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An absorbing account of a major international airline told against a background of pivotal historic, political, social and technical events. A fascinating and enlightening read.
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This is a great story that includes world history wrapped in the aluminum skin of aviation. It contains extraordinary detail that burrows through wars, racism, determination, success, death and rebirth as South African Airways seeks new life after 2020. It is a wonderful read that should be mandatory for students of history and both civil and military service schools.




Brigadier General Bob Jordan, (retired), US Army




This is a fascinating tale that covers not only the development of air travel between Southern Africa and the rest of the world but also the too little-known evolution of the great, giant continent of Africa. The detailed aspects on aircraft and the amazingly courageous characters who flew the planes is spellbinding. This is a wonderful window on world history and is not to be missed.
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This is a detailed and marvelous history of flying, commercial aviation and South Africa in general. It brought back many memories of my own career. The author has done an outstanding job of research and I highly recommend it to aviation aficionados, historians and general readers everywhere.




Lieutenant Colonel Ed Reynolds, (retired), US Air Force















Also by Lionel Friedberg






[image: frn_fig_002.jpg]













The Flying Springbok


A history of South African Airways from its inception until the post-apartheid era













The Flying Springbok


A history of South African Airways from its inception until the post-apartheid era




Lionel Friedberg






[image: frn_fig_003.jpg]






Winchester, UK


Washington, USA













[image: frn_fig_004.jpg]




First published by Chronos Books, 2021




Chronos Books is an imprint of John Hunt Publishing Ltd., No. 3 East St., Alresford, Hampshire SO24 9EE, UK




office@jhpbooks.com




www.johnhuntpublishing.com




www.chronosbooks.com




For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.




Text copyright: Lionel Friedberg 2020




ISBN: 978 1 78904 646 5




978 1 78904 647 2 (ebook)




Library of Congress Control Number: 2020940133




All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.




The rights of Lionel Friedberg as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.




A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.




Design: Stuart Davies





UK: Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY




Printed in North America by CPI GPS partners














We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.


















Dedicated to the memory of my beloved parents




Ann and Simon Friedberg




They taught me to look up in wonder… and in awe




















[image: frn_fig_005.jpg]















Introduction


The springbok (Antidorcas marsupialis) is a medium size antelope. It is the national animal of the Republic of South Africa. For more than six decades, a stylized rendering of the animal with sprouted wings was the symbol of the country’s national carrier, South African Airways (SAA).




Pioneering air services throughout Africa and eventually flying to destinations on six continents, SAA became synonymous with expedient, safe and efficient air travel. Emboldened by a pioneering spirit, the airline could boast of many firsts. It also overcame what once seemed like insurmountable odds that threatened its very existence. Though colorful and fascinating, it is nevertheless a story not without controversy. Many saw SAA as the ‘apartheid airline,’ a state-owned agency of the white-controlled government that ruthlessly divided the country’s racial groups.




The flying springbok logo emblazoned the tails of aircraft at many of the world’s major international airports. This was crucial to South Africa’s ruling National Party’s imperative to maintain a ‘presence’ throughout the globe in the face of ever-increasing boycotts, criticism and isolationism due to its racist policies. Routes to some destinations did not even have to show a profit just so long as SAA aircraft could be seen pulling up at terminals abroad and proudly displaying the South African flag.




Today SAA has long-since shed its original logo. It was born anew in 1996 with a livery evocative of the post-apartheid era. But the years of the Flying Springbok were the richest, most progressive and internationally respected in the airline’s 86-year history. This is an account of the era leading up to the rebranding and reincarnation of the airline, six years after Nelson Mandela was finally released from political imprisonment and two years after the African National Congress took over the reins of power when democracy and the end of racism finally came to South Africa.

















Chapter 1


Taking Wing


Four separate territories once occupied the area that now constitute the Republic of South Africa. One of them was the British colony of Natal. It buffered the eastern coastline with the Indian Ocean and was favored by white immigrant settlers as a new home under the African sun. Among them was William John Houshold. With his wife Mary and their five children, they sailed from England and settled on a farm in the Karkloof area near the hamlet of Howick in 1864. But it was their youngest son John Goodman who really concerns us. He was to leave an indelible mark on the history of aviation in Africa and it is with him that our story begins.


For years farmers and innkeepers around Karkloof and the bustling town of Pietermaritzburg talked of the young John Goodman Houshold. It was rumored that he dabbled in the ‘Godless vice’ of attempting to fly. Tales described how, as early as 1871, Houshold nurtured a dream to soar like the birds that he so admired as they careened above the family farm. Coveting their ability, he is said to have obtained a large, firm dried-out hide from a slaughtered bull and attached a long leather thong to it. Climbing up a tree with it, he perched on a branch, maneuvered himself onto the flat hide, tossed the thong down to a handful of Zulu laborers waiting below, held on to either side of the hide and ordered the men to grab the thong and run. He hoped the hide would become a glider but his makeshift creation did not become airborne. The twenty-nine-year-old Houshold plummeted to the ground in a cloud of dust. Not to be outdone, over a period of weeks he carefully studied birds in flight, paying special attention to the ratio of their wingspan to their bodies. To understand something of aerodynamics, he shot a vulture, weighed it and measured the length of its wings. From this, he figured out the design for his next glider and showed it to a friend of the family, Bishop John Colenso in Pietermaritzburg. Colenso was a controversial figure in the Anglican Church who had landed himself in trouble for his outspoken liberal views on religion and race but he had excelled at mathematics during his years at Cambridge University. He fully supported Houshold’s flying ambitions. Examining the young man’s drawings, he pronounced them promising and encouraged him to construct his glider.


With his brother Archer’s help, John set about cobbling together a glider made of wood and oiled paper or silk. Exactly what his invention may have looked like or where and how he procured the material remains a total mystery but that is perhaps part of the charm of the story. Belief has it that the glider was eventually constructed and then dragged to the edge of a thousand-feet high precipice of a hill on the farm. Pushed over the edge by his cheering brother, Houshold soared to a height of 65 feet for a distance of almost 3,300 feet. A second flight that same day ended in a sudden rapid descent in which the craft clipped a tree and crashed, fracturing one of Houshold’s legs. When his mother was told of the reason for his injury, she begged her sons to abandon their flying aspirations. What she feared more than bodily harm to them was incurring the wrath of the Lord. She was convinced that her boys were defying Holy Scripture by attempting the sinful and unnatural act of human flight, thereby tempting the devil. The glider was subsequently packed away in a barn and eventually burned as trash. As no drawings or plans exist, we shall never know the truth behind this most alluring of tales. However, some people have taken it very seriously. In 1995, a plaque commemorating the flight was erected on the spot where the experiment is believed to have taken place. It reads:




First Glider Flight in South Africa


Between 1871 and 1875 John Goodman Houshold undertook two flights in a self-constructed glider from a ridge in this vicinity. One flight carried him approximately 500 metres.


Erected by Lions River Heritage Society


Howick Museum


National Monuments Council


Mondi Forests


SAPPI (South African Pulp & Paper Industries) Forests, Natal


SAAF (South African Air Force) Association


RAF (Royal Air Force) Association


September 1995


If Houshold’s flight really did occur, it is a remarkable accomplishment. Isolated as he was from mainstream scientific thinking and the many engineering experiments taking place in England and Europe at the time, he deserves every accolade for his achievement. After all, it was only a handful of years earlier that British engineer Sir George Cayley had constructed a glider and managed to get it airborne for a brief flight. In 1853, Cayley built a more elaborate device that flew a distance of about 885 feet (270 m) over Brompton Dale in the North York Moors. Did Houshold know of these experiments? If so, how had news about them have reached him in distant Natal in Africa? It is all very tantalizing, adding to the essence of this most beguiling of mysteries.


Apart from attempts at gliding, other forms of aerial transportation were not unknown in South Africa at that time. Between 1880 and 1902, Britain fought bitter wars against two self-proclaimed independent white-controlled republics that the Afrikaners or Boers—descendants of Dutch settlers—had established on the borders of the British colonies of Natal and the Cape. In their two republics the Boers lived outside British domination but animosities between the two sides constantly simmered, especially after diamonds and gold were discovered within the borders of the two Boer states. Based on experiments carried out by Royal Engineers with balloons in the territory of Bechuanaland (modern-day Botswana), Britain employed three military balloon units during the Second Boer War from 1899 to 1902. It was a complicated business. The balloons were finicky and could only be flown in favorable weather. Deploying them was extremely difficult and inflating them with hydrogen gas even more so. Apart from officers and enlisted men, each balloon unit required up to three ox wagons to transport supplies and its cargo of balloons, together with complex hydrogen-producing equipment. A balloon could carry one or two men aloft at a time. The primary task was to have someone in the basket suspended beneath the balloon to spy on the Boers and reconnoiter terrain. The balloons’ functions were therefore limited, never ever used in combat but confined to an observation role. Together with field glasses, maps and notebooks, photographic equipment was also sent aloft. As a result, those early flights have left a rich legacy of early aerial wartime photographs. They provide a fascinating pictorial overview of the Boer War, a brutal affair in which approximately 22,000 British soldiers, 4,000 Boer forces and about 25,000 South African civilians—white and black—died.


But heavier-than-air powered flight is what drove the story of aviation forward in the southern skies of the African continent. In 1907, John Weston became the first South African to build a powered airplane. The event occurred at a very unlikely place—Kalkdam near Hopetown in the Northern Cape. This was farmland, relatively undeveloped and remote. Nevertheless Weston, a civil engineer who had studied and travelled abroad, was inspired by people like the Wright brothers and many others who were tinkering with the new tools and trappings of aviation. Weston based the design of his machine on the concepts of French airplane builders, Gabriel and Charles Voisin, as well as on the work of another French aviator, Henri Farman. Weston purchased and installed a thirty-horsepower four-cylinder Panhard water-cooled engine on his hybridized Voison-Farman craft but the little engine did not have enough power to get the airplane into the air. Undaunted, Weston dismantled the airframe, transported it via ox wagon to the coast and shipped it to France. There he reconstructed it, installed a fifty-horsepower Gnome rotary engine and the machine became airborne in 1910. Weston would later return to South Africa, establish his own aviation company, play a key role in establishing the Aeronautical Society of South Africa and give many demonstrations of flight to the general public.




