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My talk this morning is about how and why these flying boats and the
infrastructure that supported them cane into being.  Thingls like this just don’t
appear for no reason, they are the result of historical processes.

Did large flying boats like this appear because various governments,
manufacturers and airlines suddenly decided they would be a good idea?  Was it
because the developing field of aeronautics made them possible?  Or was it the
imperial and colonial tensions of the 1930s that made it imperative for central
governments to exercise greater control over their outlying dependencies?

Asking these questions suggests that the appearance of large Empire Class flying
boats in Australian skies is not just the story of their construction and operation,
it is the story of the politics, economics and culture of the time in which they
appeared.

A key to understanding what this was all about lies in the first word of the
Scheme’s title, ‘Empire’.  Australia was part of the British Empire and in the early
1900s Australians believed implicitly that they depended on the Empire for their
trade, defence and culture and that their survival depended on the survival and
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strength of the Empire.  Transport and communications was the glue which made
the British Empire possible.1

We want more railways and more shipping, but aviation is going to
play a large part in this development, and it can be the advance guard
of other forms of transport.  It can quicken the mail, and it can make
possible visits of negotiation and investigation, which will stimulate
business of every sort by saving time and communication. ...  All
great empires have depended on their communications for their
existence ... and those empires which have gone down owed their
eventual collapse to the fact that their communications became over
strained.  It is only by improving our communications that we can
develop Imperial trade as we ought, can avoid misunderstandings and
keep in touch, and promote actual co-operation.
(Daily News (Perth), 22 October 1925, p.9.)

By the 1920s some Australians were beginning to think that communications, and
aviation in particular, would be the most potent force in 'holding together the
constituent parts of the widely scattered Empire'.2  It did not have to be a profitable
enterprise because profits was not the most important thing:3

Commercial success is not the issue.  What is absolutely the issue is
that aerial routes between the Dominions and the Motherland are
essential for the defence of the Empire, and for all that the Empire
stands for.
(West Australian, 17 August 1926, p.8.)

The problem for Australia was that it was half a world away from its mother
country on the shores of Europe.  Geoffrey Blaineys history of Australia, The
Tyranny of Distance, discusses many of the ways in which that separation effected
Australia’s development and history.  The time it took to travel between parts of
the Empire was a key part of Imperial thinking.

Isochronic maps help to demonstrate that separation in distance was also a
separation in time.

The innovation of steam power in the Nineteenth Century brought Australia closer
to England.  Steam powered vessels reduced the long and uncertain travel times
of sailing ships to the relative regularity and speed of the shipping lines that had
developed by the early 20th Century.
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By way of comparison, here’s a map of the modern day world showing how
aviation has changed our ideas of distance and time with virtually every place on
the globe less than two days from anywhere else.
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Back to the interwar period.

Flying between England and Australia began in 1914 with Billy Hughes air race
from Britain to Australia.  The winner took 29 days to fly the distance, which was
no quicker than shipping times.  But it showed what might be possible in the
future.

It became the custom for Empire leaders to convene in London every four years. 
At the 1926 Imperial conference the meeting noted that the Prime Ministers of
Australia and New Zealand had to spend over 60 days each travelling to and from
the meeting.  The Conference recommended that air services should receive early
consideration 'with a view to ultimate creation of a complete system of Imperial
Air routes'.

In the 1920s most people expected that those ‘air routes’ would be flown by
airships.  The Imperial Air Ship Scheme would see a fleet of half a dozen large
airships flying regular services from Britain to Canada, South Africa and India. 
In time the service to India would extend across the Indian Ocean to Perth. 
Another possibility was that airships from South Africa would ride the roaring 40s,
as sailing ships had done, touching down initially at Perth and then in the eastern
states.  They could then fly on to New Zealand, then across the Pacific to Canada
and then home.  (This route had the advantage of not overflying any foreign
nations as the route to India did).4  In preparation for this scheme the Australian
Government bought land for an airship base at Jandakot in Western Australia,
planned for another base at Albert Park in Melbourne and set aside money for
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meteorological services for the airships.5

However, the crash of the R101 airship in October 1930 put an end to British
interest in airships.6  It is likely that the cost and complexity of airships meant they
would never become a serious mode of Empire transport, and this may have been
well known in London by 1929. When a board member of Britain’s Imperial
Airways visited Australia that year he approached the Commonwealth government
with a tentative proposal for a heavier-than-air air service between London and
Australia.

