
Countdown to 1937 Samoan Clipper Flight 

In 1935 the New Zealand Government authorised Pan American Airways to set up the first Trans-Pacific 
airmail service between New Zealand and the United States of America. After a couple of extensions, Pan 
American Airways was required to inaugurate the route by the end of 1937. A survey flight from San 
Francisco to Auckland took place 17 March 1937. A second flight took place in December of that year. To 
inaugurate the route in time it was decided to carry mail on the return flight, scheduled for 29 December 
1937. Mail would be carried between Auckland and Honolulu and then via another plane to San 
Francisco. The initial flight was to be made by the “Samoan Clipper”, a Sikorsky S-42B Flying Boat, with 
the “Philippine Clipper” taking the mail from Honolulu to San Francisco. 

 
This exhibit examines the timeline from the announcement of mail being carried on the flight until the 
flight itself. Examples of covers posted on each day leading up to the flight are shown. The coverage of 
mail for the flight in newspapers during this period is also discussed.    
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Pan American Airways Sikorsky S-42 Flying Boat. 



Announcement—24 December 1937 

In December of 1937 Pan American Airways had signalled their intent to perform the required survey 
flights that month but the dates of the flights were not known. It also was not clear if mail would be 
carried on the flight from New Zealand. On 2 December it was announced that the plane would not leave 
Honolulu before 15 December and would probably land in Auckland 19 December. On 16 December Pan 
American Airways said the arrival time was still unknown. 

 
On 23 December it was announced the plane would arrive in Auckland Sunday 26 December and depart 
on 29 December. At this time Pan American Airways stated that they were waiting for the New Zealand 
Post and Telegraph Department to confirm if mail could be carried, but that they were prepared to take 
mail and hopeful of getting permission to do so. 

 
On 24 December it was announced in the newspapers that mail would be taken on the flight and the 
rates and conditions were publicised. Mail had to be received at Auckland by 28 December to make the 
scheduled 29 December flight. 

 
The cover below is an early posting for the flight, being posted at Dunedin on 24 December (the day of 
the announcement). It has been registered, the required 4s 6d rate for a letter to San Francisco paid with 
the current 1935 pictorials stamps along with the 3d registration fee and the 1935 1d airmail stamp 
paying the inland airmail fee. 

Postmarked Dunedin C.I. Registered 24 DE 37 8-PM via internal airmail to Auckland then via Samoan Clipper to 

Honolulu then via Philippine Clipper to San Francisco then via internal airmail to Denver, Colorado. 

Postage applied: 4s 10d. Minimum Post Required: 4s 6d letter rate plus 3d registration fee plus 1d inland airmail 

fee.  



Holiday Period—25 December 1937 

When the rates were published on 24 December the conditions for mail were also detailed. As quoted in 
the Levin Daily Chronicle, 24 December 1937, page 5: 

Postmarked Dunedin C.I. 25 DE 37 7 AM to Auckland then via Samoan Clipper to Honolulu then via Philippine 

Clipper to San Francisco then return NZ via surface mail to Dunedin. 

Postage applied: 4s 6d. Minimum Post Required: 4s 6d letter rate. 

‘Letters for this first flight should carry the blue air mail label and an indication 
of the route such as “Auckland—U.S.A.” 

‘As there is a limited time in which to get letters to Auckland, the internal air 
mail services are running continuously during the holidays and will be found of 
advantage.’ 

It is worth noting that the initial information on 24 December did not state the use of the internal airmail 
services (and requisite 1d fee) as being required. Notices from 27 December onwards did state this due to 
the limited time remaining prior to the flight. 

 
25 December 1937 was Christmas Day and post offices were closed meaning mail could not be posted. 
The cover below has a 25 December postmark. It is addressed return to the G. P. O. Dunedin suggesting it 
was either sent by a member of the post office or on behalf of someone as a favour. This cover was 
posted prior to the notice regarding the requirement to use the inland airmail. It has the blue air mail 
label and states the route as ‘New Zealand—America’. Similar to the previous cover it lists the plane as 
the “American Clipper”. 



Holiday Period—26 December 1937 

26 December was Boxing Day and also a Sunday. As such post offices would not have been open for the 
posting of mail. It is unclear if the cover below was processed as a favour or on clearing of post boxes late 
on 26 December. It is also lacking the 1d inland airmail fee as it was posted prior to the notice and is 
lacking the blue air mail label. 

Postmarked Wanganui 26 DE 37 8:30PM to Auckland then via Samoan Clipper to Honolulu then via Philippine 
Clipper to San Francisco then via surface mail to London. 

Postage applied: 4s 6d. Minimum Post Required: 4s 6d letter rate. 

Interestingly, the rear of the cover 
has been postmarked at Auckland on 
28 December 1937 and then on 6 Jan 
1938 when received in San Francisco. 
The Auckland date stamps may have 
been applied as the rear stamps were 
not postmarked in Wanganui. 

Rear of cover shown at reduced size. 



Towards Final Mail—27 December 1937 

The notice regarding the requirement for the inland airmail fee was released by The Press Association on 
26 December. This was a Sunday and newspapers were not published on Sundays. This meant the earliest 
the notice was published in most newspapers was 27 December. An example is found in the Poverty Bay 
Herald for 27 December: “letters posted in any part of New Zealand other than Auckland will be required 
to carry the air mail fee…”. To be carried on the scheduled flight the mails needed to reach Auckland by 
the 8pm closing time on 28 December. 