[image: John Weston in his biplane in 1912]

John Weston in his biplane in 1912





Because his first home-built machine did not actually take to the air in South Africa itself, the distinction of flying the first heavier-than-air powered aircraft in the country goes to someone else—a suave, dashing, moustached 27-year-old French ice hockey player by the name of Albert Kimmerling.


Barely six years after the Wright brothers had made the world’s first powered flight in North Carolina, the people of East London on the eastern seaboard of the Cape province heard the sputtering growl of Kimmerling’s French-made Antoinette V8 engine on a windswept grassy plain near Nahoon beach. The engine was installed in a flimsy biplane constructed by the Voisin brothers in Paris. It was dubbed ‘The Flying Matchbox’ because of its resemblance to the cubed wooden match containers popular among tobacco smokers at that time. Kimmerling had brought the craft from Europe after being lured away from his sporting activities at the invitation of the East London Town Council. Based on his love of ice hockey, fast cars and the infant field of aviation, he had a reputation for speed and daring. The council wanted him to show off his flying skills at the town’s annual Christmas and New Year Gala as a promotional attraction. Historical sources differ as to the exact date but on either December 28, 1909 or on January 1, 1910, the young man took to the air in his fragile craft, attaining a speed of 30 miles per hour at a height of twenty feet above the city’s Nahoon sand dunes. Two milestone events were inscribed in the history books that long-gone summer’s day. It was one of the first powered heavier-than-air flights in the entire southern hemisphere and the very first time that the drone of an airplane engine had ever pierced the silent skies over the African continent.
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The event takes on even more dramatic proportions when it is remembered that Kimmerling’s demonstration in East London took place only six months after Louis Bleriot had made his famed historic crossing of the English Channel from Calais to Dover in 1909. With confidence boosted by his crowd-pleasing performance in East London and enticed by the opportunity to make money by giving flying demonstrations to an even larger audience, Kimmerling dismantled his aircraft and had it transported by rail to Johannesburg. Those were optimistic times in the city that owed its origins to the discovery of gold. The public was more than ready for Kimmerling’s flying demonstrations in the region known as the Witwatersrand, an Afrikaans word meaning ‘Ridge of White Waters.’ It was this enormous geologic feature on a plateau 6,500 feet above sea level that harboured some of the world’s richest seams of gold. The city would eventually become the heartbeat of a thriving industrial complex, one of the most productive south of the equator.


When Kimmerling arrived in Johannesburg early in 1910, the mood was upbeat. The Boer War was finally over and Britain now ruled over all four territories of South Africa, namely the Cape, Natal, and the conquered Boer republics of the Transvaal and Orange Free State. Part of Britain’s peace agreements with the Boers gave autonomy to the four regions which politically unified and became provinces of the new Union of South Africa on May 31, 1910. Although government was local under a Prime Minister and a cabinet, King Edward VII in England was head of state and the Union became another extension of the great British Empire. So it was into a very buoyant Johannesburg that Kimmerling arrived with his Flying Matchbox just a few months before unification took place. He reassembled his machine and after a few mishaps and minor accidents while testing it he made three flights in February 1910 at Sydenham Hill near Orange Grove in what was then an outlying suburb of Johannesburg. The public went crazy. Many clamoured for rides so, on March 19, 1910, Johannesburg businessman Thomas Thornton handed over the princely sum of £100 to Kimmerling, squeezed himself into the passenger seat of the Flying Matchbox and as the flimsy craft clamoured into the late summer air from the Sydenham horse race track he became the first paying aircraft passenger in South African history. Later that day local newspaper reporter Julia Stansfield gained the distinction of becoming the first female passenger in the country to become airborne.


Aviation rapidly came to be regarded as something more than just a way of thrilling crowds. Many began seeing it as a viable option for transportation with strong commercial possibilities. Some also saw it as an exciting sporting and recreational activity. One of them was wealthy Johannesburg timber merchant, Cecil Bredell. He commissioned French immigrant Alfred Louis Raison to build him an airplane. Raison was more than qualified for the task. He was a mechanic who had once run a small bicycle shop. Bredell’s passion for flight was inspired by the success of Louis Bleriot’s trans-Channel flight from Calais to Dover and the proven reliability of his French-built Bleriot monoplane. Raison had a brother who was an employee of Bleriot’s company in France so he wrote to his brother and arranged to purchase a copy of the blueprints for Bleriot’s aircraft design. As soon as the plans arrived, Raison set about constructing a modified version of the machine for Bredell in his Johannesburg workshop. With the exception of the wheels pilfered from a motorcycle and the British-made JAP V4 aero engine the entire craft was made from locally available components. The machine first took to the air from a grassy field in Highlands North on May 2, 1911, with Cecil Bredell at the controls.


Others now looked to the airplane as an expedient new way of delivering something else—the mail. One of them was Evelyn ‘Bok’ Frederick Driver. Born in Pietermaritzburg in 1881, he travelled to England and got a job with the Grahame-White Aviation Company at Hendon as a pilot-instructor. Driver was an excellent pilot and was invited to become one of four to fly the first airmail service in the United Kingdom. The Royal Mail Aerial Postal Service was inaugurated from Hendon airfield in North London to Windsor to mark the coronation of King George V. Driver piloted a Farman biplane as the service took to the air on September 9, 1911. He subsequently returned to South Africa with two flying buddies, pilots Guy Livingston and Cecil Compton-Paterson. Together they formed a company called the African Aviation Syndicate in Cape Town. Its purpose was to ‘promote the science and practice of aviation in South Africa’ by, among other things, teaching members of the public to fly.


Livingston was managing director of the company while Compton-Paterson and Driver took on the role of pilot and instructor. They brought two aircraft with them from Europe. One was a biplane designed and built by Compton-Paterson himself, and the other a Bleriot monoplane. In 1911, the Cape Town Publicity Association organized an ‘Aviation Fortnight’ to promote flying in the city. One of the highlights was the experimental delivery of the country’s first airmail, covering the route from Kenilworth racecourse to the beach suburb of Muizenberg, a distance of eight-and-a-half miles. The flight captured the public’s imagination and was eagerly anticipated. Flags were flown all over the city to alert people if weather conditions were favorable so that onlookers could catch a glimpse of the single-seat Bleriot XI monoplane. In the late afternoon of Tuesday, December 27, 1911, Driver took off from the Kenilworth racecourse carrying a bag of specially designed postcards that bore either a half-penny or one penny stamp, the former for local delivery and the latter for transportation by sea to destinations abroad. Driver landed at Oldham’s field north of Muizenberg seven-and-a-half minutes later. On the return flight the winds were not as favourable and the Bleriot touched down at Kenilworth at 8.10 pm after a twelve-and-a-half-minute flight. The watching crowds were jubilant.
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Many were watching these achievements with great interest. One of them was South Africa’s Minister of Defense, General Jan Christiaan Smuts. He had been a brilliant Boer Commando during the Second Anglo Boer War, fighting against the British. After peace and the establishment of the Union he would become a prominent South African and British statesman, serving in both the South African and British Imperial War Cabinets and would twice serve as South Africa’s prime minister. In time, Smuts would become a very close friend of the British royal family and would be one of Britain’s staunchest allies during World War II. Smuts was most intrigued by the flights of Driver and Paterson. Visionary that he was he immediately foresaw the military possibilities of the airplane. In 1912, he sent his Commandant General of the South African Citizen Force, General Christiaan Frederik Beyers, to Europe to observe British, Swiss, French and German military manoeuvres in which aircraft were participating. Smuts was anxious to know whether the airplane could be successfully integrated into military operations. Did Beyers think the airplane might serve as an instrument of war?


Beyers was enthusiastic about what he saw and encouraged Smuts as well as Prime Minister Louis Botha to establish a military Air Corps. Its primary purpose would be aerial observation and scouting, just in case any future hostilities involving the new Union should arise. The task presented numerous challenges, not least of which was the fact that no one in the government or the defense force knew anything about how to run an aviation school. Perhaps it was fortuitous that the syndicate between Paterson, Driver and Livingston in Cape Town had come to an end at the same time. A group of businessmen in Kimberley had bought the company’s assets and Paterson was placed in charge of a flying school that the new owners set up with Edward Wallace Cheeseman as his co-instructor. An arrangement was made for the construction of a hangar at a dusty place called Alexandersfontein near Kimberley in the northern Cape and the Paterson Aviation Syndicate School of Flying opened for business there early in 1913. Paterson was soon approached by government officials to train civilian pilots for the proposed South African Aviation Corps (SAAC) so that it could become an active component of the Union Defense Force.


Successful candidates who met the criteria to join the new Aviation Corps were paid seventeen shillings and six pence by the government, plus an allowance of five shillings per student so that they could pay for the use of the school’s aircraft. Pilot testing was supervised by the Aeronautical Society of South Africa, a regulatory body that had been formed by pioneering airman and aircraft builder John Weston in 1911 under the auspices of the Royal Aeronautical Society of Great Britain. Basic flying training courses commenced at the school in mid-1913 with ten students. The main aircraft in which they received instruction was the home-built Compton-Paterson biplane powered by a fifty-horsepower Gnome engine. The first pupils were John Clisdal, Gordon Shergold Creed, Edwin Cheere Emmett, Basil Hobson Turner, M. van Coller, Gerard Percy Wallace, Marthinus Steyn Williams, a young man with the last name of Hopkins, one whose last name was Solomon and a very bright 30-year-old from the town of Stellenbosch by the name of Kenneth Reid van der Spuy. Van der Spuy would later become a highly decorated airman and would go on to be tasked with the actual founding of the government-backed South African Aviation Corps. Three civilians also joined the class. One of them was Miss Anna Maria Bocciarelli. She was born in Kimberley in 1897, the daughter of wealthy Italian immigrant Achille Bocciarelli who owned the local brickworks. Miss Bocciarelli received her wings from the flying school in October 1913, thus becoming the first woman to be trained as a pilot in South Africa. Six of the male pilots qualified with such high grades that they were sent to the Central Flying School—part of Britain’s Royal Flying Corps and predecessor of the Royal Air Force—in Upavon, England for further training.


