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Aeromaritime

In 1934 and 1935 the Compagnie General Transsaharienne was attempting to
establish an airmail route across the Sahara from Algiers and Colomb Bechar in
Algeria via Niamey to Cotonou. From more than 4@ flights I have discovered
fewer than half-a-dozen covers. After the inauguration, in February 1935, of
the Regie Air Afrique / Sabena transsaharan service, which turned east at Niamey
and headed for AEF and Belgian Congo, the Niamey-Cotonou route was used by
European countries for mail not only to AOF but also to Gold Coast and Nigeria:
however the GPO for some unknown reason refused to use it, causing ridiculous
delays to airmail for Gold Coast. The route was closed in June 1935

NdS une i7s>5.

In July 1935 Aeromaritime, while waiting for their proposed coastal route to be
approved and the infrastructure constructed, reopened the Niamey-Cotonou route.
Mail trom coastal territories, nctably Cemeroun, could now be sent by ship to

Cotonou and air through to Europe. Mail from Europe could be sent this way to
Gold Coast, but still, alas, not from UK, and not vice-versa.

Finally in March 1937 Aeromaritime’s coastal service between Dakar and Cotonou
opened in all its glory, with a wealth of first-flight cachets applied to every
single piece of mail, mostly correctly, often not. Just be grateful I'm not
showing you all the French ones. The mail was carried by Sikorski 543 amphibiocus
aircraft, allowing them to land either or airports or in harbours. In April 1937
trial flights were conducted for the extension from Cotonou to Libreville, which
was inaugurated, again with commemorative cachets, in May 1937. The only BWA
port of call was Takoradi. This direct access to an airmail service was much
appreciated by the Gold Coast: at 1/6 per half ounce it was an expensive
service, but in their hundreds they sat down and wrote home by airmail. In
October 1937 the Gold Coast call was changed to Accra and the rate reduced to
1/3. This service also gave Gold Coast quick connection with North Africa:
Marrakesh's cancellation enticed customers to spend winter in Marrakesh, and,

perhaps my favourite correspondence, the Maroc Fruit Exchange in Casablanca was
writing to the Accra Ice Company in Kumasi.

Some optimistic souls in the French and Belgian territories endeavoured to use
the Aeromaritime service for mail to Sierra Leone and Gambia, with not much
success: Leopoldville to Freetown 17 days, Treichville in Ivory Coast to

Bathurst 24 days. The weekly service functioned impeccably: there were no
crashes and only minimal delays.

When war was declared in September 1939, Aeromaritime began calling at Freetown.

And now we come to the end of the service. The last Aeromaritime flight to
connect through to Europe left Accra 12 3June 1940 and Freetown 13 June. The
last homeward-bound flight to call at BWA airports left Accra 19 June; mail for
UK was off-loaded at Freetown and forwarded by ship. The last outward-bound
flight to call at BWA airports left Accra 23 June. Homeward-bound mail was

accepted for the next week's flight, but France had fallen and all air services
were temporarily suspended.



\L | :

But all was not lost. Before the liberation of ANF and AOF in November 1942,
mail between the two sides could be exchanged at the Dahomey-Nigeria border or
the Togo-Gold Coast border. Aeromaritime carried on through thick and thin, and
in January 1943 extended their resumed Dakar-Abidjan service to Cotonou; in May
1943 to Lagos; in July 1943 to Douala and Pointe Noire.

On 24 February 1944 Free French airlines were placed under military control and
the West African services were renamed Reseau Occidental des Transports Aeriens
Militaires. And that was the end of Aeromaritime. Only the name, I hasten to
add: the physical assets of the company carried on regardless. Enjoy.
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