The story of Niuafo‘ou and its Tin Can (Canoe) Mail Service 1882-1983

Introduction
Niuafo'ou, with Niuatoputapu and Tafahl, is a part of the Niua islands group, the most northerly of the
Polynesian 177 - island archipelago of the Kingdom of Tonga, 383 miles from the capital Nuku'alofa. It had a
population of about 1,300, but is currentiy only about haif that number,

It s the peak of an active sub-oceanic voilcano with neither beaches, harbours nor good anchorage. Passing

ships had to anchor a2 long way off shore, and only duning the non-hurricane season - June to October - were

_ small boats |ntermittently launched with
difficulty from a gantry to take cargo to and
from these ships. There Is no evidence that
any mail ever accompanied the cargoes.
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In 1882, William Travers, working on
Niaufo'ou for Osterman, Dervy & Co. of
Sydney wanted to communicate with the
outside world, but unfortunately, postal
communications did not exist. He arranged
with the Tongan Postal Officials to have the
mail packed into 40lb kerosene cans/biscuit
tins, for the natives to swim the mail to and
from passing ships.

The Tin Can (Canoe) Mail Service
(TCCM) was born.

In the 20" century the service became
philatelicaily promoted, proving to be a popular, colourful and innovative way of dellvering messages. It was
the omLY way mail could be delivered and received until an airstrip and terminal was constructed in 1983.

Scope of the Exhibit

This exhibit opens with the story about the origins of Niuafo'ou, its geographical location, history, discovery
and Tin Can Mail pioneers. There follows the development of its Tin Can (Canoce) Mail Service through the
height of its popularity in the 1930s, through World War 2, the volcanic eruption in 1946 and its suspension,
and resumption in 1962. Included are covers to and from many unusual and rare destinations and origins,
and censored, delayed and expedited mail during World War 2 that clearly indicate the worldwide interest in
Tin Can Mail. Also shown are covers in commemoration and recognition of many notable events in its history
for the 101 years from Its inception in 1882 to the construction of an airstrip and terminal in 1983 and its
final demise.

The exhibit comprises philatelic and non-philatelic material - maps, stamps, proofs, postcards, photographs,
newspaper reports, ships' brochures, coconut souvenirs, Government Acts and Orders in Council, Philatelic
Bureau information, Tin Can Mail Study Circle memorabilia, 1982 Tin Can Mail Centenary Official Cover
artwork, letters, an extensive range of covers from 1930 to 1948 and from 1962, with material that is
infrequently seen and/or available in relatively small quantities. Material that is rare and of importance and
significance, and text that is of particular interest has been bordered and highlighted in red.

References and degree of rarity

Reference 1. Catalog of Tin Can Mai Cachets (2nd edition) by lanet Klug, published by the Tonga/Tin Can Mail Study Circle, 1985,
From her axtencive research of several hundred covers, this identified all the Tin Can Mail cachets, inscriptions, illustrated envelopes,
etc, and periods of use, Each was assigned a reference number, and code letters denoting the relative rarity from AA very common
through ta D rare, and DD very rare, where DD represented those that only featured once or twice. In this exhibit, reference |s only
made where the dearee of rarity is O or DD,

Reference 2. The coliection of Martin Baxendale FRPSL,
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1 Introduction to Niuafo'ou
1.1 Aerial and lake views of the island

Aerial views of Niuafo'ou. It is the steep-sided
rim of a sub-oceanic volcano with a crater
lake inside it. Overall diameter 7-8km.
Diameter of lake 3-4km. Width of land 2km.

Satelite view of Niuafo'ou
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Coloured-in aerial illustration
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The veolcane is one of a string of volcanoes and volcanic islands running from New Zealand to Hawali

1.1 Aerial and lake views of the island

{ Beautiful Niuafo'ou |

Miniature sheet with SPECIMEM overprint, issued in 1990, with panoramic views of the crater

whten it way necessary to evavuate the
1300 tnhabitanis, They did mat return
nrrif 1935,

Stamp collecrors have nicknamed
Niuafo'on Tin Can fsland, becawse of
the umiguee mail service extablivhed in

. Niwafo ou has been issuing
stamips since 1983,

Nmugra ou is part af the voleanic chain
srmd'mr rom New Zem’an.n' o
Hawai, nped'hke an “ Q" the cenire
s a lake 3 mifles ln didmrrer o3/t above
sea fevel ana 2731t deep. The rim
towers 8701 above sea fevel,

Thix ceniury eruptions occurred in
1929, 1935, 1036,1943 and in 1946,
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The text on the miniature sheet reads -
Niuafa'ou Is part of the volcanic chain stretching from New Zealand to Hawaii. Shaped
like an "0", the centre is a lake 3 miles in diameter, 95ft above sea level and 275ft deep.
The rim towers 870ft above sea level.

This centenary eruptions occurred in 1929, 1935, 1936, 1943 and in 1946, when it was
necessary to evacuate the 1300 inhabitants. They did not return until 1958.