The feasibility of flying the route was well proven by the numerous flights made
along it, starting with Bert Hinkler in 1928 (taking over a week), followed by
others including Amy Johnson and Kingsford-Smith and Ulm.  However, a regular
service would be very expensive so the Austraiian government told Imperial
Airways that it could afford the subsidies the service would require.  When the
Australian Prime Minister was in London for the 1930 Imperial Conference both
Imperial Airways and KLM approached him about the possibility of subsidies for
such a service, but he told them Australia could not afford such a service.

Statement by Senator George Pearce, Minister for Defense

The central line of aviation policy, to my mind, should be the
development of speedy communications between Australia and Great
Britain, while the lines in Australia should be organized to converge
on this route, thus giving maximum communication to people
outback.
(West Australian, 27 May 1932, p.16.)

Nevertheless, the 1930 the Imperial Conference agreed that all efforts would go
into establishing an air service to Australia, as soon as the air route to South Africa
was opened.7  This became Australian government’s policy.

The joint government plan was for the British monopoly airline, Imperial Airways,
to extend services to the Empire in stages, to India and South Africa initially and
then from India to Hong Kong and Singapore.  For its part Australia would
reshape its internal air mail services and create the link to Britain by establishing
a service from Australia to Singapore.  All Australia’s domestic subsidised air
services and the new service to Singapore were put out to tender and the contract
to operate the Singapore service was won by Qantas Empire Airways (QEA), a
company in which QANTAS and Imperial Airways each held half the shares.8  In
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order to reach Australia the Imperial air service had to cross the Netherlands East
Indies (now Indonesia).  This was made possible by a diplomatic agreement
reached in 1930 between Britain and the Netherlands, which allowed Dutch
aeroplanes to cross British territory in India if British aeroplanes could cross
Dutch territory in the Netherlands East Indies.9

The Imperial Air Mail Service was inaugurated on 10 December 1934, at first a
purely air mail service from Singapore because of QEA’s deHavilland DH86
problem, and passengers were allowed to be carried on the service from early
1935.10  It took twelve days to travel from London to Australia's eastern states in
a trip that involved five different aircraft types operated by three airlines, and a
train trip half way across Europe.11

That’s the background of what happened to create the environment into which
ideas about an Empire Air Mail Scheme were received in Australia.

The future development of air service within the Empire was limited by the high
cost of air-mail postage which limited the amount of mail available to be carried,
and inefficiencies in the existing services due to such things as the wide variety
of aeroplane types in the Imperial Airways fleet.  Consequently, in 1932, Imperial
Airways developed a proposal to expand the amount of mail carried, remove many
of the impediments to efficient services and greatly expand the range and scope
of air transport within the Empire.  The proposal was submitted to the British
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Government in 1933 and developed into the Empire Air Mail Scheme during the
following year and a half.12

The first Australia heard about this was on 23 October 1934 (a month and a half
before inauguration of the Imperial Air Mail Service) when the Australian Prime
Minister received a cablegram from the British Secretary of State for Dominion
Affairs which set out the basic Empire Air Mail Scheme proposals.13  At the same
time a detailed memorandum (commonly called the ‘Blue Paper’) was sent and
arrived in Australia on 16 November.14

The combined improvements in frequency, speed and capacity
indicated below, taken in conjunction with the bold innovation of the
carriage of all first class mail by air, should put the countries of the
Empire in the forefront of long distance air and postal development. 
The scheme would, moreover, be of the utmost value to the countries
of the Empire as a whole, alike from the commercial and strategic
points of view.
(Empire Air Mail Scheme ‘Blue Paper’, 1934)

The Blue Paper claimed that the proposals it contained would ‘represent an
intensification of the present air services by approximately 800 per cent’ and
develop cheap air transport by using the combined air mail potential of the Empire
to guarantee large and constant loads for aeroplanes, an advantage that other
colonial powers could not develop because of their smaller and less widespread
empires:
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The British Government’s proposals for the Empire Air Mail Scheme set out in the
Blue Paper were detailed and involved the full extent of the Empire with plans for
an eventual route that would circle the globe, something no other imperial power
could do.

