
Please check with broadcast
13/2/42 - No. 32.

THE HON. LESLIE RUNCIMAN, (DIRECTOR-GENERAL, BRITISH

OVERSEAS AIRWAYS CORPORATION), WILL BROADCAST THE
FOLLOWING AFTER THE 9 o'c NEWS TONIGHT.

Many of you may have been familiar at Southampton or Croydon or Heston

with the aircraft which, before the war, left and arrived at those places on

their normal peace time services, and some of you may have wondered what had

happened to them since.

What is the Merchant Air Service doing in war time? You hear of it now

and again. Perhaps you remember how in the middle of the Battle of Britain the

flying boat 'Clare' flew to New York, and how surprised the Americans were one

Monday morning to get the British papers of the Saturday before and to see that

this country was not, as the Germans would have had them believe, prostrate and

out, but was in fact carrying on as cheerfully as ever. Or again, two or three

weeks ago, you heard how an aircraft operated by the British Overseas Airways

Corporation brought the Prime Minister back from his historic conferences with

President Roosevelt.

But these and flights like them are the high spots. Behind them you may

think there must be something more. There is. I have just come back from a

journey in which I coveredmore than 40,000 miles, a distance as great as one

and a half times round the world, and very nearly the whole of it was done in

aircraft operated on regular services by or for the British Overseas Airways

Corporation.

As well as doing certain special jobs I was inspecting our routes under

war conditions. An airway almost as much as a railway depends upon its track.

Our track consists not indeed of a permanent way, but of a chain of land and

water aerodromes with their launches and moorings, their sheds and road transport,
of the arrangements for supplying petrol and oil to the aircraft and food and

shelter to the crews and passengers, the wireless and signals, the provision of

spare parts for airframes and engines, the shops and bases where the machines

are overhauled and kept serviceable, and, of course, the men and women along the

line who keep it in order and make it work; a complicated organisation.

Without it you can have an exceptional flight here or there which attracts

the notice of the public just because it is exceptional, but the value of a

transport or communications service does not liein occasional spectacular

performances. The value of an airline or a railway line, or a shipping line,
lies in running regularly along a known route and keeping on running, day after

day, month after month, so that those who need transport can count on getting

it and make their plans accordingly. The operation of transport aircraft, like

their production, is a repetition job.

That is what we are trying to do. It is not often easy under war

conditions, and our aircraft do not set out from their old departure points in the

glare of peace time publicity to published timetables. But they do set out and

they arrive, quietly and unobtrusively, and they have been and are still joining

up this country with the British countries overseas. It is still possible to

travel by air between Great Britain and any of the Dominions - Canada, South

Africa, Australia, New Zealand - and India and many of the colonies, and to do

so in an aircraft operated by British Airways or one of its associates.

You cannot, it is true, pay your money and take your ticket, or send

your parcel as you might have done before the war. We are a Government service

now, and the loads we carry are those which the Government requires: official

passengers, official mail, stores and other freight, mail for the troops, and,

where this can be done without prejudice to even more important needs, the postal

mail upon which so much of the life and commerce of the world depend.

On these duties we run over a series of routes which cover in all more

then 50,000 miles; to America, to West Africa, to Egypt, the Sudan and South

Africa, to Palestine, Iraq and Persia, to India, Burma and to Australia and New

Zealand.
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The flying boat 'Corio', which as you have read, was shot down a few days ago
by the Japanese, was neon the beginning of a route which would have taken her from

Sydney through the East Indies, to Rangoon and Calcutta across India to Karachi, up
the Persian Gulf to Baghdad and Galilee and Cairo, to Khartoum and the Great Lakes,
and finally to South Africa, where she would have been beached and made ready
for the return trip. This route has been operated almost without interruption
twice a week since the summer of 1940.

Some of our routes are over countries we all know, at least by name in a

geography book; others run through places more remote from our every day lives. I
flew out by Lisbon and the West Coast of Africa to Lagos in Nigeria, up through

Kano, where the Emir will not show his face to a white man, and where his bodyguard
on feast days still rides in red and blue wearing the chainmail their forefathers

brought back from the Crusades. Next day, at a place called El Geneina, on the

borders of the Sudan, more than a thousand miles from the nearest sea, I saw a

football match in which the village team played in slippers or barefoot and

consisted, I was told, of one Syrian and ten sons of the local Sultan.

That Sultan who in past years twice defeated the French, put me quickly to

shame by telling the Resident who was with us, that he didn't think much of a London

education which had not even taught me Arabic so that I might converse with him.

El Geneina is a small wayside station on the track to which I referred a

minute or two ago, but there are also the great junctions like Khartoum, where the

routes across Africa and those going North and South through the Continent meet,
Cairo and Karachi, which is the gateway to India from the West. There are the

terminals in the United Kingdom, at Durban, in North America and at Sydney which

is the charge of our Australian associates.

It is a long track; few who have only seen Africa or Asia as a map can

realise how long. We talk at home of John O’Groats to Land's End. As an aircraft

might fly, that is a little under six hundred miles. From Cairo to Wadi Halfa,
where our office is the rest house that Gordon and Kitchener used to use, is just

about that same distance, and Wadi Halfa is the first stop on the first day on the

line from Cairo south. In the same part of the world is another name you know

well - Benghazi. It is farther from Cairo to Benghazi than from London to Berlin.

On one of my journeys we started in a landplane from Leopoldville in the Belgian

Congo at breakfast time on our way to Lagos. We lunched at Douala in the

Cameroons and there we picked up a Free French officer who wished to go urgently
to Leopoldville, where we had just come from. So we took him 300 miles in the

wrong direction to Lagos and there three days labor he joined our flying boat

service which does not call at Douala but which took him to Leopoldville by a

different route. In this roundabout way he completed his journey in four days. If

he had not been able to fly, he said, it would have taken him three weeks, with

luck, or six if the roads were bad.

On the other side of the world, in Thailand, I happened to be with two of our

people at Bangkok on the day last December on which the Japanese arrived there. Our

flying boat service was at once diverted. We left without undue delay and by rail,

a local air service, a bullock cart, a canoe, a motorcar and a river steamer we

reached Moulmein two days later. That little incident was of no particular

consequence, except to us, but what did matter was the line, and the most cheering

news I got on coming back to it at Rangoon was that our plans for an emergency

route had worked without a hitch and that the beads were flying through twice a

week, as usual. And in spite of call that has happened since, the communication by

hook or by crook has still been maintained.

As you might expect of a line which flies over so much of the world, many of

our routes are through peaceful skies far removed from the actual theatres of war

which they serve. But some of them pass regularly through air which the enemy has

often claimed to command. We have all of us rightly admired the men of the

merchant navy who carry food and supplies and munitions of war about the seas of

the world. The crews who run the lines of which I have been speaking, who fly

themerchant services of the air, are doing in their element the same job of work.
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Unlike the seamen, our merchant airmen must do it unarmed, for international

law does not admit defensive armament for civil aircraft.

It has been my privilege these last six months in Africa and Asia, over

the Atlantic and the Mediterranean, to see them at their job. I have seen a

good deal too of the engineers, the traffic and operations staff, end all those

others on the ground without whom the regular working of our Merchant Air

Service would be impossible. They do not get much advertisement; indeed they
do not seek it. But you cannot go far or be long overseen without realising

how much depends on them.

BRITISH BROADCASTING CORPORATION
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