 193�- 1 938 . 

Southern Rhodesia. Legislative Assemb ly. 
Votes and Proceedings . Agreement 
between the G overnment of the Colony 
of Southern Rhode sia and Rhodesian 
and Nyasaland Airwa�s

S 
Ltd. , April 21 , 

1938. Salisbury , 1 3 • 
Official Y e ar Book of the Colon:y- of 
Southern Rhode sia. No . ; .  Sali sbury , 
1932. 

Civil 

Department of Statistics .  Statistical 
Year Book of Southern Rhode sia 1 

alisbury , 1 3 • 



C J· )  Tanganyi· ka .  
678 

Agreement be tween Tanganyika 
Government and Wilson Airways, 
Limited. Dar es  Salaam , August , 
1933. 
Blue Books , 1 925-1938 .  Dar es 
Salaam , 1926-1 9 ?9 .  
Department o f  Civil Avi ation. 
The Air Pi l ot of Tanganyika 
Territory. Dar e s  Salaam , 1 9 37 .  
Report of the Central Develo�ment 
Committee .  Dar e s  Salaam , 1 46. 
Re ort of the Commi ttee A 

ompet1t1 on between oa ransport 
and Railwais and the Pos sibility of 
Co- ordinat i ng the various Forms of 
'11ransport in the •rang�yika 
Territory . Dar es  Sa�am, 1937 .  

( k )  Uganda. Blue Books , 1 929- 1 938 . Entebbe , 
19)0- 1939. 
Re ort on Civi l Aviation in the U anda 

rotect orate . ntebbe , 36. 

( 1 )  Union of South Africa. The Air Pilot of the 
Union of South Africa and South-We st 
Africa.  1 n t  ed. and supp lemen t s .  
Pretori a , 19 37 . 
Department of Rai lways and Harbour s .  
Annual Reports , 1920- 1 940. Pre toria .  
Office of Census and Stat istics.  
Of .ficial Year Book of the Union of 
Sou �h Africa, and of Basutoland, 
Bechuan aland Protec torate and 
Swaziland. Pretoria , annual, 1921 -1940 .  

Southern 



2 .  G overnment Documents (Gre at Bri tain) 

679 

Parli ament ary Papers and other published materials 
are listed under the he adines of the Brit ish 
Government Ministry or Department responsible 
for the ir promulgation. 

( a ) Aeronautics 
Re orts of the Advi sor C ommittee for Aeronautics 

or the e ars 1 16- 1 20 . ssued as ommand a�ers : 
Cds .  8629 (1917) , 9145 ( 1 918) , Cmd s .  488 ( 1 920) , 
1 1 20 ( 1921 ) .  
Re�ort of the Aeronautical Research Committee , 
19 0-21 . 

( b )  Air Ministry 
Some 1 1 0  Report s ,  Stat ements and other papers 
pert inent t o  civil aviation matters in the 
United Kin�dom and the Empire/Commonwe alth 
were published a s  Command Papers in the peri od 
1 918-1 9 39 .  A complete listing in chronological 
order mo.y be found in Robi n Higham, Britain ' s  
Impe rial Air Routes

d: 
191 8- 1 939 ( London , 1961) ,  

pp . 369-80, and nee not be repeated in entirety 
here . Only those C ommand Papers which have 
special reference to the thesis or to British 
Afri ca are noted , P �  well as o ther non
Parliamentary pub lications sponsored by the 
Air Mini stry. Specific reference to omitted 
C onunand Papers , such as the Annual Reaorts on 
the Progress of Civil Avi ation (issue as 
Command Papers until 1927) and the Memoranda 
b the Secre tar of State for Air to Aec om an 
the ir stimate s annua , can be found in t e 
footnote s .  