Full details of the Scheme were announced to the House of Commons on 20
December 1934 before they had been discussed with other Empire countries.15 
The British hoped the Dominion and Colonial Government would readily agree
to the Scheme but some aspects of the proposed scheme ran counter to Australian
interests so an agreement between the Australian and British Governments was not
finalized until 22 June 1938.16

Primary points of the Empire Air Mail Scheme for Australia:

• The carriage of all first-class mail between Empire countries
without additional charge.

• Service starting in 1937
• Two services London-Sydney weekly on a ten day schedule,

reducing to seven days after a settling in period
• The entire service to be operated by Imperial Airways using

flying boats
• Australia to pay an annual mail surcharge of £52,000, an

annual subsidy of £90,000 and take responsibility for ground
organization from Singapore to Sydney

Australia did not oppose the major idea behind the Blue Paper - more, faster and
cheaper air transport within the Empire - but the Blue Paper presented serious
problems to some Australians.  I say, ‘some Australians’ because part of the
Australian government and some government departments, including the PMG,
supported the Scheme as it appeared in the Blue Paper.  It was partly Australian
internal disagreement that cause much of the delay in reaching an in-principle
agreement at the end of 1936 (see: Edgar Johnson and the Empire Men).

Three major points of disagreement

• the free first class air mail proposal
• the organization of the service flown entirely by Imperial

Airways 
• the speed of the flying boat service
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The first point of disagreement was on the proposal to carry all first class mail free
of charge.

The Blue Paper did not consider the problems that carrying all first class mail at
no extra charge would create for Australia.  Unlike Britain, by 1934 had an
internal air mail system that was expensive to operate and made possible only by
levying a surcharge on all air mail.  This helped pay for the service and limited to
manageable proportions the amount of air mail carried around the country.  The
Australian government realized that if it were to agree to send first class mail
overseas by air at surface mail rates, Australians would reasonably expect that the
same should apply to internal air mails.  However, without the domestic air mail
surcharge the domestic air mail service would be overwhelmed by the amount of
extra mail it had to carry, but the revenue to pay for it would be severely reduced.

The British steadfastly maintained that the internal distribution of mail that arrived
in a country via the Empire Air Mail Scheme was not their concern.17

The Australian and British government did not see eye-to-eye on three aspects of
the route organization of the proposed scheme.

By the mid 1930s Australians were becoming concerned about the possibility of
war in the Pacific and looked to the British base at Singapore as a major link in
Australian defence.  The Australian government wanted to maintain control over
a direct link with Singapore and the air service that QEA flew there was
considered strategically important to national defence.

The Australian and British governments had different attitudes to how they
administered their civil air transport.  British air transport policy was based around
Imperial Airways, a privately owned company that has a monopoly on Britain’s
major air services and the company and the government worked closely together. 
In comparison, the Australian government supported a network of subsidized air
services which were very carefully monitored and regulated with air transport
companies competing for government contracts to obtain subsidies to operate air
services.18

If Imperial Airways flew the service all the way to Sydney it would replace QEA
on the route, reducing that airline to its original route and the significance of other
air routes the government had created.19  The creation of the air route to Singapore
in 1934, the activities of QEA and the internal air lines associated with the
Imperial Air Mail Service had been a major Government achievement which it was
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not keen to abandon.

The British government responded to these concerns by saying that the economics
of the scheme demanded that all services on the route be flown by one airline
using one aircraft type.

The third area of disagreement was over the speed of the proposed service and
related to that, its use of flying boats.

The Blue Paper proposal to use flying-boats came at just the wrong time because
the speed of air transport was starting to increase while the flying boats were
planned to fly at only 130 miles an hour.  They would be technically advanced, in
comparison to most British aeroplanes of the time, be extraordinarily comfortable
to fly in and could carry a lot of mail.  But the transit time of ten days was only a
third of the time it took to reach Australia by sea but it was also more than twice
the time of four days that a DC-2 had taken to fly from London to Melbourne in
the 1934 Centenary air race.20

The spectacular performance of the DC-2 had impressed many Australians,
including Edgar Johnston, the Controller of Civil Aviation.  To provide a service
that would meet those expectations Johnston formulated a counter-proposal to the
Blue Paper which would maintain Australia's control over air services from
Singapore using modern American airliners that would fly faster than the flying-
boats.21

The British replied that speed cost money so making the flying boats fly faster
would add to the cost of the scheme.  They also said that Imperial Airways’
experience with long range flying showed that passengers preferred to take long
journeys by easy stages, and that even the ten day British service was still much
faster than surface transport.22

Despite the difficulties with some provisions of the Blue Paper there were two
things still strongly in its favour, Empire loyalty and the competition.