Those were pioneering times but it was not all excitement and romance. Aviation was young and still plagued with numerous difficulties and dangers. Aircraft were fragile and unreliable. They were constructed mainly of wood and covered with stretched fabric. To say that they were easily susceptible to damage is an understatement. Engines were, at best, troublesome and untrustworthy. Most flying machines were capable of reaching speeds of no more than thirty or thirty-five miles per hour. They carried few flying aids, simple instrumentation, no radios and very basic equipment. Navigational instruments consisted of little more than a rudimentary compass. Airfields were usually makeshift affairs, either rough veldt, golf courses or horseracing tracks. Sometimes these landing areas concealed potholes, stones and other obstacles that punctured wheels and tore up undercarriages. General knowledge of the new science of aviation was still very much in its infancy. Rule books did not exist. It was more a matter of learning by doing. But all that was about to change.


When two gunshots shattered the mid-morning spring air in Sarajevo, capital of the Austro-Hungarian province of Bosnia in June 1914, snuffing out the lives of Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife Sophie, a series of cataclysmic events were triggered. A month later the first bullets and shells of World War I – the ‘Great War,’ the ‘War to end all wars’ – were fired. Europe was catapulted into a clash the likes of which had never been seen. It did not take long before all the world’s great powers and many other nations were sucked into the conflict. The impact of all this on the airplane was dramatic.


Flying machines now became potent weapons of battle. Sputtering fire from machine guns as they engaged in savage aerial dogfights, they shot one another to smithereens. Manufacturers on both sides of the conflict did everything possible to improve their airplanes, making them faster, tougher and more easily maneuverable again. Bricks, nails, lethal dart-like weapons known as fléchettes and then grenades, bombs and other explosive devices were aimed by eye and lobbed by pilots from open cockpits onto targets such as troops, horses, cavalry, trenches, railroad tracks and cities before methods were developed for dropping bombs from mounts beneath the wings. Very early in the war the Germans employed dirigible airships to drop bombs on England. Clearly, there was an urgent need for lightweight fighters to metamorphose into fully fledged bombers and so airplane manufacturers in Germany, Britain, France, Russia, Italy and the Austro-Hungarian Empire scrambled to the task.


Those were the years of many awards and decorations such as the prestigious Prussian order Pour le Mérite, or the Blue Max, and of famous pilots such as Germany’s Manfred von Richthofen, the legendary ‘Red Baron,’ so-named because of the crimson color of his swift German-built Fokker single-engine triplane. It was the glory years of American ace, Eddie Rickenbacker, and of decorated British aces such as Frank McNamara, William Rhodes-Moorhouse, Albert Ball and fellow Royal Flying Corps pilot from South Africa, Andrew Beauchamp Proctor, who became one of the most decorated airmen during the war. Credited with an astonishing 54 victories in the air he was awarded the Distinguished Service Order (DSO), the Military Cross (MC), the Distinguished Flying Cross (DFC) and the Victoria Cross (VC), the highest military decoration for valor awarded to members of the armed forces in the British Empire.


The airplane had come into its own and went into battle as far away as German South West Africa (modern-day Namibia) and German East Africa (Burundi, Rwanda and Tanganyika or modern-day Tanzania). As an ally of Great Britain, South Africa despatched pilots from the newly-formed South African Aviation Corps as well as those flying with the Royal Flying Corps to support ground forces fighting there.


In Europe, one of the few heavy bombers that had been developed for the war came from the Vickers aviation company of Brooklands in England. It was called the Vickers Vimy. In 1917, three prototypes were ordered by the Royal Flying Corps.


They were fitted with engines from different manufacturers for testing. When the Royal Flying Corps became the Royal Air Force in 1918, a total of 776 Vickers Vimy machines with 360-horsepower Rolls Royce Eagle twelve-cylinder liquid-cooled engines were ordered. But before the aircraft could be delivered, let alone see combat, the war ended.


As peace returned to a solemn, battered and exhausted Europe in 1918, the existence of all those new Vimy airplanes opened up a host of new opportunities for intrepid airmen who wanted to break records, especially with regard to long-distance flight.
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The Vickers Vimy was designed as a night-time bomber with a range of 870 miles. It was 43 ft seven inches long, had a wingspan of 68 ft one inch and was 15 ft eight inches high. Its empty weight was 7,104 lbs. It had a fully loaded maximum take-off weight of 10,884 lbs. It was a big, rigidly-built aircraft with a metal forward-section and a metal inner frame fuselage covered by stretched fabric. Powered by two Rolls Royce Eagle twelve-cylinder engines it flew at a height of nearly 9,800 ft and at a speed of 130 mph. It was intended to cross the English Channel or take off from France and reach deep into German territory where it could drop its 4,400 lb load of bombs.







On June 14, 1919, Captain John Alcock and Lieutenant Arthur Whitten Brown took off from St. John’s, Newfoundland in a modified and improved version of the Vimy, the model IV. They landed the next day at Clifden, Ireland, after a non-stop flight of sixteen hours and twenty-seven minutes, making them the first to cross the Atlantic by air. It was an extraordinary accomplishment. Amazingly, there was still enough fuel left in the Vimy’s tanks to take it another 807 miles. Their flight ignited the imagination of many others, including Australians Captain Ross Smith and his brother Keith. With Ross at the controls and Keith as navigator, accompanied by Sergeants J.M. Bennett and W.H. Shiers as mechanics, they departed Hounslow, England in a Vickers Vimy IV on November 12, 1919, landing in Port Darwin, Australia 28 days later. They had become the first to travel all the way from England via Asia to the Australian continent, a stunning distance of 10,500 miles, almost halfway around the world.


Britain had long wanted a quick and efficient means to connect with the outermost regions of its empire. The biggest problem was always distance. And nowhere did this present more challenges than in Africa. Much of the continent was still unknown and uncharted. It had always been the dream of one of the most successful and controversial industrialists, politicians, speculators, mining magnates and businessmen during the heydays of the British empire, Cecil John Rhodes, founder of the giant de Beers diamond mining company, to carve an unbroken trail of empire all the way up central and eastern Africa with a railway line linking Cape Town and Cairo. That aim was never fully realized, even though plans and intentions to achieve it would simmer for decades. More than anything else, Whitehall and the Colonial Office in London would have liked nothing better than a ‘pink’ map all the way up through Africa from south to north to signify British-held colonies. At that time all parts of the planet under British domination were colored pink on maps. There were so many pink areas on globes of the world that it was said that the sun never set on the British empire. Somewhere on the earth, at any given time, a pink region under British control was always in daylight.


Just a few days after the Armistice ending World War I was signed in November 1918, terminating the most vicious conflict ever fought in recorded history, three military survey parties were despatched from Britain to Africa. Their mission was to search out sites for future African ‘aerodromes’ as airstrips or landing fields were commonly referred to by the British in those days. These places would hopefully become staging posts for aircraft that would accomplish what the eagerly anticipated railway line might also eventually do one day, forging a regular passenger and mail service between England and its African dominions by way of Cairo. But could airfields be built down the length of the African continent? Could landing fields be carved out of savannah grasslands, swamps, tropical forests, mountains and deserts? What were the logistic problems of bringing in supplies, fuel, spares, water and provisions? What were weather conditions like along the route? Were local inhabitants prepared to be trained for working at the airfields? Were tribal chiefs, headmen, elders and the population at large amenable to the idea? Because of the sheer scale of the venture the first of the three survey parties was responsible for exploring and developing the sector between Cairo and the Sudan, the second from Sudan to Northern Rhodesia (modern-day Zambia) and the third, under the command of Major Chaplin Court Treatt, for the leg from Northern Rhodesia all the way to Cape Town, primarily by following the routes of existing railway lines.


Establishing an air service as quickly as possible was of utmost importance to Britain. The survey teams worked quickly. Incredibly, just a year after setting out on this mammoth task they had examined vast tracts of land and established no less than twenty-three aerodromes as well as twenty-one additional places cleared as emergency landing sites. The job had been extremely demanding. Many workers had taken ill or had suffered injuries along the way. The teams had charted swamps, plateaus, jungles, rivers and grasslands that had never appeared on any previous maps and, together with paid or willing labourers recruited from local villages, they had hacked, chopped, cut and cleared patches that could accommodate aircraft as large as the Vickers Vimy. Thousands of trees had been felled. Stumps and roots had been removed and the holes filled in with soil. Tsetse flies frequently killed cattle and draft animals that were hauling trees, rocks and debris away so a lot of the work was done manually. Anthills had to be cleared, some as high as 33 feet. Depressions and dried riverbeds had to be filled in and made level. At one location alone 90,000 trees had to be removed. At another, a thousand wagonloads of rock had to be carted away. At Ndola in Northern Rhodesia, 700 local villagers had assisted in levelling over 25,000 tons of anthills. Airfields had to be constructed to a minimum size of 74 acres. All of them had to be marked with a large white circle so that they could be clearly seen from the air. Fuel had to be shipped in overland and storage drums had to be buried beneath ground to protect them from the searing sun. It was a superhuman task. But it was duly done.


