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INTRODUCTION 

As early as 1938, there were visible signs that war was imminent, but the World War II 

truly began with the German attack on Poland on September 1, 1939. On September 3, 

1939, France and Great Britain entered the war.  

With the beginning of the war, civil aviation traffic in Europe was disrupted. This 

also resulted in the temporary discontinuation of the newly established PANAM 

transatlantic service between Europe and the United States of America. Because of the 

beginning of the war, on September 6, PANAM changed the terminal point on its 

Southern Route and replaced Marseille with Lisbon, in neutral Portugal (Foreign Air 

Mail Contract No. 18). At the same time, Ala Littoria, which already had a service from 

Lisbon to Rome and from Rome further east to Yugoslavia, southeast to Greece and north 

to Germany, became the major air mail carrier for mail from Eastern Europe, Central 

Europe and Turkey to North America.  

In this paper, we will discuss the position and role of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia 

in the expansion of the European airline system between two world wars as well as the 

newly established PANAM transatlantic service in the early stages of World War II in 

Europe. 
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THE DEVELOPMENT OF INTERNATIONAL AIR MAIL IN THE KINGDOM 

OF YUGOSLAVIA 

CFRNA /CIDNA 

On October 22, 1921, a group of young veteran pilots, who fought for the French Army 

in World War I, having realized the importance of air transportation and air mail, formed 

the Srpski Aeroklub  later Aeroklub Naša Krila [Our Wings Aero-club] in Belgrade. The 

primary goals of this club was to establish the international air mail service to the 

Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes [Kraljevina Srba, Hrvata i Slovenaca] and to 

form a domestic airline company.  

The name of the Kingdom of S.C.S. was officially changed to the Kingdom of 

Yugoslavia [Kraljevina Jugoslavija] on January 6, 1929. Stretched between Western and 

Southeast Europe, Yugoslavia had a good geographical position. Commercial airplanes 

had to land frequently for refueling there and could only fly during the daylight. Flying 

over the Yugoslav territory enabled them to easily follow the path of the river Danube to 

Belgrade and further east to Bucharest, Rumania, and the valley of the rivers Morava and 

Vardar south to Athens, in Greece. 
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Figure 1 ‐ The map of the first transcontinental air service by CFRNA, from Paris to 

Istanbul, flying through Belgrade, Yugoslavia in 1923 

 

After successful negotiations in 1922, in March 1923, a concession and an 

agreement on air carriage was awarded by the Yugoslav government to CFRNA 

(Compagnie Franco-Roumaine de la Navigation Aérienne). CFRNA launched its air 

service out of the Belgrade’s Pančevo Airport on April 15, 1923 by incorporating this 

stop into its Paris-Istanbul route. 
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FIGURE 2 ‐ THE ONLY KNOWN POSTCARD FLOWN ON THE FIRST FLIGHT FROM BELGRADE TO PARIS ON APRIL 

16, 1923. DUE TO BAD WEATHER IT TOOK FIVE DAYS FOR THE FLIGHT TO REACH PARIS.  

 

The mail from other cities was brought to Belgrade by land. The international postage 

was cancelled at the post office in the city of origin, while air mail surcharge was 

cancelled at the post office in Belgrade. In 1926, the agreement was renewed with 

Compagnie Internationale de la Navigation Aérienne (CIDNA) and, in 1933, with Air 

France, successors of CFRNA. 

In 1926, an agreement was signed with Deutsche Luft Hansa AG in order to use 

the Belgrade Pančevo Airport for air mail parcels to Germany. This service was soon 

after connected to the new Luft Hansa service from Berlin to Vienna, which began on 

March 21, 1927. On March 27, 1927, a new Belgrade airport was opened in Zemun and it 

replaced the temporary Pančevo airport. 
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AEROPUT  

A domestic commercial airline Aeroput - Društvo za vazdušni saobraćaj A.D. [Company 

for Air Transportation] was formed on May 29, 1927, on the initiative and with major 

efforts of the Naša Krila [Our Wings] Club members. The first two Potez 29 airplanes 

were ordered from France and the first domestic flight took place on February 15, 1928 

on route from Belgrade to Zagreb. This flight served as a feeder service to international 

flights from Belgrade with CIDNA.  

 
Figure 3 ‐ The cover from the first flight between Belgrade to Zagreb flown on February 

15, 1928 by Yugoslav Aeroput. The same‐day Zagreb arrival cancel on the back. 

 

Soon after it was established, Aeroput became a member of IATA (International Air 

Transport Association). The long-term goal of the company was to connect all the major 

domestic cities by air and to expand the service internationally by flying in cooperation 

with the other European airlines to create a link between Vienna, Austria, i.e., Central 

6 
 



Europe, and Athens, i.e., Southern Europe, which at the time was the hub for air routes to 

Middle East, Far East and East Africa.  