We’ve already talked about Empire loyalty, which cannot be underestimated.

There were two competitors to British Empire air transport aspirations, the
Americans and the Dutch.  The American threat was general and long term, partly
due to the advanced state of American aircraft design that had created, for
example, the DC-2, and partly due to American support for Pan American Airways
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which was establishing air links throughout Latin America and into the Pacific.

The Dutch competition was more direct and on the air route that the British and
Dutch shared from Europe out to India, the Netherlands East Indies and Australia. 
This presented Australia with two problems; giving The Dutch airline rights to fly
into Australia and the quality of the Dutch service in comparison to the Empire
scheme.

Australia needed Dutch permission to fly over its territory in the Dutch East Indies
but that was counter balanced by the Dutch need to fly over India, so Australia was
not obliged to give the Dutch rights to fly into Australia for the Imperial Air Mail
Service.  However, the higher level of Dutch help needed to organise the Empire
Air Mail Scheme route through the Netherlands East Indies finally forced
Australia to let the Dutch air services fly into Australia.23  However, there were so
many conditions attached to that permission that the service was poorly patronised
and not a success.24

The second problem with the Dutch was that their KLM service used Douglas
airliners that were faster and more flexible than the Empire flying boats.  They
could demonstrate the inferiority of British airliners and be an embarrassment to
British prestige but using harsh restrictions to stifle Dutch flights into Australia
helped overcome that problem.

Because of these factors negotiations between the British and Australian
governments over terms under which Australia would participate in the Scheme
took from the beginning of 1935 to mid 1938.



12

During 1935 the British government stuck to its blue Paper proposals and the only
significant compromise it offered was to lower the air route subsidy it required of
Australia from £90,000 to £70,000.25  During this period Edgar Johnston promoted
his idea of an Australian air service from Singapore to Australia using American
airliners and succeeded in having it adopted by the Australian government.  That
became the basis of an Australian counter-proposal which was submitted to the
British Government during 1935.  During the first period both sides took and held
fairly fixed positions.  The British Government was determined to allow only
minor deviations from the Blue Paper while the Australian Government sought a
very active role in operating the route from Singapore to Sydney and argued very
strongly for a fast land-plane service instead of the slower flying-boat service, at
least for that section.  In addition Australia wanted to retain the surcharge on air
mail.

Whilst agreeing that the carriage of all first-class mails by air is an
objective to be aimed at and that the offer made is attractive in certain
directions, the Commonwealth Government much regrets that it finds
difficulty in reconciling the proposal with Australian conditions and
local requirements. 
(Cablegram to Secretary of State for Dominion Affairs, 31 January 1936, CRS
A2694, Volume 15 Part 1, NAA)

The result of this inflexibility was a cable from the Australian to the British
Government in January 1936, rejecting the Scheme and asking for consideration
of the Australian counter-proposal.26

This was a very polite way of saying ‘No thanks.’  It achieved the desired aim of
softening British attitudes and, in reply, the British Prime Minister sent the
Australian Prime Minister a magnificently worded call for Empire loyalty which
began with a personal plea for reconsideration and expressed the sentiment that
only through the Scheme could the Empire 'take its proper place in successful
development of air transport at reasonable cost in competition with ... other
nations'.  The cable concluded with the hope that, 'in the light of these further
considerations Australia will find it possible to participate in this scheme of joint
Empire enterprise'.   The cable also made it clear that a major driving force behind
the need for the Scheme was so that Britain and its Empire could compete in the
air transport sphere with Pan American Airways which, the cable said, ‘the United
States Government have made their chosen instrument for external air
development, and on which they are spending many millions of public money'.27