Places chosen as primary airfields were Heliopolis (Cairo), Helwan, Assuit (Asyut) and Assouan (Aswan) in Egypt; Khartoum, Jebelain (Al Jabalayn), Eliri (South Kordofan), Atbara (Atbarah), Wady Halfa (Wadi Halfa) and Mongala in Sudan; Jinja on Lake Victoria in Uganda; Kisumu in Kenya; Tabora and Mwanza in Tanganyika (Tanzania); Abercorn (Mbala), Broken Hill (Kabwe), Ndola and Livingstone in Northern Rhodesia (Zambia); Palapye in Bechuanaland (Botswana) and then Pretoria, Johannesburg, Bloemfontein, Victoria West, Beaufort West and Cape Town in South Africa. The total distance from Cairo covered over 4,900 miles with the landing spaces roughly 124 miles apart.




The big question now was who would be the first to fly the route? Who would be brave or foolhardy enough to undertake such a perilous journey by air? Mechanical failure or getting lost along the way would almost certainly be fatal. Even if a crash did not kill the aviators, hostile tribes, wild animals and difficult terrain would severely impair any chances of survival. Locating wreckage by rescue parties would be virtually impossible. And yet the opportunities for undertaking such a venture would certainly stoke the spirits of any warm-blooded young adventurers willing to risk everything for accomplishing something never done before, especially on such an immense scale. In Britain the matter was discussed in parliament. Winston Churchill, then Secretary of State for War and Air, brought it up in the House of Commons. He proposed that there ought to be a substantial cash prize for the first person or persons to successfully complete a flight from London to Cape Town. Everything should be done to encourage that endeavor now that airfields had been established all the way down the spine of the African continent. The press picked up on the story and this piqued public interest. In fashionable West End gentlemen’s clubs, ladies’ tea parlors, village pubs and at social gatherings conversation often turned to who would accomplish the feat. Knowing how much publicity it would generate for the newspaper, the London-based Daily Mail came forward and offered a cash prize of £10,000, at that time a very handsome sum of money. Pulses quickened. Five entrants took up the offer, making them contestants in an exciting venture that the press and public rapidly dubbed the ‘Great Air Race to the Cape.’


On January 24, 1920, the first plane in the competition took off from Brooklands in Surrey. It was a Vickers Vimy piloted by British airmen Stanley Cockerell and Frank Broome. The flight was sponsored by The Times newspaper. In his leather satchel Cockerell carried a letter from King George to the British Governor General of South Africa, Lord Buxton. Unfortunately, the letter never reached its destination because the aircraft crashed on takeoff from Tabora, Tanganyika on February 27, slightly injuring the crew and putting The Times entrant out of the running. Three other participants in the race also crashed, bringing an end to their attempts to win the prize. One, a British-built Handley Page 0/400 converted bomber with 24-year-old Herbert George Brackley at the controls, aided by navigator Frederick Tymms and sponsored by the Daily Telegraph, crashed after leaving Assuan for Khartoum in Sudan on February 25. It sustained damage beyond repair. Another aircraft was a de Havilland DH 14A. It was a single-engine two-seater biplane piloted by its wealthy owner, Australian Frederick Sidney Cotton who, together with his engineer W.A. Townsend, began their flight from Hendon in February. But after numerous mishaps and problems along the way the craft was written off after crashing in Italy on July 24. Then there was an R.A.F. Vickers Vimy piloted by William Welsh and Robert Halley which crash-landed at Wadi Halfa on February 27. With the exception of Cotton’s two-seater de Havilland, all the other aircraft carried a couple of passengers, most of them mechanics, and it is a miracle that no one suffered serious injury or death during their extraordinarily daring attempts.


But what about that fifth crew? By 1920, General Jan Smuts had become prime minister of South Africa. He desperately wanted South Africans to be the first to complete the entire length of the route, win the Daily Mail prize and generate international publicity and goodwill for the country. To achieve this he authorized the purchase of a military Vickers Vimy from the R.A.F. at Brooklands in England for £4,500. Marked with the official British aviation registration G-UABA on its wings and fuselage and spruced up in shiny aluminum paint the craft glinted magnificently in the sunlight and was appropriately named the Silver Queen. All she needed was a flying crew. But who would they be? General Smuts and his advisors scoured the rosters of the South African Aviation Corps. Two candidates were finally decided upon.


Helperus Andries ‘Pierre’ van Ryneveld was born in the little town of Senekal in the Orange Free State on May 2, 1891. After an initial education in the city of Bloemfontein he went on to gain a B.A. degree from the University of the Cape of Good Hope in Cape Town. He then sailed for England and obtained a B.Sc. degree from the University of London. Always fascinated by military matters he returned to South Africa and joined the recently formed Union Defense Force. This led to further studies at the Imperial Staff College in Britain. At the outbreak of the First World War he joined the Royal North Lancashire Regiment, seeing service in France and the Middle East. But he soon discovered that his real passion was for aviation and so from April 1915 he flew with the Royal Flying Corps. His brother John also became a pilot but was killed in action. Pierre van Ryneveld was an accomplished and courageous pilot. He accumulated an excellent flying record, earning the Distinguished Service Order (DSO) and the Military Cross. When the war ended, the twenty-nine-year-old returned to South Africa. And that was when General Smuts picked him for the Silver Queen. But there was need for a second crewmember.


Christopher Joseph ‘Flossie’ Quinton Brand was two years younger than van Ryneveld. He was born in Kimberley on May 25, 1893. Educated in Johannesburg he joined the Union Defense Force in 1913. During the first couple of years of World War I he served with the army in South Africa and then left for England in 1915. There he trained to become a pilot with the Royal Flying Corps. In 1916, he first saw service in the skies over France. His flying skills were second to none and he eventually became celebrated as the highest-scoring night fighter pilot with the Corps, earning himself the DSO and the Military Cross.
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Pierre van Ryneveld and Quinton Brand were perfectly matched. And Prime Minister Jan Smuts knew it. Together they were offered the challenge of flying the Silver Queen, with van Ryneveld as commander and Brand as co-pilot. Two others, a Rolls Royce engine mechanic by the name of Sherratt and an airframe engineer called Burton were engaged to accompany the flight as passengers. On the cold, damp morning of February 14, 1920, to the cheers of military and civilian onlookers, the Silver Queen took off from Brooklands, bound for its epic flight across Europe and then down the length of Africa to Cape Town. On board was a letter addressed from the British Prime Minister David Lloyd George to General Jan Smuts. Dated February 3, 1920, from 10 Downing Street. It read:






My dear General,


I am told that two gallant South African officers, Colonel Van Ryneveld and Flight-Lieutenant Brand, are about to start on the pioneer flight to South Africa by the Cape to Cairo air route. I am glad to avail myself of this opportunity to send my best wishes to yourself and to South Africa by the first aerial mail. I do not suppose that Cecil Rhodes and other pioneers of the Cape to Cairo route ever dreamed that the first package to be carried along this route would travel by air and not by rail.


With best wishes,


Yours sincerely,


D. Lloyd George





Also on board the Silver Queen were 518 gallons of fuel, 30 gallons of lubricating oil, 32 gallons of fresh water, plus a variety of spares and tools. The Vimy behaved relatively well, flying across the English Channel and then, with periodic maintenance stops, breached the Alps, flew down Italy and then over the Mediterranean. Between Cairo and Khartoum near Wadi Halfa, disaster struck. A leaking radiator made the starboard engine overheat. The crew had no option but to shut it down. Having lost fifty per cent of its power the huge machine could not stay aloft, even in the cool evening air through which it was flying. The pilots spotted an open patch of sandy desert at a place called Korosko alongside the Nile and brought the aircraft down to a perfect landing. But in the dim evening light they did not see the crop of boulders that loomed before them. With an ear-splitting crash, the aircraft hurtled over it. There were no injuries but the wheels and wings of the Silver Queen were torn to shreds.


When news of the accident reached General Smuts in Pretoria, he immediately asked the Royal Air Force to place another Vickers Vimy at van Ryneveld and Brand’s disposal. The RAF’s response was swift and positive. An airplane that had been stripped of its engines was still undergoing routine maintenance at a base in Cairo and was quickly made ready. As the Silver Queen’s own engines had not sustained damage in the crash, they were brought by Bedouins and local Arabs on carts pulled by donkeys and camels from the crash site to Wadi Halfa and then transported by rail to Cairo. On arrival the engines were fitted onto the replacement airframe and the machine was named Silver Queen II.


On February 22, 1920, the Vimy was airborne, bound for Bulawayo in Southern Rhodesia. After transiting the Sahara, the Great Rift Valley, skirting the eastern side of the Belgian Congo and crossing the Zambezi river with no major setbacks Bulawayo was reached on March 5, 1920. The aircraft touched down and came to a halt on the town’s horse racing track. Van Ryneveld and Brand had flown further than any of their competitors and it looked like the goal and the prize were going to be theirs. They received a hero’s welcome.
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Revelry and celebrating took place in Bulawayo that night and early next morning, the revving Rolls Royce engines of Silver Queen II broke the stillness of the African bush. Van Ryneveld hoped that he would be able to reach Pretoria in South Africa without stopping to refuel. The distance between the two centers was 383 miles. To cover that amount of territory van Ryneveld decided to fill the Vimy’s fuel tanks to maximum capacity. It was not a good idea. Bulawayo is 4,400 feet above sea level and at that altitude the air is not as dense as it is at coastal level, making it difficult for the engines to get enough ‘bite.’ At dawn on Saturday, March 6 the Vimy lifted off from the racetrack but it was too heavy and its engines struggled to keep it aloft. The craft barely cleared the bush and scrub at the end of the track. Van Ryneveld pushed the throttles all the way, desperately squeezing maximum power from the two laboring engines. Dirty oil made matters worse and the Vimy could not rise above fifty feet. Then, buffeted by a slight breeze the aircraft shook, lost height and with a deafening crash smashed into the ground. The crew was uninjured but Silver Queen II was a complete write-off.
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News of the disaster reached a very disappointed General Smuts in Pretoria. Mulling over the predicament of his two pilots he did not want the South African attempt to reach the Cape to end now. Smuts turned to resources within South Africa itself for a solution. Not long before the Bulawayo crash the British government had given South Africa 113 used World War I military aircraft to form the nucleus of its own internal air force.


