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Two questions that have been debated for several years are:
•

When was the 5 cents first ounce / 10 cents per additional ounce rate introduced on air
mail from Canada to the USA?

•

When was this rate introduced on air mail within Canada?

The situation at the beginning of 1928, was that:
•

a letter could be sent from Canada to the USA, using US Air Mail routes, if it was franked with
Canadian stamps for the regular surface mail to the US, and US stamps for the air mail service within
the U.S.

•

the Canadian Post Office was beginning to fly mail on some routes within Canada, but no additional
payment for the air mail service was required.

In July 1928, Canada and the USA reached a reciprocal air mail agreement, under which they agreed to a
common air mail rate of 5c first ounce / 10c each additional ounce that would cover all air mal services in
either country, and that each country's stamps would be accepted by the other country. (For the rest of this
article, I will usually refer to this as just the “5 cents rate”.)
The text of a letter outlining this agreement is shown below:

Fig. 1 - Letter from W. Irving Glover, Second Assistant Postmaster General (USA)
to Hon. L. J. Gaboury, Deputy Postmaster General, Ottawa - July 14, 1928

This letter was transcribed by George Arfken and Walter Plomish in their book Air Mails of Canada, 1925 1939. [1]

The 5 cents rate was widely publicized in the U.S., and came into effect on August 1st 1928.
In Canada, however, things were quite different. According to Arfken and Plomish: "the Canadian Post
Office did not issue any bulletins nor did they immediately advise this agreement to Postmasters and
certainly not to the public". [1, page 40.]
This lack of publicity in Canada, has created a situation in which different authors give different dates on
which the five cent rate came into effect. For example:
•

Air Mails of Canada, 1925 - 1939 by Arfken and Plomish, says the rate to the U.S., and the air mail rate
within Canada, were both inaugurated on August 1st 1928 (Pages 9, 19 and 22)

•

The Air Mails of Canada and Newfoundland - Section 17 Canadian Air Mail Rates by Trelle Morrow
and Ritch Toop, says both rates were inaugurated on August 7th 1928. (Page 412)

•

Official Air Mail Rates to Foreign and Overseas Destinations as Established by the Canadian Post
Office 1925-December 1942 by David H. Whiteley, says August 7th 1928 for air mail to the U.S.. (Page
iv.)

•

Selected Canadian Postal Rates - 1859 to 2005 by Robert C. Smith, and Canada Domestic and
International Postal Rates and Fees 1870-1999 by Robert Smith and Anthony Wawrukiewicz, say that
both rates were introduced on August 24th 1928.

The September 1928 Monthly Supplement to the Canadian Post Office Guide included a notice that the air
mail rate to the U.S. had been reduced, and that it could be paid for in Canadian stamps. However, it did not
give an effective date for this change, or say anything about a 5 cent rate being required in Canada.
Then, the October 1928 Monthly Supplement to the Canadian Post Office Guide contained a notice that the
new, 5 cents air mail stamp, should be used for: "air mail at the rate of 5 cents for the first ounce . . . for
conveyance over the following air mail routes - Montreal - Toronto … daily except Sunday …" Since the
daily service between Montreal and Toronto was not inaugurated until October 1st, this indicated that the
5 cents rate was not in fact required until October 1st. [2]
As part of the preparation for the revised edition of The Air Mails of Canada and Newfoundland, I decided
to try and establish which of these dates was correct.
I tried looking in the RG3 Post Office records at the National Archives in Ottawa, and found the same letter
between the Canadian and US Post Offices that Walter Plomish found, which was reproduced as Figure 1.
There was also some interesting correspondence between the two Post Offices, confirming that the Canadian
Post Office could continue to fly mail to remote locations without charging the air mail fee. However, like
Walter, I could not find copies of any bulletins or notices to the public regarding the change in rates.
I also checked the Monthly Supplements to the Canadian Post Office Guide, but only found the
announcements mentioned above.
This was all in keeping with Arfken and Plomish’s comment that: "the Canadian Post Office did not issue
any bulletins nor did they immediately advise this agreement to Postmasters and certainly not to the public".
One resource that is now available to researchers, but was not readily available when the books mentioned
above were published, is old newspapers which have been posted on line and can be digitally search.
I tried doing a search for “air mail”, in back issues of The Toronto Star. My search found a variety of items,
but not an announcement as to when the 5 cent rate would begin.
I then contacted Kathy Hartley, who is the Reference Librarian at the Vincent Graves Green Philatelic
Research Foundation in Toronto.
Kathy searched The Globe online, and found a story on the front page of the Monday, August 6th 1928
edition, announcing “Air Mail Cheaper” because of the 5 cents rate for air mail transmitted over any United
States air mail route: see Figure 2.