A cable from the Secretary of State for Dominion Affairs the following day
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addressed Australian concerns more directly, and in a much more conciliatory tone
than the Australians had previously seen.  It mentioned the possibility that some
previous British statements may have been misunderstood and gently withdrew
from principles which had previously been unmoveable.  Britain would be
'content' to allow Australia to control the section of the route from Singapore and
would offer a reduction of the subsidy payment required from £70,000 to £50,000
'if it will facilitate Australia's acceptance' of the Scheme’.28

In view of the fact that we are committed to the all-up principle for
our air mails and cannot go back upon it, you will no doubt
appreciate that, with every desire to meet Australian difficulties, we
have no alternative but to proceed with the all up scheme to Australia
and New Zealand as to other parts of the British Empire.  We are sure
that you will agree that it would be deplorable if the scheme had to
proceed without Australian participation, and we trust that in the light
of the above explanation and suggestions Australia will find herself
able to join the United Kingdom and the other Dominions and
Colonies concerned in this great common enterprise.
(Cablegram from Secretary of State for Dominion Affairs, 14 February 1936,
CRS A461, item G314/1/5 Part 1, NAA)

However, whatever happened, the final paragraph of the cable made it clear that
Britain was going ahead with the Scheme, with or without Australia:

Initially the Australian Government held to its position and, at one stage,
contemplated having no more involvement in the Scheme than letting Imperial
Airways operate it and paying for the carriage of mails on the service.29

However, the British Government brought the full force of its strength and prestige
to bear and was helped by the presence in London of two Cabinet Ministers, Earle
Page and Robert Menzies, during the middle months of 1936.  (Menzies, in
particular, already fully supported the British scheme.)30  Over two months Page
and Menzies discussed the Scheme with British Ministers and aviation authorities
and, on 26 June 1936, cabled back to Australia details of British proposals and
costings.  They concluded, 'We therefore strongly recommend the acceptance of
the blue paper proposals with surcharge on mails from Australia'.31 

The variations we have asked for do not, in our opinion, prejudice the success of
the Empire Scheme.  On the other hand, we believe that, particularly, the retention
of Australia's active responsibility for a definite section of the through service - on
which the Government has been most insistent - makes the service more truly an
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"Empire" arrangement than that originally proposed in which Australia's part was
little beyond that of a financial contribution.
(Cablegram to High Commissioner, London, 31 December 1936, MP 131/1, item 192/119/499,
NAA)

After further negotiations, on 16 September the Australian Government decided
to cable the British Government that Australia was 'willing to participate in some
such scheme', subject to certain conditions and the British Government replied that
it accepted the Australian agreement on 1 October 1936.32  Having reached this
stage, the negotiations shifted to defining the exact nature of the agreement
between the two Governments but it was not until the final day of 1936 that the
Australian Government sent its detailed statement of the agreement, covering
every aspect of the Scheme including the level of surcharge to be levied, the use
of flying boats, relations of operating companies and provision of ground
facilities.33  The cable concluded with that comment:

The final agreement including several significant variations on the original
Blue Paper proposals:

• Australia would retain responsibility of the route
from Singapore

• QEA would partner Imperial Airways in flying
boat operations on the route

• Australia would charge 3d per letter carried from
Australia on the service

• Australia could construct major repair facilities
for the service if it so desired

• Australia could withdraw from the service after
two years if it was not happy with the flying boat
service.

The Empire Air Mail Scheme link between Britain and Australia was inaugurated
from Rose Bay in Sydney on 4 August 1938.  Focus of attention were two Short
Empire Class flying boats riding at moorings in the bay, tethered symbolically to
the shore by red, white and blue ribbons.  There were many patriotic speeches
which praised the efforts of the past and looked to even greater developments in
the future.34

The Postmaster-General looked to an air link with New Zealand  and Canada and
the creation of an 'all Red' air route around the world which would give a fresh
rendition to 'Rule Britannia - Britannia rules the air'.  The Chairman of Qantas
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Empire Airways said that with Qantas owning six of the flying boats the
Australian flag would now fly all the way from Sydney to Southampton.  The
Acting Governor-General made the final speech, handed the flying-boat
commander a special mail bag containing letters to the King, the British Prime
Minister and the British Postmaster-General and then cut the ribbon which had
connected the flying-boat to the shore.  And then Australia’s first Empire Air Mail
Scheme flight to Britain began.35
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