In 1929, a new airport in Skopje, in the south of Yugoslavia, was opened, which 

created a link to Athens. Airports in Sušak/Rijeka and Ljubljana opened in the northwest 

in 1930 and 1933, providing a link to Austria and Czechoslovakia.  

Following the signing of the Hague Convention in 1930, the Kingdom of Yugoslavia 

established a comprehensive system of postal rates for air mail. It also introduced 

intercontinental air mail surcharge rates for the first time.  

 

EUROPEAN AIRLINES SERVICE TO THE KINGDOM OF YUGOSLAVIA 

BETWEEN 1929 AND 1937 

In the late 1920’s, major European airlines started expanding their networks in Eastern 

and Southern Europe. Through Athens, they connected to the routes going to the Far East 

and Africa. 

Besides CIDNA, which was already flying to Istanbul and Athens, the German Luft 

Hansa A.D., British Imperial Airways and other European airlines introduced 

experimental flights and negotiated the use of the Yugoslav airspace and airports. This 

coincided with Aeroput’s long-term goal to be one of the international air companies 

connecting Continental and Southeast Europe. 
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ÖLAG 

In 1929, Aeroput and Austrian ÖLAG (Österreichische Luftverkehrs A.G.) agreed to start 

a temporary service on the route between Belgrade and Zagreb in Yugoslavia and Graz 

and Vienna in Austria. Experimental flights were carried out between October 9 and 

October 11, 1929. A pool agreement was signed between ÖLAG, Aeroput and CIDNA 

and a regular service, creating a link between Vienna and Athens, began on March 31, 

1930. In 1933, Ljubljana and Sušak/Rijeka in the northwest were added as new 

destinations to the ÖLAG and Aeroput pool service. 

 
Figure 4 ‐ One of the first pool arrangements for international flights was made between 
Aeroput and Austrian ÖLAG. Cover flown on the experimental flight Zagreb‐Graz‐Vienna 

on October 9‐11, 1929. 

 

LUFT HANSA A.D./LUFTHANSA 

In 1926, Luft Hansa decided to both expand its service network in Europe and to link 

Germany to countries in South America, the Far East and Africa. In 1927, Luft Hansa 

A.D. started the service on its 017 line, between Berlin and Vienna, with a plan to extend 
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it over the Balkans to Belgrade and further to Istanbul in Turkey. Experimental flights to 

Yugoslavia and Turkey were carried out between October 25 and October 29, 1929. On 

May 5, 1930, Luft Hansa started a regular southern service line from Vienna to Budapest, 

Hungary, Belgrade, Sofia, Bulgaria, and, finally, Istanbul. 

 
Figure 5 ‐ The beginning of the service by Lufthansa in 1930 opened the door for 

Yugoslavia to become a part of the international air mail network. Commercial cover 
Belgrade‐Dresden flown on June 30, 1930. Arrivals cancels in Berlin and Dresden on the 

back, dated July 2, 1930. 
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In 1932, Luft Hansa added Athens to the service in the Balkans, linking up with 

the French, English and Dutch services to the Far East and Africa. In 1937, ÖLAG joined 

the pool service with Lufthansa and Aeroput with its service to Sofia and Thessaloniki 

and Athens. 



 

OTHER EUROPEAN AIRLINES 

C.S.A. (Czechskoslovenski Statni Aerolinie) also started operating a service to the 

Croatian coast during the summer of 1930 with the line from Prague, Brno and Bratislava 

to Zagreb, as Croatia and its beautiful Adriatic coast were very attractive for tourists from 

Czechoslovakia. Rijeka’s Sušak Airport was connected to this route by the domestic 

airline Aeroput. CSA proposed to the Yugoslav authorities the extension of their service 

to Split and Dubrovnik, but the rights were not granted to it. 

KLM also used the Yugoslav airspace and was landing in Belgrade for refueling on the 

route from Amsterdam to Batavia, Dutch East Indies, now in Indonesia. For a short 

period, in the winter of 1929, Imperial Airways operated its London-Athens line through 

Belgrade and Skopje, following disagreements with the Italian government, but moved 

this service back to Italy the following year due to bad winter weather in Yugoslavia.  

By 1936, all the major airlines had services to Yugoslavia and many of these lines 

were flown in pool with the local company Aeroput. Italy was the only neighboring 

country without the direct air service to Yugoslavia. 
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Figure 6 ‐ The network of services by different European airlines to Yugoslavia and 

Southeast Europe in 1936. 