Smuts immediately ordered one of them, a two-seater de Havilland DH9 with a six-cylinder 250-horsepower Siddeley Puma engine, to fly from Pretoria and be handed over to van Ryneveld and Brand in Bulawayo. Before departure the name Voortrekker was painted on its nose. It was an appropriate name. It is an Afrikaans word meaning ‘Pathfinder’ and was used to describe the first Dutch farmers who packed up their wagons and left the Cape of Good Hope to escape British rule in the early 1800s to find freedom and pastures new deeper inland.
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Anxious to complete what they had started almost a month earlier, Van Ryneveld and Brand left Bulawayo in Voortrekker on March 17. Stopping first at Serowe and then at Palapye (Phalatswe) in Bechuanaland (modern-day Botswana), they were anxious to meet Chief Khama III, leader of the Bamangwato people. Known as ‘Khama the Great,’ he was the eldest son of Chief Segkoma I who had befriended the great missionary and explorer David Livingstone when he visited the area in the early 1840s. Unlike many other European explorers Livingstone had become a legend among the indigenous people due to his efforts to liberate them from the curse of slavery. Because of this a generally well-disposed attitude towards the British existed among the descendants of Chief Segkoma. His son, Khama, had been especially helpful towards the survey parties who established aerodromes and landing fields in the territory in 1918 and van Ryneveld and Brand wanted to personally thank him for his cooperation.


After the meeting with Khama, the DH9 took off and droned onward to Pretoria, its first stop on actual South African soil. From there it flew to Johannesburg and a riotous welcome. After brief festivities the aircraft flew on to Bloemfontein and Beaufort West. Finally, on March 20 at 4p.m. Voortrekker touched down at Young’s Field, Wynberg in Cape Town. The two aviators had achieved what many feared was the impossible. Fame was theirs. Their achievement made headlines throughout the world. Each of the two aviators received half of the Daily Mail prize money in recognition of their efforts and both were subsequently knighted by King George in London. They had traversed the entire African continent by air. A long-held dream had finally come true. At last a highway in the African sky had been opened.


While much of the media attention had been concentrated on the air race, additional events of importance had been taking place. At the end of 1919, there were others in South Africa who were already looking forward to starting a regular passenger and airmail service. The Handley-Page company of England took the initiative by forming a South African subsidiary, Handley-Page South African Transport Limited. The intention was to start a local mail and passenger service between the country’s major cities and, ultimately, by using all those airfields that had been carved out of the African landscape to start a long-haul service between Cape Town and Cairo. In England two twin-engine biplane Handley-Page 0/400 bombers were converted to civilian use with accommodation for sixteen passengers and then shipped out to South Africa. Reassembled at Young’s Field in Wynberg and bearing the registrations G-EANV and G-IAAI, they were the largest aircraft yet seen in the country. To keep the machines properly maintained and supplied with fuel—at that time they used the same type of gasoline that powered automobile engines—financial underwriting and support was sought from the business world. A willing sponsor soon came forward, a local Cape Town-based winery and distillery. Before long the wording Commando Brandy was emblazoned on the sides of the fuselage and beneath the wings of the two aircraft, ensuring a potent advertising message for the sponsor every time one of the craft flew overhead.


On Sunday, February 15, 1920, one of the big Handley-Pages named Pioneer with Major Henry ‘Duke’ Meintjes at the controls took off on an ambitious attempt to inaugurate the first passenger service between Cape Town and Johannesburg. There were nine passengers on board. Other crew members were co-pilot, Captain C.J. ‘Boetie’ Venter and a Flight Engineer by the name of Askew. The scheduled route was to be via Beaufort West, De Aar and Kimberley. Shortly after leaving Cape Town, heavy cloud was encountered over the surrounding Hex River mountains and after clearing this obstacle pilot Meintjes discovered that the aircraft’s compass was faulty. It could not be relied upon so he decided to put down on a stretch of empty land near a farmhouse at an obscure little place called Brakkefontein to determine their position. Having ascertained exactly where they were Meintjies once again took off for Laingsburg, a small town on the main railway route. After an hour in the air, engineer Askew warned that Pioneer had a dangerously low fuel level. An immediate landing was necessary so the crew brought the aircraft down at a tiny farming hamlet called Blaauheuwel (Blue Hill). Careful inspection revealed that the reserve fuel tank had developed a leak. After sending a note via a farmer on horseback to Laingsburg, the crew and passengers had to wait on the ground for two days until a truck coughed its way along the dirt road carrying enough barrels of fuel to get Pioneer to Laingsburg. Once there, another delay awaited the exhausted passengers and crew. There wasn’t enough fuel available locally to fill up the aircraft’s tanks. More had to be sent by rail from Beaufort West. Pioneer eventually took off and landed at Beaufort West on Thursday morning, four days behind schedule. For the passengers, it would have been quicker to travel from Cape Town to Johannesburg by train. They would already have reached their destination but such was the allure of air travel in those days that they happily endured the delays and inconvenience. After all, weren’t they making history? After lunch in town at Beaufort West, everyone boarded the aircraft for the next leg to De Aar. The Handley-Page took off and climbed to about 330 feet when suddenly an ominous cracking sound came from the rear. All at once the aircraft began to veer wildly from side to side. Struggling to keep the machine under control, Meintjes made an immediate and very violent forced landing at a little railway siding called Acacia. Although no one was hurt, the aircraft was damaged beyond repair. The problem turned out to be a broken port rudder post. The big ex-bombers simply weren’t built rugged enough to withstand frequent take-offs and landings on gravel or uneven fields that subjected them to a lot of shaking.


The second Handley-Page with Commando Brandy painted on it did a few flights over the Cape Town area but nothing more came of the intended passenger service. The Commando logo was painted over and the surviving aircraft dismantled and shipped to Calcutta, India where it was sold. After the crash of Pioneer, the owners of Handley-Page South African Transport Limited decided that plans for an aerial service in Africa were way too premature and far too dangerous. In September 1920, the company ceased operations.


But other things were happening to nudge the development of aviation in the sub-continent forward. On February 1, 1920, the South African Air Force (SAAF) was formed out of the preexisting South African Aviation Corps (SAAC). What made this possible was the gift of those 113 ex-RAF World War I aircraft from Britain, replete with spares, tools and all the necessary accoutrements to keep the machines in the air. A base with a permanent runway, hangars and all essential technical facilities was established at Swartkop just outside Pretoria. Pierre van Ryneveld—not only a hero of the London-to-Cape Town air race but now a Colonel and decorated RAF and SAAC military pilot—was put in charge of operations. His second-in-command was Kenneth Reid van der Spuy, one of the first graduates of Cecil Compton-Patterson’s flying school at Alexandersfontein in Kimberley almost a decade earlier.


Aviation was now a legitimate entity on the landscape of South African affairs. Keen weekend flyers and ‘light aeroplane clubs’ in towns and cities all over the Union began to proliferate. In 1923, Parliament passed what was known as the Union Air Act. This provided a legal operating structure for all aviation activities in the country as well as the necessary administrative mechanisms for granting aviation licenses to pilots, aircraft operators and aviation businesses. Airports—or aerodromes as they were still most often referred to—also came under the control and jurisdiction of the Act, as were ancillary services such as telegraphs, the infant field of wireless (radio) communication and even customs and immigration procedures. Enforcement of the Act was the responsibility of the Department of Posts and Telegraphs, with a Civil Air Board acting as an advisory body to the Minister of Posts and Telegraphs. One of the Civil Air Board’s first recommendations to the Minister was to start an experimental airmail service.


Mail from sources abroad entered the country by sea through Cape Town which is over a thousand miles from Johannesburg. The agency responsible for bringing the mail from Britain was the revered Union Castle Mail Steamship Company. Their vessels were named with the suffix Castle, such as Arundel Castle, Cape Town Castle, Edinburgh Castle, Winchester Castle, Pretoria Castle and so on. They were easily identified by their distinctive lavender-colored hulls and red funnels topped in black. By the mid-twenties the voyage between Cape Town and Southampton took two full weeks, with the ships operating on a precise timetable. Every Thursday at 4 p.m. a Union-Castle Royal Mail ship would leave Southampton bound for Cape Town, arriving in the city on a Monday. It would then sail along the coast bound for Durban, calling at Port Elizabeth and East London en route. Meanwhile, another liner was underway on the return voyage to the United Kingdom. It would leave Cape Town bound for Southampton at 4 p.m. on a Friday. In 1925, the South African Air Force (SAAF) was given the task of flying an experimental airmail service to connect with the arrival and departure of the mail ship. At first, the flights did not serve the Johannesburg area directly but linked Cape Town with Durban and included intermediate stops at Oudtshoorn, East London, Port Elizabeth and Mossel Bay.


Eleven SAAF de Havilland DH9 aircraft equipped with 230-horsepower Armstrong Siddeley Puma engines were employed for the coastal mail run, with Captain H. ‘Duke’ Meintjies, Captain H.C. Daniel, Major ‘Happy Jack’ Holthouse, Lt. L. Tasker, Lt. H.P. Schoeman, Captain Hamman, Lt. Berger, Capt. C.W. Meredith, Lt. Joubert, Lt. L. Hiscock and Lt. Reinhard Ferdinand ‘Caspar’ Caspareuthus as pilots. Lt. Col. Kenneth van der Spuy headed up the administrative side of things with Pierre van Ryneveld in overall command.
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Each DH9 carried a payload of 400 lbs. The mailbags were carried in an open cockpit normally reserved for a passenger. The seat had been removed to make space for the bags. It was crude but it worked. The aircraft operated four sectors in pairs. Mail flights left Durban on a Thursday afternoon and stopped overnight in East London. The next morning the two machines flew to Port Elizabeth where the mail was transferred to another pair of DH9s. Those flew the mail to Oudtshoorn, a small town that was the center of South Africa’s thriving ostrich feather industry. There the mail was again transferred to another pair of DH9s and flown via Mossel Bay on the final leg to Cape Town. The cost of sending a letter domestically was three pence and to destinations abroad six pence. Flights began on February 23, 1925 and although the service was efficient and incident-free the public at large was reticent to pay the extra cost for sending mail by air. After only 32 flights in which 276 bags of mail were carried, the service was disbanded on June 27, 1925.