Figure 2 - The Globe August 6th 1928

One can infer from this story that:
•

it was the first announcement The Globe received, or it wouldn't have been on the front page

•

since The Globe was a morning paper, the Post Office had probably made the announcement on Friday
August 3rd.

•

since the announcement is written in the past tense, the rate reduction had already taken place

This information has been discussed with David Crotty, who is editing Section 17 on Air Mail Rates for the
revised edition of The Air Mails of Canada and Newfoundland .
This announcement establishes that the date of August 7th given in the current Air Mails of Canada and
Newfoundland is wrong.
The revised Air Mails of Canada and Newfoundland will follow Arfken and Plomish, and date the
change in rate to the U.S.A. as occurring on August 1st.
However, the article in Figure 2 only refers to air mail to the U.S.A. - It doesn't say anything about a 5 cents
charge for air mail within Canada!
In his publications, Robert Smith listed both air mail rates as being introduced on August 24th 1928. I
discussed this with Robert some years ago, and was told that the earliest announcement of a 5 cents rate that
he had found, was for the flights to commemorate the Golden Jubilee of the Canadian National Exhibition.
There was one flight from Quebec City via Montreal, Ottawa and Kingston to Toronto, and a second from
Windsor via London and Hamilton to Toronto, on August 24th 1928. Mail was carried on these flights, and
given a souvenir cachet if it was franked at 5 cents. (See for example Figure 3 below).

Figure 3 - Special Flight from Windsor to the C.N.E. in Toronto: franked 5 cents to get the souvenir cachet.

There were return flights on the same routes from Toronto on August 29th, on which souvenir cachets were
again offered on mail franked 5 cents.
However: these were special flights, and the rate applied for the two days only.
After the CNE flights, covers can be found that were flown on the regular, twice-weekly service between
Montreal and Toronto, at the original surface rate of 2 cents: for example Figure 4.

Figure 4: Postmarked QUEBEC SEP 24 1928, carried by surface routes to Montreal,
BY POSTAL AIRPLANE from Montreal to Toronto, and then by surface routes to Waterloo.

But: one can also find covers flown between Toronto and Montreal that were franked 5 cents during
September 1928: e.g. Figure 5.

Figure 5: Postmarked TORONTO SEP 25 1928, carried BY POSTAL AIRPLANE TO
MONTREAL, and then by surface routes to Point Aux Trembles.
This confusion about franking is not surprising, and is in keeping with Arfken and Plomish's comment about
the Canadian Post Office’s lack of announcements regarding its air mail services.

Fortunately, Kathy found some newspaper articles which clarify the situation regarding charges for air mail:
•

an article in The Globe, July 21st 1928, saying there was no plan to charge extra for air mail in
Canada until there was a daily air mail service between centres like Toronto and Montreal

•

an article in The Globe, August 30th 1928, in which the Postmaster-General is still referring to a
future 5 cents rate “when the regular service was established”. (Figure 6.)

Figure 6 - The Globe, August 30th 1928

•

a later article in The Globe, September 27 1928, announcing that the 5 cents air mail rate would be
required between Toronto and Montreal from October 1st. (Figure 7).

Figure 7 - The Globe, September 27 1928

There is also the announcement in the October 1928 Monthly Supplement to the Post Office Guide, which
only gave two routes for which the new 5 cents air mail stamp was required: Montreal - Toronto, and
Montreal - Albany, U.S.A. (Figure 8).

Figure 8 - October 1928 Monthly Supplement to the Post Office Guide

These articles and announcement show that:
•

the 5 cents rate was not required before October 1st 1928

•

that it was required when the daily Montreal - Toronto air mail service was inaugurated on October
1st 1928

•

that it was not required on any other routes within Canada where the Canadian Post Office had mail
flown in October 1928.

This information has also been sent to David Crotty and discussed with him.
Section 17 of the revised edition of The Air Mails of Canada and Newfoundland will list the domestic
air mail rate of 5 cents first ounce / 10 cents per additional ounce, as being introduced on October 1st
1928.
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Resources:
[1]

Air Mails of Canada, 1925 - 1939. George Arfken and Walter Plomish is still available from Sparks
Auctions: https://sparks-auctions.com/bnaps-books-list/

[2]

Most of the Monthly Supplements to the Post Office Guide from 1913 to 1932 have been digitized,
and can be viewed online at:
www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/discover/postal-heritage-philately/Pages/postal-heritage-philately.aspx
Unfortunately the Monthly Supplements from 1927 and 1928 were not digitized.