 
About 1000 letters for Honolulu and beyond had been received at Auckland by the 27th and there were 
about 1000 letters received via inland airmail for the flight that day as well. The fact that the post offices 
were closed over the holidays immediately after the announcement made it difficult for people in the 
South Island to send covers as they could not purchase stamps. Dealers did not have this issue as they 
held large supplies so many of the covers sent from the South Island are from dealers. 

 
The rubber stamp that was used to indicate mail travelling on the flight arrived from Wellington at 
Auckland on 27 December. 

Postmarked Westport 27 DE 37 1 via inland airmail to Auckland then via Samoan Clipper to Honolulu then via 

Philippine Clipper to San Francisco then via surface mail to Gurnsey. 

Postage applied: 2s 7d. Minimum Post Required: 2s 3d postcard rate plus 3d registration fee plus 1d inland airmail 

rate. 

The postcard below was sent from Westport via inland airmail to Auckland to connect with the flight. It 
was registered (an additional 3d), has the 1d inland airmail fee, and the 2s 3d postcard rate to San 
Francisco. Mail beyond San Francisco such as to Great Britain and Europe was permitted without 
additional charge provided it travelled by surface mail. This postcard travelled onwards to Gurnsey 
arriving 21 January 1938. 



Towards Final Mail—28 December 1937 

28 December was set as the last day for mail to be received at Auckland for travel on the Samoan Clipper 
which was departing the next morning. 6pm was the closing time for registered mail and 8pm for 
ordinary mail. There were a lot of letters posted locally on the 28th in the afternoon and evening and 
letters were arriving via inland airmail. By the evening of the 28th 15,000 letters had been received for the 
flight. 

 
There were long queues at the stamp counter at the Chief Post Office in Auckland on this last day. This 
was made worse by people wanting to purchase a variety of stamps to send on the covers. People were 
also purchasing higher denomination stamps in the hope these would make the covers worth more in the 
future. This led to some suburban post offices running out of these stamps on the day. 

 
At 10pm on the 28th of December the flight the next morning was postponed 24 hours due to a poor 
weather report. With this postponement it was also announced that further mail would be received for 
the flight, closing at 6pm for registered mail and 8pm for ordinary mail at the Auckland post office.  

Postmarked Auckland 28 DE 37 8-PM via Samoan Clipper to Pago Pago. 

Postage applied: 6d. Minimum Post Required: 6d letter rate. 

The cover below was in the last batch of mail posted on 28 December, being in the 8pm clearing of the 
post office. It is addressed to Samoa. Mr H. Patrick, Deputy Chief Postmaster who was in charge of the 
airmail arrangements indicated that the majority of the mail was destined for Samoa. It has the 1937 6d 
Coronation stamp which was the highest denomination stamp that could be used for this destination. 



Late Mail—29 December 1937 

Additional letters were posted via the inland airmail network on the 29th to reach Auckland by the 8pm 
cut off. Not many letters were received on the Union Airways flight from the South Island, though some 
mail arrived from outside Auckland via train. It was also assumed that agencies in Auckland sent 
additional covers for people from the South Island if telegraphed to do so. Sales of stamps at the Chief 
Post Office was less than the day before, which saw the highest number of letters posted in one day than 
for several years prior. By the end of the 29th the mail had reached around 20,272 letters. 
 

The bad weather continued and on 30 December it was decided that an attempt at the flight would not 
take place until at least the morning of Saturday 1st January 1938. It was announced that the mail would 
be extended further, with mail closing in Auckland on Friday 31 December at 6pm for registered letters 
and 8pm for ordinary mail.  The amount of mail received 30 December was considerably lower but it 
picked up a bit 31 December with people from the South Island sending mail anticipating further delays 
to the flight. 

 
The last day that mail was received at Auckland for the flight was 31 December with the flight eventually 
taking place at 3am on Sunday 2nd January. It carried 25,034 items of mail. 

Postmarked Auckland 29 DE 37 8-PM via Samoan Clipper to Honolulu, Hawaii. 
Postage applied: 3s. Minimum Post Required: 3s letter rate. 

The cover below was in the final batch cleared through the Auckland office at the 8pm closing time. 
Unfortunately the address has been rubbed off but originally it was addressed to the Dominion Stamp 
Company in Gore. It was sent via Honolulu and received the Honolulu 7 wavy machine lines backstamp. 
As it was sent from Auckland it is an example of an Auckland agent sending mail on behalf of a South 
Island dealer. 



 

Postmarked Auckland 31 DE 37 2PM via Samoan Clipper to Pago Pago then return NZ via surface mail to Auckland. 

Postage applied: 6d. Minimum Post Required: 6d letter rate. 

Late Mail—30 and 31 December 1937 

Below are two covers posted to Pago Pago, the first on the 30th and the second on the 31st. Both would 
have returned to New Zealand via steamship onboard the SS Monterey. 

Postmarked Auckland 30 DE 37 12NOON via Samoan Clipper to Pago Pago then return NZ via surface mail to 

Auckland. 

Postage applied: 3d. Minimum Post Required: 3d postcard rate. 