( i )  C ommand Papers 
Reports of the Civil Aerial Transport 
Commit tee . ed. 9218 (1918). 
Advisory Committee on Civil Avi ation. 
Re9ort on Imperial Air Route s .  Cmd. 449 
(1 19). 
Civil Air Transpor t Subsidies C onunittee.  
Report on Government Financial Assistance 
to Civil Air Transport Companie s .  Cmd. 
1811 (1923). 
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Agreement made with the British, Fore�n1 
and Colonial Corporation, Ltd. , hrovi ng 
for the Formation of a Heavier - t an-Air 
Transport Company to be c alled the ImBerial 
Air Transport Company, Ltd. Cmd. 201 (1923) . 
Agreement made with Impe rial Airwais , Limited

£ for the Establishment of a civil Ai r Trans or 
erv1 ce gyPt an m • 

(1926). 
Air Subsidies to Civi l Air Services.  Cmd . 
3143 ( 1928). 
Note b of 

EgyPt, ana ape Town • • • •  

En land - South Civil Air Trans ort 
Servi ce . md. 

Khartoum - West Africa.  Civil Air Transport 
Service .  Cmd. )403 (193'i). 
England - South Africa.  Civil Air Transport 
�ervice . Cmd. 5404 (1937). 

ervice . • 
Civil Air Transport 
(1937). 

Service s .  Cmd . 5524 

C ivil Air Transport Services.  Cmd . 5688 
(1938). 
Khartoum - West Africa.  Civil Air Transport 
Service .  Cmd. 572? (1938). 
Civil Air Transport Services.  Cmd . 5770 
( 1938). 
C i vil  Air Transport Service . Cmd . 6052 
(19.?9). 

Non-Parliamentary Publications . 
H .. M.s.o.). 

(All 

'rhe Air Mini str and its Or anisation. 
2nd. ed. London , 1 37 . 

The A roach  towards a S ·  stem of Im erial 
ommun1cat1ons . Lon on , 1 

The Civil Aviation Communications Handbook . 
AP 1b92. London , 1939. 
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Medical Notes and First-Aid Treatment for 
Detached Personnel in the Tropics and Sub
Tropic s.  AP 1486. 3rd. ed. London , 1937. 
Merchant Airmen. 'l'he Air Ministry Account 
of British Civil Aviation , 1 9 39-1 945.  
London, 1 946. 
Pilot ' s  Handbook of Air Routes : C airo to 
Cape Town Air Route . London , 1928. 
Resume of Commercial Aviati on. London , 1938. 
Resume of Commercial Information. Special 
Issue No . 3;1937. Lis t of British Record 
and Civil Long Distance F6igbts, 1919-1936 . 
London , 1937. 
A Short History of the Royal Air Force.  
AP 125. Rev. ed. 
Strip Map of the Route to Cape Town. 
London, 1936. 
Department of Civil Avi ation. Civil 
Aviation Statistical and Technical Review 
for 1937 and 1938. London , 1938, 1939. 
------------ . Re2orts on the Pro('iress of 
Civil Aviation. Annual. London , 1927-1938 . 
------------.  Report on the Progress of 
Civi l Aviation , 1939-1945. London , 1946. 

( c )  Air Mini stry and General Post Offi ce 
Five major papers were promulgated jointly by 
the A . M. and the GPO as Command Papers under 
the general title , Empire Air Mail Scheme , 
related to agreements between the A.M. , the 
GPO and Imperial Airways for Empire Service s :  
Cmds . 51�14 ( 1 937) , '.)497 ( 1 937) , 5501 ( 1 9 3? ) , 
5616 ( 193?) , 5769 ( 1 938 ) . 

(d)  Board of Trade 
Industry and Trade Committee . Memorandum on 

ment and Cotton Growin in 

the Bo ard of In the 

of 
nguiry. 
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( f )  Colonial Office 
Annual Reports for the Coloni e s  and Pro tectorates : 

Ashanti , 1919-1 92?/26. 
Basutoland , 191 9/20- 1 938. 
Bechuanaland , 1 919/20-1 938 . 
Carneroons , 1922-19 38. 
Grunbia , 1 918- 1 9 ?8 .  
G o ld Coast , 1918- 1 9 ?8/?9. 
Kenya , 1918/19- 1 9 58 .  
Nigeri a ,  1 918-1 938. 
Northern Rh ode si a ,  1 9�1 /25- 1 9 38 .  
Ny asal and , 1918/19-1 938.  
Sierra Leone , 1 91 8- 1 9 38. 
Somal i land , 1918/19- 1 9 ?8 . 
Swazi l and , 1918/19- 1 958.  
Tanganyika ,  1 922- 1 9 58 .  
Uganda , 1 918/19-19 38 . 
Zanzibar , 1919-1 9?8 .  