 

 

ITALIAN AIRLINES IN THE 1930’S 

By mid-1930’s, the Italian government decided to affirm their strength in the field of 

aviation. In 1934, a new, government-owned company, called Ala Littoria was formed in 

the merger of four existing private companies: SAM (Societa Aerea Mediterranea), 

SANA (Societa Anonima Navigazione Aerea), SISA (Societa Italiana Servizi Aerei) and 

AEI (Aero Espresso Italiana). The only private airline left in operation was ALI (Avio 

Linee Italiane S.A.) formed in 1926 by FIAT.  

11 
 



ALI was primarily flying national routes but it also serviced the route from Rome 

to Berlin in the pool with Lufthansa. Ala Littoria was then formed to establish new 

international routes in Europe, Africa and the Middle East. One of its goals was to 

expand its network in Southeast Europe, by starting services to Yugoslavia, Romania, 

Albania, and Greece. This plan was considered to be of a major importance and Count 

Ciano, the Italian minister of Foreign Affairs, was personally in charge of the 

negotiations. On May 25-26, 1937, Count Ciano visited Belgrade for a meeting with his 

Yugoslav and Romanian counterparts and presented a proposal to open two new routes 

from Italy. An agreement was reached to establish a direct service between Rome, 

Belgrade, and Bucharest within a period of no more than two years. This route was to be 

serviced in partnership between Ala Littoria, Aeroput and the Romanian airline Lares. 

Another, circular, feeder route by ALI from Torino over Milano, Venice, Trieste, Zagreb, 

and Belgrade to Bucharest was also to be flown in partnership with Aeroput and Lares. 

Italy pushed hard for the beginning of the service and the first flight on the new 425 

Bucharest-Belgrade-Rome line took place that same year, on October 4, 1937. Later that 

month, flights started on the 560 line from Torino, Milano, Venice, Trieste, Zagreb and 

Belgrade, connecting with the 425 line to Bucharest. 
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Figure 7 ‐ First‐day card with the logos of Ala Littoria, Aeroput and Lares, commemorating 

the flight from Rome to Belgrade and Bucharest on October 5, 1937. 
 

The two new Southern European lines intersected with Air France’s west-east service 

from Paris to Athens. They also crossed paths with Lufthansa’s north-south lines 

17/117/107 from Berlin via Munich, Prague, Vienna, Budapest, and Belgrade to Athens 

with the extension to Bucharest and the service to Sofia and Istanbul, reestablished later.   

At about the same time, Ala Littoria also began a service to Portugal from Rome 

through Palma Di Mallorca, Melilla, Malaga and Seville to Lisbon. As Italy could not 

reach an agreement with France, this service had to be flown via Melilla in North Africa, 

then a Spanish possession. The new Italian services created a southern corridor between 

Southeast Europe and Portugal on the Atlantic Coast. In its first year of service in 1938, 

both lines between Italy, Yugoslavia and Romania operated from May 1, 1938 to October 

1, 1938 without much fanfare. It did not look that this service had a commercial value, 
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but was only in service of the politics of the Italian government and the prestige and 

position in the Balkans that Mussolini was craving. 

In 1939, flights on both lines started on April 17, 1939 and it was jointly agreed 

that they would operate until October 7, 1939. Following the outbreak of the war in 

September 1939, the Italian government organized a meeting in Rome for the heads of 

the Greek, Romanian, Hungarian and Yugoslav air companies and proposed to continue 

the operation of the lines during the winter months. The Yugoslav government agreed 

and sustained their operation until November 14, 1939.  

At that point, the service from Eastern Europe to Rome and, onwards, to Portugal 

gained in importance because the air service in Western Europe was disrupted due to the 

expanding war operations. During the winter months, mail coming out of Belgrade was 

flown with the Lufthansa service, operating six flights a week all year round. 

 

THE CLOUDS OF WAR AND THE ROUTE OF THE 45TH PARALLEL 

In the 1920’s and 1930’s, air mail from Eastern Europe, and Europe, in general, was 

flown to Paris or Berlin to be carried onward to the United States by fast transatlantic 

ships from Le Havre, Southampton or Bremen. The mail from United States, using this 

service, took about two weeks to reach its destination in Eastern Europe. 

In the course of 1930’s, Pan American Airways was negotiating with Imperial 

Airways and Air France to develop new routes across the North Atlantic. Finally, in 

March of 1939, PANAM were ready to begin flights on the new transatlantic routes 

between the United States and Europe. The inaugural flight was carried out by Boeing  
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B-314, the NC18603 Yankee Clipper, on May 20, 1939, via the Southern Route, going 

from New York via Azores and Lisbon to Marseille. The inaugural flight on the Northern 

Route, between New York, Shediac, Botwood, Foynes, and Southampton, took place on 

June 24, 1939.  

