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Abstract 
 

Between May 1930 and July 1940, the French flew 256 round trips over the South 
Atlantic carrying mail between Europe and South America.  I propose to discuss the story of this 
airmail service in a presentation supplemented by PowerPoint slides.  The slides depict routes, 
aviators, and covers illustrating the challenge of properly identifying and describing mail from 
these flights. 

This discussion will touch upon a variety of topics related to France’s ambitious effort to 
offer regular airmail service across the South Atlantic, including the following: 

 Establishing airmail routes along the South American coast (Buenos Aires to Natal) and 
routes from Toulouse to Casablanca to Dakar. 

 Connecting Dakar to Natal by “aviso,” swift naval boats employed after 1928 to cut the 
time required for the trans-Atlantic leg of the mail journey. 

 Developing aircraft capable of dependably crossing the South Atlantic. 
 Organizing the network of routes and braving the elements in an era that pre-dated 

sophisticated instruments for precise foul-weather flying. 
 Competing with Germany’s Deutsche Luft Hansa, which was working from 1934 to 

establish weekly service by means of mid-ocean refueling and catapult at a time when 
the French could not claim to have consistently established even monthly service by air. 

 
Political maneuvering and financial distress played a major role in the stumbling start of the 

French South-Atlantic service.  DLH had the obvious support of Hiltler’s government, while the 
French government pulled the rug out from under the businessman who took all the risks in 
establishing routes in South America.  But by 1935, Air France and DHL were, in effect, running 
complementary airmail service.  The weekly flight of one consistently ran three or four days after 
the weekly flight of the other, a great convenience to users of the mail but a great challenge to 
modern collectors looking for clues about which airline carried a particular piece. 

I will discuss this collecting challenge in terms of the types of evidence that we can use to 
identify, as clearly as possible, the particular flight on which a particular airmail cover was 
carried, and the most useful supporting philatelic literature.  And, to lend structure to this phase 
of the discussion, I will select at least one cover from each year of the decade from 1930 to 1940, 
reaching back initially to 1928 for a sample cover from the point at which the “aviso” service 
was first established. 
 
 