Forging air links between South Africa and the outside world was always the primary drive behind those wanting to fly the African skies. But further progress had to wait for the adventurous and for those willing to take unprecedented risks. One of them stood head and shoulders above the rest. British-born Alan John Cobham was a stickler for detail. Everything he did was planned down to the tiniest item. His war record with the Royal Flying Corps was second to none and he could not get enough of flying. As a test pilot for the young de Havilland aircraft company in Edgeware just outside London, he was highly optimistic about the future role of the airplane. The company knew that most aircraft built during World War I would soon need replacing so they turned their attention to developing new variants. Twenty-seven-year-old Cobham was hired to fly and publicize their latest offerings. In 1923, the company was particularly proud of its latest model, a single-engine biplane with accommodation for four passengers known as the DH.50. In August of that year, Cobham flew the prototype to Gothenberg, Sweden where it was featured at the International Aeronautical Exhibition. In 1924 Cobham won Britain’s prestigious King’s Cup air race in the aircraft, flying it at an average speed of 107 mph.


That same year, 1924, Imperial Airways—forerunner of the future British Overseas Airways Corporation (BOAC) and today’s British Airways—came into being. Based at Croydon airport outside London, the fledgling airline was created to establish air links between Britain and the furthermost regions of her empire, especially India, Ceylon (Sri Lanka), Burma (Myanmar), Singapore, Hong Kong, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa. ‘Route proving’ became an imperative for the young airline. In order to establish permanent air links, the route first had to be repeatedly flown, tried and tested. Alan Cobham became involved in this ambitious endeavour. His first assignment was to fly from London to Rangoon, Burma (modern-day Yangon, Myanmar) to help determine the practicalities of the route that transited Europe, the Middle East and Asia. At about the same time the newest variant of the DH.50 aircraft was rolled out of the de Havilland factory. Designated the DH.50J, it featured slight airframe modifications and a more powerful 385-horsepower Armstrong Siddeley Jaguar engine. It was in this aircraft bearing registration number G-EBFO and christened Youth of Britain that Cobham took off on his most challenging flight. The date was November 16, 1925. Droning skywards from the de Havilland company’s home base at Stag Lane Aerodrome in Edgeware, Cobham was bound for Cape Town. This was actually a route-proving flight on behalf of Imperial Airways but, unlike any flight before it, Cobham’s intention was to return to the United Kingdom in the same aircraft. On board with him were flight engineer Arthur Elliott and Basil Emmott, a cinematographer and photographer. Ahead of them lay 8,115 miles of Europe, the Mediterranean and the vast sprawl of Africa itself. After making 26 stops along the way—mainly following the ‘pink’ airfield route established by the British military survey team of 1918/19, similar to that flown by Van Ryneveld and Brand five years earlier—they reached Cape Town 83 days later, on February 17, 1926. The trio received a tumultuous welcome and nine days afterwards, on February 26, they took to the air again for the return journey. It was the same day that the Union Castle Line mail steamer RMS Windsor Castle sailed out of Table Bay bound for Southampton. The intention was to see which one of the two modes of transport would reach their destination first. Cobham and the captain of the ship both carried signed letters from the Governor-General of South Africa, the Earl of Athlone, addressed to King George V. Although the Cobham flight experienced one or two delays and technical difficulties along the way, the trusty DH.50J touched down in London on March 13, two days before the Windsor Castle docked in Southampton. The footage that was shot by Basil Emmott on both sectors of the flight was edited into a feature film and released to cinemas throughout the world under the title With Cobham to the Cape. Audiences loved it and the appeal of air travel was considerably bolstered. Not long after his return flight from Cape Town, Cobham was in the air again, this time flying to Australia and back, for which he was knighted by King George V. Later, the now-Sir Alan Cobham organized a series of flying tours and aerial displays in Britain, Ireland and South Africa which were humorously termed ‘Alan Cobham’s Flying Circus.’ These performances showcased some amazingly daring and skillful flying, furthering interest in aviation and helping to instill an even deeper awareness of flight among the general public.


By now a lot of people were trying their hand at opening air links between Europe and Africa. The first solo flight in a light aircraft from London to Cape Town—as opposed to a heavy commercial machine or a converted military airplane—was made between September 1 and 28, 1927, by 30-year-old British-born South African Aviation Corps Flight Lieutenant Richard Reid ‘Dick’ Bentley. He was piloting a de Havilland DH.60X Moth registered G-EBSO and named Dorys. The name was chosen in honor of Bentley’s fiancé, Miss Dorys Oldfield. Bentley made another two return flights over the next two years, totalling a distance of 51,652 miles.


But it was not only the male of the species who was taking to the air during those exhilarating times. While women would not legally acquire the right to vote in the United Kingdom until the enactment of the Equal Franchise Act in 1928, it was that same year that the first female aviator took up the challenge of flying solo from South Africa to London. Thirty-two-year-old Irish-born Lady Mary Heath, the former Miss Sophie Eliot-Lynn, took off from Cape Town in an Avro Avian III monoplane registered G-EBUG on February 12 bound for London. In Uganda, she met up with Dick Bentley and his new wife as they were making their way northwards in Dorys. As Lady Mary was experiencing some immigration and legal trouble with the authorities, Bentley agreed to escort her from Uganda to Khartoum. She finally reached Croydon aerodrome near London more than three months later, on May 17. She had hoped her flight would take three weeks but, as so many had found out before and after her, flying across Africa was not for the faint of heart. Nevertheless, Lady Mary accomplished the task, joking that it was perfectly safe for a single woman to fly across Africa wearing a dainty frock from a French couturier and keeping her nose powdered provided she also carried half-a-dozen extra gowns, a fur stole, a tennis racket, a shotgun and a Bible, all of which she had indeed stowed in the baggage compartment of her aircraft. The British public reverently referred to her as ‘Lady Lindy,’ a play on the name of Charles Lindberg who had flown solo across the Atlantic the previous year. When Amelia Earhart arrived in London as a trans-Atlantic passenger, Lady Mary met her and invited her to take a flight in her Avro Avian. Miss Earhart was so impressed with the machine that she instantly bought it and had it shipped back to the United States for her own use. Speaking of the suffragette movement once again, it is interesting to note that women in the United States did not attain the right to vote until the 19th Amendment to the Constitution was ratified on August 18, 1920, only eight years before Lady Mary had traversed Africa alone by air.


Another feisty female pilot in the saga of opening up African airways was also Irish-born and of an aristocratic background. Thirty-seven-year-old Lady Mary Bailey, daughter of an Irish peer and wife of a South African mining magnate flew solo from Britain to South Africa in a de Havilland DH.60X Cirrus Moth registered G-EBSE. It was equipped with an extra fuel tank. She followed a route over the Sudan and Lake Victoria to Tanganyika. Leaving Croydon on March 9, 1928, she reached her destination three weeks later on March 30. In Khartoum she encountered Dick Bentley who was on another one of his flights. Being a single woman she was also experiencing difficulties with the local authorities and immigration officers so once again Dick Bentley rallied to the cause, escorting her out of the country before turning northwards again. It seemed that the British authorities and Muslim patriarchs in the Sudan were not entirely happy about single women flying hither and thither around the sky on their own. Nevertheless, Lady Bailey continued on her southward journey and then suffered an unfortunate crash in Tabora, Tanganyika. This necessitated the procurement of a replacement aircraft which her husband quickly arranged in Johannesburg. It was a new DH.60X Cirrus II Moth and was flown up to her. While Lady Bailey was thrilled with her African flying experience, she was not yet satisfied with the accomplishment of reaching Cape Town from London. She wanted more. Much more. In a very short while she was up in the air again on a return flight but this time following a more westerly route over the Belgian Congo (today’s Democratic Republic of the Congo), the Sahara and Sudan. She left Cape Town in September and landed back in England on January 16, 1929. Her total journey had covered 18,000 miles, making it not only the longest flight undertaken by a woman but also the longest solo flight accomplished by anyone up to that time.


Things were now buzzing in the skies. In March 1927, four British RAF Fairey IIID single engine reconnaissance biplanes flying in close formation made a return flight between Cairo and Cape Town. The first aerial trip from France to South Africa was flown by Captains Raymond Mauler and Maurice Baud in a single-engine French-built Caudron C128 in 1928. The journey took four months, leaving Le Bourget, Paris on March 2 and arriving in Cape Town on July 5. That same year Lieut. Patrick Murdoch of the SAAF left Croydon on July 29 for Cape Town in an Avro Avian III, registered G-EBVU, arriving at his destination fourteen days later. And then there was the young couple Stan Halse and his wife who departed the de Havilland factory on September 10 in a DH. 60G Gipsy Moth, also Cape Town-bound. In 1930, another remarkably brave woman took to the air. The 64-year-old Duchess of Bedford took off from Lympne Airfield in Kent on April 10 in her single-engine Dutch-built Fokker F.VII registered G-EBTS and named The Spider. With her was co-pilot Captain Charles Douglas Barnard. They reached Cape Town ten days later after having flown 9,000 miles, once again breaking the flying time record.


Shattering records was now all the rage. On Sunday, October 5, 1930, 31-year-old Rheinhold Ferdinand ‘Caspar’ Caspareuthus, one of the original SAAF pilots of the defunct experimental airmail service between Cape Town and Durban, took off from Croydon in a single-engine de Havilland Puss Moth registered ZS-ACD. The aircraft had been purchased by Reginald H. Marshall, a wealthy young Port Elizabeth aviation enthusiast, for his own use. Caspareuthus was only too happy to fly the machine from the manufacturers to South Africa on his behalf. When he landed at his destination he had set another record, beating the Duchess of Bedford’s flying time by more than 20 hours.