Postal historians and philatelists use the names ‘the Southern Route’ and ‘the 

Northern Route’ for the two North Atlantic Clipper Services. On June 17, 1941, Juan 

Trippe, the then president of PANAM, in his presentation to the Royal Aeronautical 

Society in London, discussed PANAM’s efforts to develop the transatlantic service. 

Interestingly, Trippe used the terms ‘Mid-Atlantic Route’ and ‘Great Circle Route’ for 

the Southern Route and Northern route, respectively.  

 
Figure 8 ‐ An early cover flown by the PANAM transatlantic service, flight No. 4. (initial 
flight) on June 10, 1939. The Atlantic crossing by Dixie Clipper (Boeing 314‐NC 18605). 

Back‐stamped New York June 9, 1939 and Belgrade June 15, 1939. 
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Figure 9 ‐ An early transatlantic cover flown from Zagreb to Paris on July 10, 1939. The 
Atlantic crossing by Dixie Clipper (Boeing 314 NC 18604) from Marseille to New York, 

flight No.006 on July 16, 1939. Arrived to New York in only nine days. 

The establishment of the PANAM Clipper Service was of a major importance for the 

transatlantic air mail out of Yugoslavia and Eastern Europe due to the increasing 

immigrant population, newly established business relations and reduction in the number 

of the sea voyages at the onset of the war. For many people this was also a critical link to 

the free world, which provided a possibility to stay in communication and, eventually, 

escape the expanding terrors of the war in Europe. 
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However, on September 6, 1939, the CAA (Civil Aeronautics Authority) issued a 

directive to PANAM to stop flying to Southampton, on its Northern Route, and to 

Marseille, on its Southern Route. Soon after, Lisbon, in neutral Portugal, and Foynes, in 

Ireland, became the termination ports on the Southern Route and Northern Route to 

Europe, respectively.  



After the German attack on Poland on September 1, 1939, Lufthansa suspended its K22 

service to Lisbon. Air France also suspended its service from Marseille to Lisbon. The 

Ala Littoria service from Lisbon to Rome, with its connection to Belgrade and Bucharest, 

and Athens, remained the only service connecting Europe to United States at this time. 

This route was nicknamed ‘the route of the 45th parallel’ (Krunić 2010). 

 
Figure 10 ‐ Initially, the Ala Littoria service from Rome to Lisbon was flown through the 

Spanish‐controlled city of Melilla in North Africa. In 1940, the service route was 
shortened and flights first went from Rome to Palma Di Mallorca over Barcelona and 
Seville to Lisbon, then, later, they went directly from Rome via Barcelona to Lisbon. 

 

The start of the war in Europe created a lack of understanding in the general 

public in the United States regarding the question of whether an air mail service to 

Europe existed or not. In response to this, the CAA decided to inform the public on how 
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mail could be serviced to Europe. The U.S. Postal Supplement from December of 1939 

addressed the problem of transatlantic mail to Europe as follows (Postal Supplement, 

December 1939):  

‘The mails for Eastern and Southeastern Europe are given onward dispatch by air 

from Lisbon to Italy and onward from Italy by air where air service is available; 

otherwise by ordinary means. On account of war conditions, the air mail service 

in Europe is largely suspended. However, air service is in effect between Lisbon 

and Rome and from Italy to Germany and Southeastern Europe.’ 

 
Figure 11 ‐ A commercial cover addressed to the Politika daily newspaper in Belgrade. It 
was mailed in New York on February 25, 1940. The Atlantic crossing was made by Yankee 

Clipper (Boeing 314 ‐ NC 18603), flight no. 93 on February 12, 1940. This flight from 
Baltimore was held in Bermuda for eight days. 

 

As the war in Europe began, the only way for the mail from Eastern Europe to connect to 

the PANAM service was for it to be flown by Ala Littoria through Belgrade to Rome and 

Lisbon. Because of this, Ala Littoria’s line from Rome to Lisbon, with its connection to 

Belgrade and Bucharest, became a major link between Eastern Europe and the Western 

hemisphere. In 1939, Ala Littoria flew from Rome via Palma de Mallorca, Melilla, 

Malaga, and Seville to Lisbon. Due to the civil war in Spain, this service had to go south 
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to Africa as France did not allow Italian airlines to fly over its territory. As a result, 

Italian airlines had to go over the Spanish territory of Melilla. 