Co lonial Development Advisory Committee . 
Annual Report s . Cmdn . 3)40 ( 1 9 ;0 ) , 3876 ( 1 9 31 ) ,  
40?9 (1932) ,  4316 ( 1 9 33) ,  4634 ( 1 9 34 ) , 
491 6 ( 1 9?5) , 5202 ( 1 9 ?6) ,  55 37 ( 1937) , 
5789 ( 1 938) , 6062 ( 1 9?9) , 6298 ( 1941 ) .  
The Coloni al EmEire . Statements t o  Accompany 
the Estimat e s  for Colonial and 1'1iddlc Eastern 
Service s ,  1 938 , 1 939. Cmd s .  ?760 ( 1 9 38 ) , 
6023 ( 1 9 39) . 
The Coloni al Empire, 1939- 1947 . Crnd. 7 1 67 ( 1 94?) . 
C olonial Offi c e  Conference 1 92 . Summary of 

roceedinBs , m • 1 , and Appendice s ,  
Cmd . 2884 ( 1 927 ) . 

De spat ch from the Secre tary of State 
Coloni e s  t o  the Colonial Governments 

Education Polic� in Bri tish Tropical Africa .  
Cmd. 2374 (1925 • 
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Future Polic� in regard to Eastern Afri ca. 
Cmd. 2964 (1 27). 

Cmd. 1 922 ( 1923) . 

Africa.  

Report by Sir Sydney Armit age-Smith on a 
Financial Mis sion to Tanganyika . Cmd. 4182 
(1932). 
Report of the Commi ssion on C loser Union of the 
Dependencie s in Eastern and Central Africa .  
Cmd .  3234 (1929). 

Report of the Commi ssion Appointed t o  Enquire 
into the Financial and Economic Po sition of 
Northern Rhode sia . Colonial No . 121-5 ( 1938). 
Report of the Commi ssion Appoi nted to Enguire 
int o  the Financial Position and Further 
Development of Nyasaland. Colonial No . 1 52 
(1938) . 
Reaort of the Commi ssion Atpointed to Consider 
an Report on the Financia Position and Policy 
of the Zanzibar Government in Relation to its 
£conomic Re s ourc e s .  1932. 
Resort of the East Africa Commi s sion. Cmd . 
'-3 7 (1925). 

Loan 

of Sir Samue l to 
rJ ea 1 

Statement of Pol ic� on Coloni al Deve l opment and 
Welfare .  Cmd. 61? (1940). 
Statement of the Secretary of State for the 
Colonies to Accompant the Estima te s  fo.r: 
crolonial and Middle aotern Se rvic e s .  Cmds. 
2704 (1926), 2966 (1927) , 3149 (1928) . 
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( g )  Committee on National Expenditure 
Re�orts . Cmds . 1 581 ( 1 922) , 1 589 ( 1 922) , 
39 0 (1 931 ) .  

Report of the Commission A�pointed by the 
Secretary of State for Dominions Affairs on 
the Financial and Economic Position of the 
Bechuanaland Protectorat e .  Cmd . 4368 (1933) .  

Oversea Settlement for 

( i )  Foreign Office 
A complete listing of the Treaties , Agreements and 
Conventions re lated to Air Transport sponsored by 
the Foreign Office from 1919-1939 may be found in 
Higham , Britain ' s  Imper ial Air Route s ,  pp . 369-80 . 
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No . 16 (19 4). Cmd. 4604 ( 934). 
Exchan e of Notes between 



685 

Ex change of Notes between the Government of the 
Union of South Africa and the Portuguese Government 
Regarding Identity Documents for Aircraft Personnel. 
Treaty Serie s  No . 37. Cmd. 5565 (1937). 
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Sunday Ex-Ere s s 
SundAy Tribune 
Tanrsanyika Notes and Records 
Tanganyika Standard 
Tanganyika Time s 
The 'l'imes 
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