With all these pioneering efforts paving the way, the wide blue domain above Africa beckoned ever more brightly. Clouds billowed, birds wheeled in lazy circles in the thermals while warm winds caressed the landscape. A new age was dawning for those whose frontier was the sky. The time was right. The next great chapter in the saga of African aviation was ready to be written. And one man was waiting in the wings to bring it to fruition. He, more than anyone else, would become the true doyen of commercial aviation in the southern skies of Africa.

















Chapter 2


A Man Called Mac


Sandwiched between South Africa and neighboring Mozambique, lies the landlocked kingdom of Eswatini. Once known as Swaziland, it is roughly the size of the state of New Jersey. At the time of the British Empire, it was a Protectorate of the Crown. It was into this ruggedly beautiful and hilly land that an Englishman named Alexander Mitchell Miller came to settle. Born on board a ship in the Straits of Malacca near Singapore in 1865, he grew up in Britain, became a journalist with the Liverpool Mercury, married in London and then came to Africa to seek his fortune. After trying his hand at journalism for The Argus newspaper in Cape Town, he was lured northwards by a sense of adventure. On seeing Swaziland for the first time, he became enchanted by its promise and potential. Miller was a man of many talents, dabbling in agriculture and trade. He surveyed the land, created the first topographical map of Swaziland and laid out a water canal that would eventually nourish the little country’s future sugar industry. But Miller was always a writer at heart. He was fascinated by local Swazi tribal lore and culture and wrote extensively about it, most of which was published in England. In 1897, he established the territory’s first newspaper, the Times of Swaziland. As one of the first white men to put down roots in the kingdom, he became close friends with its ruler, Paramount Chief Umbandini. Their relationship was so cordial that in 1899, the royal Swazi court appointed Miller to become the king’s personal secretary as well his representative in all dealings and negotiations with the British authorities and other white settlers. Miller and his wife Beatrice Mary produced seven children, the eldest of whom was the first white baby born in the kingdom. The birth took place at Schombeni on September 10th, 1892. The healthy little boy was christened Allister Macintosh Miller.


Little Macintosh Miller—who was sometimes called by the nickname ‘Mac’—frolicked barefoot among the hills and grasslands with local Swazi children and was fluent in the vernacular language, Siswati. Horse and pony riding, swimming in the rivers, fishing, hunting, playing with dolosse— miniature oxen fashioned out of clay and dried in the sun—and other typical African boyhood activities were no doubt the key elements that made up an average day for him. A solid British-style education was impossible to come by in the isolated mountain kingdom so even though young Mac loved the adventurous outdoor lifestyle his parents sent him to Grahamstown in the Eastern Cape of South Africa. There he was enrolled at St. Aidan’s School for Boys. It was an institution molded on the traditionally strict public schools of England where sport, fair play, discipline, religious observance and strong academic achievement went hand in hand. Other than serving as the school organist Miller turned out to be an average student but, in addition to his musical talent, he had a penchant for things mechanical. After completing high school, he was accepted as an engineering and chemistry student at the local Rhodes University College. This was another fine educational establishment based on the British model. In 1912, after a year at Rhodes, he was sent abroad to City and Guilds College at London University. When World War I broke out he volunteered for service with the Cavalry in the British Army, serving initially as a trooper in the Special Reserve of King Edward’s Horse and then as a Second Lieutenant in the Royal Scots Greys. Miller was neither a large nor athletic man. His lanky frame was only five feet tall. But within this reserved figure beat a brave heart. He was imbued with an unusually sharp and alert mind. Mac Miller was game for anything. He had a friendly, outgoing disposition but was never overt or vociferous. He went about his duties with quiet alacrity, always gaining the confidence and trust of those around him. Those who knew him well not only trusted him but liked him enormously. As a result, Miller was extremely popular with his fellow soldiers.


Early in 1915, he was riding his horse when the animal was startled by a distant noise or gunfire. It reared up, slipped and fell on top of him, crushing one of his kidneys. During emergency surgery, it had to be removed. After recovering from his injury, Miller was deemed unfit to continue as a cavalry officer so he joined the Royal Flying Corps (RFC). This placed him on an irreversible path leading to events far beyond his imagining.


After qualifying as a pilot, Miller was posted to Number Three Squadron ‘B’ Flight in France. The squadron was operating French-built Morane-Saulnier aircraft along the Western Front. It was a Morane-Saulnier L single-engine, single-seat monoplane on which a fixed gun was first fired from an aircraft at the beginning of 1915. The weapon—a Hotchkiss 8mm M1914 machine gun—was mounted just behind the engine cowling and fired through the spinning propeller blades. As a firing system synchronized with the spinning blades had not yet been invented, the bullets were deflected off the wooden propeller by a sheathing of metal plates on each blade. It was crude but it worked. Later, a synchronous method was found that enabled pilots and gunners to fire directly through the spinning blades without hitting them. The Morane-Saulnier was the forerunner of many machine-gun-equipped fighters that followed, opening up the skies to the proverbial ‘aerial dogfight.’


Miller took to the air as though he were born to it. While undertaking a series of observation flights over Delville Wood between July 15 and 20, 1916, he displayed remarkable bravery for which he was awarded a Distinguished Service Order (DSO.) The wording on the citation stated: “During operations when attacking troops on the ground under heavy fire on one occasion he flew close to the ground along a line of hostile machine guns, engaging them with his machine, drawing their fire and allowing the cavalry to advance. Again, when alone, he engaged five enemy machines, bringing one down and successfully bombing a troop train, coming down to 300 feet to make sure of hitting his target.”


Shortly afterwards, Miller volunteered for an unusual mission. Some thought it a suicidal undertaking but he was determined to do it. Because of his prowess in the air, he was given the go-ahead. A man by the name of Hans Immelman—born in Dresden, Germany but brought up in Uitenhage, a town also in the Eastern Cape province of South Africa where Miller was educated—had been a German sympathizer when hostilities began. At the outbreak of the war, he travelled from South Africa to Europe and joined the German Air Force. Immelman rapidly became a renowned air ace with six kills to his name but in June, 1916, he was shot down and killed in his Albatross DIII aircraft by a Royal Flying Corps pilot. The pilot, George R. McCubbin flying a BE2c aircraft, was also from South Africa. Because of the strong South African connection behind the incident, Miller took off from France and, flying solo, made a dangerously low pass over the German airfield where Immelman had been stationed and dropped a wreath in his honor. Even though cruel and dreadful weapons such as mustard gas, grenades and barbed wire were used in the trenches during World War I, back in those days when the airplane first became an instrument of war chivalry, honor and tradition were virtues that defined the airman’s code of conduct.


The British government and senior officers of the Royal Flying Corps were highly impressed by the caliber of their South African pilots. As the air war in Europe intensified, they realized that it was necessary to recruit more aviators for the RFC. When Miller’s aircraft was shot down by enemy fire and he survived the crash, his commanding officers decided to temporarily take him out of battle and send him home to the Union of South Africa to recruit new pilots. In October, 1916, he returned to his homeland by sea in order to sign up 30 more young men. But his reputation preceded him and his arrival was met with such enthusiasm that far more potential candidates than anticipated lined up to join the Corps. Miller was allowed to sign up as many as 450 new recruits. Because of this success, when he returned to Britain, he was promoted to the rank of major. However, the war was intensifying and there was urgent need for even more pilots. There was little time to lose. All the countries that were either under British colonial rule or historically aligned with the United Kingdom did their part to send volunteers for the Flying Corps. Within weeks of his promotion, Miller was again dispatched to recruit additional candidates in the Union. This time he was given the use of two BE2e aircraft, an assistant pilot and two RFC mechanics. Britain itself could not spare any aircraft so they came from an unusual source. Miller’s renown had spread so far and wide that the small British community in faraway Brazil had pooled their resources and donated the two aircraft for his African mission. About 3,500 BE2s in eight different variants were built for the war. Designed by the Royal Flying Corps, the machines were mass-produced at the Vickers, Bristol and other factories in England. The aircraft’s wings and fuselage were made of light metal and wooden spars and ribs were covered with stretched Irish linen doped in varnish and pigment. Few pilots actually liked the biplane, primarily because the pilot’s cockpit was situated quite far back in the fuselage. The forward seat was used by the gunner. It was a cramped, uncomfortable machine for its two-man crew but it was agile and highly maneuverable and gave excellent service as a fighter, bomber and reconnaissance aircraft. The two Brazilian machines were perfect for Miller’s recruiting mission to South Africa.


Miller, his team and the crated BE2e components, arrived in Cape Town in October 1917. The aircraft were reassembled and test flown at Youngsfield in Wynberg, Cape Town. In recognition of their Brazilian-based donors they were named Rio de Janeiro Briton No. 1 and Rio de Janeiro Briton No. 2. As soon as they were airworthy the recruiting campaign got underway, to the accompaniment of much pomp and fanfare. In November, Miller flew one of the craft to Port Elizabeth, a distance of 410 miles (660 kilometers,) setting a record for the first non-stop long-distance flight in South Africa. His popularity soared all over the country and the press loved him. Wherever he went he was treated like a hero. Apart from being a modest man with a very approachable disposition, Miller was also a good speaker. His audiences were captivated by his talks. More importantly, he was an outstanding pilot and role model. Making use of local racetracks, golf courses, open fields and clear stretches of road as airfields, he gave numerous flying displays, barrel rolling, looping the loop and recovering from purposely-induced stalls. The public was enthralled. Mayors, town councilors, welcoming parties, ladies and gentry bedecked in their fineries turned out to meet him wherever he landed. Lavish town hall banquets and dances were held in his honor. Schools, shops, banks and markets were closed to allow everyone to see the two flying machines and their pilots. Sporting clubs and public institutions issued commemorative brochures, special dinner menus, pamphlets, souvenir flags and ribbons to mark the events. Those occasions were invariably the first time many people in towns and rural areas had ever seen an airplane, let alone be treated to a thrilling flying display.