Subsequently, the route to Melilla was used by the service to South America, flown by 

the newly formed Italian company LATI (Linee Aeree Transcontinentali Italiane). LATI 

started a service from Rome to Rio de Janeiro on December 21, 1939. From the fall of 

1939 onwards, the Italian service to Rome connected Eastern Europe to both North and 

South America. 

 
Figure 12 ‐ A cover from the Yugoslav Embassy in Santiago de Chile with the inscription 
“Via Condor –LATI”. The cover took only eleven days, from October 8, 1940 to October 
19, 1940. It was flown by LATI SM 83 (I – ATOS). The transatlantic crossing took place on 

October 12, 1940. 

 

The operation schedule of the Ala Littoria and ALI pool service to Eastern Europe in 

1940 was finalized in Rome on February 23-24, 1940 and the service started on May 1, 

1940 and ended on September 24, 1940. The Yugoslav Aeroput decided again to 

continue flying with its new Lockheed Electra until November 12, 1940. During the 

winter months of 1939/1940 and 1940/1941, mail was flown by the Lufthansa  service 

117/107/17 to Vienna, and the joint Lufthansa/ALI/Ala Littoria service 31/K9 from 
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Vienna via Munich and Venice to Rome, without interrupting the flow of the mail to 

Lisbon and New York. 

 
Figure 13 ‐ During the winter months mail from Yugoslavia was flown by the Lufthansa 
Istanbul‐Vienna service, then, onward by Ala Littoria and ALI to Rome and Lisbon. 

 

On May 2, 1940, Ala Littoria shortened its route to Spain and Portugal further. After it 

acquired 12.5% of the Spanish Airline Iberia at the end of the Spanish Civil War, it 

started flying the line 411 directly from Rome via Palma di Mallorca, Barcelona, and 

Madrid to Lisbon.  
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Figure 14 ‐ A cover sent by the Foreign Service of the United States in Belgrade on 

December 3, 1940 with an official wax seal. It was flown via Rome and Lisbon and arrived 
to Wareham, M.A, on December 31, 1940. The Atlantic crossing was carried out by 

Atlantic Clipper flight no. 244 on December 21, 1940. The cover was held at Horta, for 
eight days. 

 

The British Embassy in Belgrade sensed that the development of the joint Lufthansa, Ala 

Littoria and LATI service was creating a negative precedent with the Axis Powers 

controlling the air mail routes. Because of this, it approached the Yugoslav government 

on October 4, 1940 with a proposal to start a line from Egypt and Turkey connecting to 

Greece, Bulgaria, Romania and Yugoslavia. However, due to the war reaching Southeast 

Europe, the idea never came to fruition. 
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Figure 15 ‐ A cover flown from Istanbul to New York, mailed on February 15, 1941. It was 
flown via the Belgrade Zemun Airport on February 18, 1941. There is a hand‐written 

inscription in red “Par avion de Beograd‐Rome‐Lisbone.” 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

On April 6, 1941, Germany, Italy and Hungary, aided by Bulgaria and Romania attacked 

the Kingdom of Yugoslavia. Despite the occupation of the country, the annexation of 

some parts and the establishment of the Independent State of Croatia it was still possible 

to correspond by air using Italian and German carriers and the transatlantic services of 

PANAM and LATI. The mail was still flown to and from Portugal by Ala Littoria and the 

reestablished Lufthansa service to Lisbon. However, the mail to Yugoslavia had to pass 

through the Allied censorship in Bermuda and through the Axis censorship in Germany 

or Italy. These circumstances generated uncommon mail items and mail that took 

peculiar routes and lengthy periods of time to arrive to its destination. 
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Figure 16 ‐ A letter sent from Baldwin, USA, to Semič, Slovenia, on April 5, 1941, a day 
ahead of the German attack on Yugoslavia. Censored by both the British censors in 

Bermuda and by the OKW in Vienna (g). 
 

 
Figure 17 ‐ A cover send from Iquique, Chile to Sušak/Rijeka (occupied) by a sailor on the 

Yugoslav freighter Bosiljka, sunk in 1942 in the Caribbean. The cover traveled from 
August 28, 1941 to October 13, 1941. It was flown by PANAGRA and PANAM via Cristobal 

and Miami and arrived in New York on September 1, 1941. It was flown across the 
Atlantic by a PANAM flight between no. 407 and no. 423 between September 4 and 
September 28, 1941. It was censored by the British authorities in Bermuda and by the 

Italian authorities in Torino. 

 

On December 11, 1941, Germany and Italy declared war on the United States. After few 

days and on the instructions of US authorities PANAM ceased to accept mail from Axis 

controlled countries. LATI flights ceased on December 19, 1941 thus curtailing overseas 

air links from now occupied Yugoslavia and Eastern Europe.  
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