The Postal History of Aba, South-East Nigeria

Dr Simon Heap

This display is part of my collecting focus on certain Nigerian towns and cities 1
have shown you Lagos, Ibadan, Calabar and Port Harcourt.

Today Aba is a large city of over 1 million people, making t the 7* largest place in
Nigeria. It also has a little-known Museum of Colonial History.

It is Aba, not Abba, so while you can sing Dancing Queen, Mama Mia or Money,
Money, Money let’s keep it philatelic, not musical!

The 1¢ Frame starts by giving you the location of Aba. It is in Nigeria, in the
South-East, what others would call Igbo-majority area of the political zone of
South East Nigeria.

You will notice the grid of straight road laid out by the British colonial
administration. This 1930s map from the Bodleian Library is very detailed, but
does not mark the location of the Post Office! Ihave added it in.

The frame then shows what Ted Proud’s dictionary on Nigerian postmarks up to
1960. Aba and Aba Town cover three pages. It is comprehensive, but it is not
complete.

The top row of the 2" Frame shows stamps with Aba postmarks.

As with lots of places, getting clear cancellations is not easy. Aba also has its
issues as a name. It is very short, and should not be confused with places like
Asaba or Yaba.

Aba was in the British Protectorate of Southern Nigeria. As you can see, these are
very difficult to find. There are the black ink cancels, but also a rare violet
postmark.

The stamps are GV, GVI and QE2 and the period of Independence since 1960,
stretching up to the hologram/no hologram definitives with 2013 cancels.

My first covers are from 1919-20. The bottom row has covers from Weeks
Transport of Aba. George Weeks was a Briton who set up “Weeks Transport and
Engineering Company’ in Aba. The final cover has the insignia of Weeks
Transport for Reliability. His wife and daughter resided in Essex. His business
complemented and competed with the colonial Eastern Railway, and in the end he
was forced out of business.

That said, Aba remains a hub for transport, and several national luxury coach
firms are based there, including Ifesinachi and The Young Shall Grow Old.



The 3 Frame covers the period 1929 to the middle of World War Two. I have
pulled out some of the references to Aba’s postal service made in the Annual
Reports of the Posts and Telegraphs Department.

GV registered covers; a postcard to Milwaukee in USA which ends with the
words, ‘find a very great need for the gospel’.

GVI covers: 1939 one from Aba flown by airmail via Khartoum in Sudan to The
Reverend Mother General in Rome.

Etinan was a postal office which became under the administration of Aba. It
began in August 1938, and here is a cover from March 1939 heading to Frankfurt-
am-Main in Germany.

A couple of censored registered covers to C.A. Edgar and Co of Manchester show
the half-moon or tortoise-shell cachet.

The 4" Frame is firmly in World War Two, with covers from 1943 and 1944. Some
of the covers are examined and taped up, while other have the tortoise-shell.
Those going to America are opened, while those heading to the UK are not. The
last cover from Etinan to Ireland gets the Irish purple cachet of ‘Released by
Censor in Gaelic and English’.

The 5% Frame looks at GVI covers from 1945 to 1953. Again I pull out from
colonial Post and Telegraph Annual reports snippets of information. In November
1945 a system of postmen delivering mail was instituted. I also point out that
pillar boxes were added in 1949-50 and two years later — a sign of the increase in
sending mail.

There is a noticeable introduction of Aba Town to the postal history. Here are two
covers with the place written in red: Aba Town and Aba.

It is always fascinating to read the sender’s name and address, even occupation,
on the back of covers. A cover with an American Tax Mark is from Vidah N.
Worgu of 76 Cameron Road in Aba. Donald Cameron had been a British Colonial
Governor of Nigeria. Elsewhere Governor Hugh Clifford has a street name after
him.

An unsealed envelope from Aba to British Guiana in South America for 1'2d
looks a bargain when you know it went by rail to Port Harcourt, then by sea to UK
and then mail boat for the West Indies and southwards.

A cover with the full set of UPU stamps to Milan is complemented by a nice
Italian Panettone Motta on the back.

Here is my favourite postmark: a very large R Aba No. on black ink.



The frames ends with an Etinan registered cover with many cancels en route to
Bristol.

The 6" Frame shows Air Letters and the varied and interesting commercial
activities associated with Aba. Indeed, Aba remains an industrial place, with
many workshops producing items which are cheaper than imports, such as shoes
and toys. Being cheap also means it is not as long-lasting and indeed the epithet
Aba-made means there is an expectation that, for example, the shoes will soon-
after purchase have to visit a local cobbler to be repaired and reinforced.

The topics in the Air Letters include:

Castor oil and the Board of Trade limits on exports.

Fun for Boys and Girls book.

Huntley and Palmer’s Gem Biscuits.

Galvanised sheets, Hardware, Zinc Roofing Nails, Cement and Paints.
Calabar Piassava (for sweeping brushes) air letters to Stockholm, Sweden.

This 7% Frame looks at Tax Marks and also the Mobile Post Office No 1 of Aba,
but it started with a cover and contents from the Motor Department of Societe
Commericale de I’Ouest Africane based in Aba to Dr Nunns of the Health Office,
Port Harcourt, asking for settlement of 16s owed.

A cover which went to Edinburgh, USA is redirected to Scotland.

A cover from a Police Station address to New York gets the full Tax mark and
postage due stamps.

A cover from Ezikuwu postal agency under Aba is alsoTax marked.

A page from an album stated the Mobile Post Office Number 1 was transferred to
Aba on 31t May 1951. It has a picture of the mobile post office. It looks similar to
Corporal Jones’s converted butcher’s lorry in Dad’s Army!

I used to have to one cover of the Mobile Post Office, but thanks to an auction last
year I now have several. However, the information on the activity of this
operation remains unclear.

The 8™ Frame is on 1953 to 1955. It starts with a mixed GVI/QE2 cover from John
Holt’s of Omoba to Bristol.

Note sender’s addresses, including Aba Post Office Boxes 80 and 325.

A registered cover to 27 Jack o’ Lanterns Place on Bodmin shows that mail to those
selling charms continues.

The 9" Frame covers the rest of the 1950s, again note the sender’s addresses going
to Dublin, Glasgow and London.



The 10" Frame concentrates on the Sporting Forecasts Ltd of Manchester. I have
hundreds of these covers and by taking out specific Nigerian cities and towns
some interesting things appear from what I call ‘bulk philately’. In the case of
Ana, there are a couple of December 1957 covers, but things get interesting in
January 1958, specifically on the days of 10" and 11* January 1958. There are 3
covers postmarked the 10 and 5 on the 11*h. All are registered, and we can see the
rate of postal business being conducted at Aba’s main post office. The 10" has
registration labels numbered 6018, 6098 and 6222, while the 11* has 6267, 6315,
6320, 6321 and 6341. At least 223 registered letters in those two days.

The 11" Frame covers the post-Nigerian Civil Wat, from 1970 onwards. Envelopes
get generally larger, but postmarks get increasingly difficult to identify.

Note PO Boxes 748, 843 and 992 — another sign of growth in the postal service.
Clifford Road is also an address. And also the Express labels indicating a new
service for customers wanting faster delivery.

The 12" and final Frame shows Aba Town and Express in manuscript, Aba H.O -
Headquarters Office — and “Aba 6’ on registration labels.
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