Stamp collectors have nicknamed Niuafe'ou Tin Can Island, because of the unigue mail
service established in 1882, Niuafo'ou has been issuing stamps since 1983.

A set of stamps in a strip of five, fssued in 1993 showing the Natural History of the Crater Lake - Lake Val La




1.2 The coconut trees

| Niuafo'ou means many new coconuts, or full of the best coconut trees,
This is the origin of the coconut tree - a love story

THE ORIGIN OF
THE COCONUT TREE

Miniature sheet issued in 1991 overprinted SPECIMEN

1.2 The coconut trees

Photograph of coconut palms leaning towards the sea and an illustrated coconut palm cove

COCO-NUT PALMS LEAN TOWARD THE SEA
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Gicoup- Lat. 1535 Goulh. Bang. 175°39" TDeal,
on the 1R Pugusl 1058

G. B, MORGAN. ps.c.
COimMANMED

A cover, with an illustration of a coconut palm, put into
the sea on 11th August 1938 from the Cruise Liner
Maunganui. The postmark is indistinct, but this cover
is only known postally used on 26th August 1938.

The illustrated cover is
Reference 1. PC - 30 Rarity DD




1.2 The coconut trees 1.3 Island location, discovery and charting

| Examples of the many uses for Coconut kernal Maps showing Niuafo'ou's geographical location, and proximity to the International Date Line

Tonga is the first Pacific Island to greet the new day

Confetiaria Baftaslio is a crisn coconut confaction with a Whole atmond centre. the coconut Highlighted are Eua, Vava'u, Niuatoputapu, The centenary of the International Date Line was in 1984,
et e P m:nir‘-g from LhLe Pamr‘uc‘ ]sl.ands BSaa (4 Heend Nuku'alofa and Tafahl that feature in this exhibit In Its simplest farm, it is a straight line. In reality, however
; it does zig-zag to allow for local circumstances. The line
i = — — —— — 1 changes from time to time, the last time being in 1995
| | when a large part of Kiribati moved to the east, so
o that the entire nation would be on the same side of it.
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| A ser of four airmail stamps issued by Tonga in
1971 featuring a wristwaich, inscribed
"WHERE TIME BEGINS"
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1.3 Island location, discovery and charting

A 1935 cover to England with a circular geographical co-ordinates cachet.

TIN CAM MAIL put sverbeard 14 &pen sea fram the Oceante [Iner Marlpass off Tin Can (Nivefoai) island of the Tonga Group,

15% 33"5.Lat,, T95° 39 W, Long., whils én regular run between Calilornia and Australi, Carried sshore by patlve swimssrs, (b

bears reyal Tangan postase, ard brings & you 4 falnt tntchd!\tlnn romance of Wie South Seas through which we sre pasting.
o ™ .

;1
This cover 5
postmarked 5th June
1935, and was put
overboard from the
Oceanic Liner Mariposa
while on a regular run
between California and
Australia. Illustrated is
an example of a
circular  geographical
co-ordinates cachet
showing the co-
ordinates LAT. 15° 33
SOUTH and LONG.
175% 39" WEST,

The printed wording in
red at the bottom of
the cover is Reference
1. SM - 9a Rarity D

The first page of the Meridian Day
letter enclosed In this cover and
headed May 7 1935, reads -
"Meridian Day. Yesterday was also
Tuesday May 7th as we are
crossing the 180™. The ship must
have been sailing eastbound.

An interesting 9th August 1937 inward cover from the U.S.A where the address
identifies the location of Niuafo'ou as being halfway between Samoa and Fiji.
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1.3 Island location, discovery and charting

Discovery of Niuafo'ou in 1616 by Dutch navigator and mariner Willem Schouten and Jacob
| Le Maire who originally named the island Good Hope Island

Minfature sheet issued in 1999
Early explorers - Jacob Le Maire
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Miniature sheet {ssued in 2016 to commemorate the 400th
anniversary of the discovery of Northern Tonga by

Four stamps and a miniature sheet issued in 198!
to commemorate the 400th birth centenary of
Jacob Le Maire.

The miniature sheet has the SPECIMEN overprint

Jacob Le Maire and Willem Schouten
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1.3 Island location, discovery and charting

1789 Mutiny on the Bounty and 1991 bicentenary of the charting of Niuafo'ou

'THE BOUNT Y
L -y 28th April 1789

1 pe

’MZ.%E*H ersary
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William Bligh was the captain of the Bounty
when the crew, led by Fletcher Christian,
mutinied In 1789

This miniature sheet, with SPECIMEN
overprint, was [ssued in 1989 to
commemorate the bicentenary of the
Mutiny on the Bounty
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Capeatn Bligh ofthe Hoponty”

Captain Edwards of the Pandora was dispatched in 1791
to capture the mutineers living in Tahiti and on Pitcairn.
During this voyage, parts of the South Pacific, including
Niuafo'ou were charted. He sighted Niuafo'ou on 5th
August 1791 and named it Proby's Island, not realising
that Schouten and Le Maire had already discovered it in
1616, and had named it Good Hope Island.

