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Abstract 
 

Beginning in 1925, the French and the Germans were rushing to develop and dominate 
air routes between Europe, West Africa and South America. The lack of reliable long-range 
aircraft – especially for the Germans – resulted in the development of both complex routes and 
multi-modal transportation systems. It was precisely the evolution of those two factors that thrust 
the backwater colony of Gambia, located on the bulge of West Africa, into quite literally the 
center of southern transatlantic air mail. 

The German/French contest to control transatlantic air transport can be seen as a 
paradigm for the stark dichotomy between the developing convergence of commercial interests 
and the continuing divergence of international political interests after World War One. Remote, 
obscure little Gambia found itself crucial to this contest. Ultimately, the competing French and 
German aviation companies were able to achieve a level of cooperation (“coop-etition”), 
resulting in the allocation of route segments to achieve optimal transportation times. Such joint 
efforts were not to last. This paper will explore the commercial and political reasons behind the 
eventual failure of these steps. 

Beginning with France’s Toulouse routes to North & West Africa and extending until the 
termination of German air dominance of the South American transatlantic routes at the outbreak 
of WW II, Gambia played several important roles in how these routes developed. This paper will 
use a variety of original source documents, secondary research, postal history covers, postcards 
and ephemera to illuminate the complex and little-known story of Gambia’s role.  

Significantly, that story begins with little-known negotiations between Britain and France 
in 1869. The paper will expose the relationship between the onset of the Franco-Prussian war and 
shape of Germany’s eventual domination of the southern transatlantic routes. In summary, Dakar 
– not Bathurst – is the westernmost city on the coast of Africa and would have been the ideal 
departure point for Germany’s developing South Atlantic routes. However, Dakar was the 
territory of the rival French and thus inaccessible to competitive German aviation. But, going 
back to 1869, the British were negotiating with France to transfer control of Gambia. The British 
had internally decided to trade Gambia for other French possessions in West Africa. But the 
negotiations were interrupted in 1870 by the outbreak of the Franco-Prussian War and did not 
resume. Had those negotiations gone to fruition, Bathurst would have become French territory 
and, as with Dakar, unavailable to the Germans for their southern route expansion. This paper 
will trace the details of this indirect but significant linkage. Had Gambia been French, German 
air expansion might have been developed quite differently. But Bathurst was in British hands and 
the British were more than amenable to cooperation with Germany.  

The French had the early advantage in nascent routes from Europe to West Africa and 
had intentions to extend routes to South America. The paper will explore the role that the 1919 
Treaty of Versailles played in giving France their initial success over Germany. Examples of first 
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flights and early flights will document the nature of the Toulouse à Dakar network and the use 
made of it by British Gambia. The reasons for the decline and ultimate failure to extend the 
French route westward also will be explored. 

While the Treaty of Versailles limited the functionality of planes that post-WW I 
Germany could develop or purchase, the Locarno Treaties of 1925 eased some of those 
restrictions. Although France had a six-year head start in the development of transcontinental 
aircrafts, the Germans quickly made up the gap with a series of innovations that resulted in the 
use of multimodal air transportation. Central to all of this was access to airport and seaport 
facilities at Bathurst, Gambia. Germany’s dependence upon Gambia is perhaps best illustrated by 
that fact that, of the nearly 500 German flights between Europe and South America in the 1933-
1939 period, essentially all except a few Zeppelin flights relied upon Bathurst facilities. This 
paper will explore the various German transport modes, including land aircraft and seaplanes, 
zeppelins, cargo/passenger ships and specialized catapult ships. It will include postal history 
examples of each of these modes. Examples will include test flights, first acceptances, first 
flights, and mail rejected due to the outbreak of WW II. Numerous examples will be used to 
illustrate the geographic diversity of destinations and origins that were served by the German 
routes directly through Bathurst.  

Copies of this paper and the associated PowerPoint presentation materials will be made 
available to attendees and others in electronic format as well as hard copy. Additional 
documentation will be available via QR code on the author’s website.  
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