Crowds clustered around the BE2e’s and had their photographs snapped with Miller and the pilot of the second machine, Lieutenant Jack Bagshaw. Enthusiastic young male candidates lined to sign up for the RFC. From all over the Union they came. On horseback, by ox wagon, buggy, train, in Model T’s, on foot, in groups and on their own, English speakers and Afrikaners, the youth of South Africa scrambled for a place in the esteemed Royal Flying Corps. It is believed that a total of about eight thousand applicants turned up, many of them still in high school. Miller selected 2,000 of them for flying training in Britain, of which the vast majority were eventually accepted and became pilots. Those who did go on to join the RFC were dubbed ‘Miller’s Boys,’ a distinctive label the budding young airmen were only too happy to carry.
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During the tour Miller and his entourage also managed to collect £13,000 that was donated to the RFC hospital fund in England to help injured airmen. It was at this time that Miller, now 25 years old, married Marion Mercy Bagshaw, a young lady he met in Port Elizabeth. It remains uncertain whether she was related to Miller’s co-pilot Jack Bagshaw but she was a year older than Miller and would faithfully remain at his side and support him in all his efforts for the next 34 years. The couple would go on to have three children, a son and two daughters.


By 1918, the Royal Flying Corps had officially become the Royal Air Force (RAF). When Miller returned to England in July of that year, he was immediately posted to France to command 45 Squadron, flying Sopwith F1 Camel biplanes out of Bettoncourt. While his fellow officers usually called him by his nickname, ‘Mac,’ Miller’s outstanding reputation was such that not only those under his command but civilians and the press respectfully referred to him as the more formal ‘Major Miller,’ a name that would stick long after the war was over. Out of reverence, few outside his immediate circle of friends called him by his real first name or his nickname. To most, he was always ‘Major Miller.’ His commission commanding 45 Squadron lasted from October 1918 until February 1919 and in June he was summoned to Buckingham Palace in London and awarded the Order of the British Empire (OBE) for his dedicated and spirited wartime service.


Aviation was now well and truly embedded in Miller’s blood. Above all else, he longed to create a passenger-carrying airline to serve South Africa. Immediately after being demobilised in June 1919, he formed a business. Registered in London, it was called the South African Aerial Navigation Company but, before returning to the Union, Miller merged the venture with the also-new South African Aerial Transport Company, an enterprise under the control of another ex-wartime pilot, Major A. Francis. Miller’s role was Technical and Operations Manager. As the war had now ended, hundreds of surplus Avro 504 machines were available for sale so the company bought five Avro 504K versions of the aircraft, recruited additional staff and mechanics in England and in July 1919, they left for South Africa, lock, stock and barrel. Operations were set up at the new Baragwanath airfield on the western perimeter of Johannesburg. The Avro 504Ks’ dual-seating arrangement made them perfect for pleasure flights or ‘flips’ as many aviation enthusiasts called them. They were also well suited as a glider tug for sportsmen or for towing advertising banners and even for American-style barnstorming and aerial displays. But to make the company pay for itself, Miller turned the craft into aerial ‘taxis,’ offering passenger services from Baragwanath to destinations near and far. The fare between Johannesburg and Pretoria—30 miles away—was ten guineas (£10.10.0). For five months things looked good. 2,000 passengers were flown a total of 29,800 miles before expenses exceeded income and the company failed. Not to be outdone, Miller moved to the city of Durban, turned to politics and ran for office with the predominantly English-speaking South African Party. In 1924, he became a Member of Parliament for the constituency of Point, a relatively well-to-do harbour, waterfront and industrial area of Durban.


But his sights were constantly set on the skies. A burning desire within him to bring a commercial air service to the country never faded. In February 1924, he visited Holland as a guest of Anthony Fokker, the famous designer and builder of military and civil aircraft. On that trip he was excited to witness the advances being made in modern aircraft design and construction. In 1925, the government of the Union of South Africa appointed Miller as a member the recently-formed Civil Air Board and in November 1926, he undertook a visit to aircraft manufacturers in the United States and Canada. In March, 1927, he brought the first de Havilland DH.60 Cirrus Moth aircraft to the country from Britain. With the formation of the Civil Air Board, all aircraft now had to be licensed and registered locally. According to arrangements with civilian aviation authorities around the world, every country was allocated its own prefix registration code. Before the formation of the Civil Air Board in South Africa, aircraft were registered with the British prefix G, followed by a U which stood for the Union of South Africa. An aircraft would be listed, for example, as G-UAAH or G-UABC and so on. But now South Africa had its own prefix, ZS. Miller’s new Cirrus Moth was the very first airplane to be placed on the local register and was designated ZS-AAA. Delighted to have his airplane sport an official local registration, Miller went a step further and named it as well. As a nod to his political constituency, he called it The Point. Without wasting any time, he climbed into the machine, toured the country, landed at many small towns, encouraged interest in aviation and assisted in the formation of flying clubs for those who could afford to buy, co-own, rent or fly their own aircraft. By 1927, a total of 75 Moth variants had been registered to various owners in South Africa. Many of them were based at Baragwanath aerodrome in Johannesburg where the Johannesburg Light Plane Club was formed. This was soon followed by flying clubs in Cape Town, Port Elizabeth, East London, Durban and Kimberley.


Miller’s passion to start an airline smouldered more strongly than ever. After many futile efforts asking the government to assist him to set up a company he began knocking on doors in the private sector, including mining houses and other big corporations. Almost at the point of despair, in 1929, Miller approached the South African office of oil and petroleum giant, the Atlantic Refining Company. To his surprise, they showed interest in the idea. Being associated with an airline would be a great way for them to market their products and, besides, airplanes needed fuel and oil. As far as Atlantic Refining was concerned, it was a win-win situation. To Miller’s delight, an agreement was reached. He would get his airline. A company was duly registered with a capital of £5,000. One share was held by Dayton Clark, Managing Director of Atlantic Refining Company. His assistant manager, E.H. Lewis, held another share while Miller himself held all the rest.


The next challenge was to figure how to put the new airline together and make it profitable. Bubbling over with enthusiasm, Miller arranged a meeting with the Minister of Posts and Telegraphs in Pretoria, Henry W. Sampson. Miller knew that the government had set aside a paltry annual budget of £8,000 to subsidize any company willing to undertake a long-distance airmail delivery service on behalf of the Post Office. It was an absurdly small amount of money for the size of the task but Miller was determined to persuade the government to offer his new company the mail contract. He hoped that they would eventually allow him to start carrying fare-paying passengers as well as mail. At first, Sampson was reticent about the whole concept. What aircraft did Miller have at his disposal? How much mail could they carry? Were his planes reliable? How many pilots were in his employ? Where would his new company be based? The critical factor in the entire discussion was that any agency transporting the mails should have one primary objective in mind and that was to connect the country’s major cities with the inbound and outbound overseas mail service of the Union Castle Line Royal Mail steamships in Cape Town. Flying the mail to and from Cape Town for the foreign mail service was of paramount importance. After much discussion, Miller agreed that he would procure a fleet of aircraft, use them to fly an exclusive mail-only service for the first year and thereafter offer them to carry passengers as well as mail. Would the Minister agree to that? Would that make the government happy? After some haggling behind closed doors with members of the Cabinet, Sampson eventually agreed to the operation, especially after Miller declared that in order to expedite the mail service he would base his company in a location that was a midway point between the furthermost principle cities of the Union and Cape Town itself. To that end, Port Elizabeth was chosen as the base of the operation. The city’s location on the map made it the nodal point between Cape Town, East London and Durban and the inland cities of Johannesburg, Pretoria, Bloemfontein and Kimberley. The set-up was similar to modern-day airline hubs in the major cities of Europe, Asia and the United States, or like the role played by Memphis, Tennessee as the central point in the operation of today’s giant FedEx Express freight service in the United States, whereby Memphis serves as the central distribution center for all incoming and outgoing freight regardless of their source or destination.
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Miller placed an order with the de Havilland company in Britain for four new twin-passenger DH.60 Gipsy Moth biplanes. An additional second-hand DH.60 was purchased from international racing champion Malcolm Campbell who had broken the world land speed record in his Bluebird racing car the year before in the United States. He had visited South Africa with a team of mechanics and a fast new car, intending to break his own record at a flat stretch of dry lake called Verneukpan in the northwest Cape province. As Campbell had been a fighter pilot during World War I, he owned his own aircraft and brought it with him to South Africa to commute between the dry lake and Cape Town and Johannesburg. Unfortunately, he failed to beat his land speed record in South Africa but he was more than willing to sell his Gipsy Moth to Miller.


The five Gipsy Moths in Miller’s new company were registered ZS-ABH, ZS-ABI, ZS-ABJ, ZS-ABK, and ZS-ABL. Four pilots were engaged, Graham Wilmot Bellin, William Frost Davenport, Dennis Labistour and the renowned record-breaking aviator who had flown solo from London to Cape Town, Rheinhold ‘Caspar’ Caspareuthus.


A mechanical engineer by the name of Jock Robertson was hired to take charge of the maintenance side of the operation. His assistant was H.J.C. Klopper and there were four apprentices, Ron Madeley, Victor Smith, Jack Bagshaw and Fred Eggeling. In addition, three local Xhosa laborers joined the payroll. As Eggeling came highly recommended, he was recruited in the inland city of Germiston and relocated to Port Elizabeth. He would later pass his flying exams and become an outstanding pilot with the company. Victor Smith was originally from the coastal city of George. He too would go on to gain his wings and become an accomplished pilot, accumulating a total of 7,000 hours in the air over the next 46 years, which would include a trail-blazing solo flight in the 1930s from Cape Town to London via West Africa and a return journey following the eastern route.
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