2. Introduction to Tin Can Mail
2.1 The first three Tin Can Mail pioneers

The early years of Tin Can Mail and participating ships

The first Tin Can Mail pioneers were William Travers 1882 -1902, Arthur Francis Leopold Tindall 1902 - 1921,
and Charles Stuart Ramsay 1921 - 1932

Brief experiments to deliver mail by Rocket were also attempted in 1901 - 1902

The ships involved in the formative years of Tin Can Mail during this period were;:-
Atua Matua Melrose Navua Onalau Opolu Talune
Tofua ‘Ysabel (or Southern Cross)
Three of these ships were featured on Niuafo'ou stamps issued in a 1985 set of Mail ships

S.S. Matua S.S. Tofua S.V. Ysabel (Wm. Tindall's own ship]

The S.5. Hauroto was invalved in the 1901/1902 Rocket Mail experiments

2.2 1882 - 1902 William Travers

The first Tin Can Mail pioneer was William Travers

In 1882, four years before the Post Office in Niaufo'ou was opened in 1886, William Travers, working for the
Sydney company of Osterman Dervy & Co, persuaded the Tongan postal authorities to allow ships of the Union
Steamship Company to seal mail destined for the island in biscuit or kerosene tins, which were then thrown
overboard. A basket was lowered from ships to collect the outgoing mail. There was little publicity. Travers
relinquished his business interests in 1902.

The native swimmers would wait on the rocks, then jump

Into the ocean and swim out to passing ships with the
outgoing mail wrapped in greaseproof paper or oil cloths
which were attached to Fau wood poles

Tin Can Mail was established.
Ne publicity, just a need.




2.3 1901 - 1902 The world's first Rocket Mail
— — 2.4 1902 - 1921 Arthur Tindall

| Experimental ship-to-shore Rocket Mail delivery .
e — - | The second Tin Can Mail pioneer was Arthur Francis Leopold Tindall -'

It is often believed that the first Rocket Mail delivery was made by Friedrich Schmiedl in Austria in 1931. In |
actual fact, it was in Niuafo'ou in 1901, when Rockets were used for experimental ship-to-shore delivery from
the S.S. Hauroto. Passengers and islanders gathered to witness the delivery of mail by rocket.

One such occasion, "THE SKY-ROCKET MAIL DELIVERY" was witnessed by William Geil (see Title Page -bibliography)

Arthur Tindall came to Niuafo'ou from New Zealand in 1902 and established a
coconut plantation on the island, working as a director of Morris Hedstrom Ltd.
He started the first regular service of Tin Can Mail by arranging for ships of the
Union Steamship Co, to make regular visits, and in 1908, the S,5. Tofua was
the first to do so. Arthur Tindall left the island in 1914 for war service, but
returned afterwards. The Tin Can Mail service continued, and in 1921 he invited
Charles Stuart Ramsay to the island as plantation manager. Arthur Tindall died
in Auckland on 15th September 1938.

In 1985, a set of four stamps was issued to commemorate Rocket Mail, shown here with SPECIMEN overprint

Preparing to fire the rocket Rocket in flight Ship's crew watching Islanders
rocket's descent reading the mail

Coconuts, on Arthur Tindall's plantation, drying out into copra, the dried meat or
kernel to produce coconut oil. This is the main export of Niuafo'ou.

A year later in 1986, a set of four stamps was issued by Niuafa'ou to
commemorate the centenary of the first Tongan postage stamps. One
stamp from this set illustrated Rocket Mail.
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A postcard of The S. S. Hauroto built in New Zealand in 1882, On 26th July 1919, it went
missing, presumed sunk in a typhoon in the China Sea with the loss of 180 lives.

Examples of Niuafo'ou postmarks used during the Tindall period geferance

Early 1900s

TueUrom 8.5, Co's, —
e, A e,
= S5 HAIRTD =
=NIUAFDOU=
I1JA 14 B kM
Unfortunately, the rockets frequently blew up in mid air, landed in the water and sank, landed amongst S e 6"
the bushes and trees and caught fire, or overshot the island and landed in the |lake N

Tin Can Swimmers remained the only solution.




2.4 1902 - 1921 Arthur Tindall 2.4 1902 - 1921 Arthur Tindall

| Captain A.H. Davey of the Mail Steamer S S Tofua seen off the coast at A(n)gaha, Niuafo'ou Early 1911 postcard of the very rugged coastline of Niuafo'ou |

This very early card of Niuafo'ou was written at Nukualofa on 14th May 1911, and sent to Germany.

AMOXNG THE FHIENDLY 1RLANDS LANDING I"LACE, NIW3FOOT

The text on this side of the postcard includes a reference to Niuafo'ou:-

1 This is an island which is near here where the fanding which you can see in the
picture is very difficult. ... v, seeeneen. Only saifing ships go to this place........... R

The reverse of the postcard (reduced)
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The 1d stamp received the rare Auckland boxed PACKET BOAT mark [Haosk
and a circular Auckland N.Z. handstamp dated 17th August 1911.




