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Notes on the Meeting of the Committee Held in Room 6l ? Parliament Buildings, on the 17th Apr i l , 1939? to discuss: 

"POLICY IN RELATION TO THE TRANSPACIFIC AIR ROUTE, 

AND UNITED STATES ACTIVITIES IN THE PACIFIC. " 

MR. FRASER corrected a statement made "by him in the 

morning "by stat ing that i t was the Austral ian promoters who had 

abandoned the idea of making a base at Noumea and that no such 

intimation had been received from Pan-American Airways. 

2. MR. FRASER said that SQUADRON-LEADER GIBSON had 

raised the p o s s i b i l i t y of an apparently French company being 

formed to operate an a i r serv ice between Noumea and Brisbane* 

and AIR MARSHAL SIR ARTHUR LONGMORE stressed the importance Of 
the Austral ian Government granting rights only to a bona f ide 

French Company. CAPTAIN JOHNSTON pointed out that in the event 

of th is p o s s i b i l i t y becoming seriously threatening the Qantas 

serv ice from Austra l ia could be terminated at Singapore and not 

continued on to Marseil les as at present, thus dispensing with 
the need for granting the French reciprocal rights. MR. CORNISH 

mentioned the fact that Mr. Gatty, representative of Pan-
American, had stated that a ship might be run from Noumea to 

Brisbane to connect with the a i r service but the committee was 

of opinion that i t would not be a paying proposition as the 

distance was 700 miles and the amount of passenger t r a f f i c would 

be small. 
3. MR. FRASER said that under the agreement the American 

company has to apply f o r permission to vary the route and 

Mr. Gatty had approached the Government to do this but a reply 

had been deferred u n t i l a f ter th is Conference. MR. CORNISH 

read a l e t t e r from the Government to Mr. Gatty dated 
granting an extension of the time allowed for the commencement 

of the company's operations but expressing d issat i s fact ion that 

the agreement was between a Government and a private person and 

that the United States Government was not even morally bound to 

provide reciprocal landing r ights . The New Zealand Government 



expected the company t o use i t s i n f l u e n c e w i t h the Uni ted S t a t e s 

Government i n t h i s r e s p e c t . The company was granted a l i c e n s e 

t o e s t a b l i s h and u t i l i z e the w i r e l e s s s t a t i o n s at R u s s e l l and 

S t . H e l i e r s Bay, b u t the l i c e n s e s were terminab le a t 6 months1 

n o t i c e . 

The q u e s t i o n was asked whether there was any s i g ­

n i f i c a n c e i n the f a c t tha t Pan-American Airways had apparent l y 

made no attempt to cont inue the s e r v i c e a f t e r t h e acc ident which 

i n t e r r u p t e d i t , but SIR ARTHUR LONGMORE cons idered tha t the 

reason was t h a t i t had begun a l i t t l e ahead o f i t s t ime and tha t 

t h e y needed new boa t s of a b e t t e r type . MR.. ASHV/IN -said t h a t 

they were l o o k i n g f o r through passengers t o connect with the 

Trans-Tasman s e r v i c e which i s t o s t a r t i n September. 

MR. FRASER was asked whether- i f America proved obdurate about 

Honolu lu and San F r a n c i s c o , i t was the p o l i c y o f the New Zealand 

Government to denounce the agreement- and ho r e p l i e d tha t the 

advantages and d isadvantages would have to be weighed. The 

Government had had t o accept the agreement which was s igned 

b e f o r e the E l e c t i o n i n 1935 but they would ra ther i t had not 

been s igned ; and i f a denunc ia t i on o f the agreement were 

necessa ry he was sure that they would not h e s i t a t e t o make i t . 

SIR HARRY LUKE suggested tha t i t might be h e l p f u l i f 

the Conference were t o p lace on record t h a t i t would deprecate 

an a i r s e r v i c e be ing e s t a b l i s h e d between Noumea and Br i sbane , 

and MR. FRASER s a i d tha t i n the W e l l i n g t o n conference there was 

complete agreement t h a t the A u s t r a l i a n Government would not agree 

t o any a l t e r n a t i v e route from San Franc i sco . At the Imper ia l 

Conference i t was s t a t e d tha t the A u s t r a l i a n Government would not 

agree t o any a l t e r n a t i v e route wi thout c o n s u l t a t i o n w i th the 

Un i ted Kingdom and New Zealand Governments. MR. FRASER read a 

l e t t e r from the l a t e Mr. Lyons dated 19th December, 1936, 

con f i rm ing t h i s . 
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SIR ARTHUR LONGMORE suggested that the question of the 
i s lands to be used in the service should "be se t t led f i r s t before 
the question of negot iat ions was ra i sed . The Trans-Tasman 
serv ice was the f i r s t step in the route from Aus t ra l i a , across 
the P a c i f i c and Canada, and then across the A t l a n t i c to England. 
The point to decide was whether the f i r s t s top a f ter Auckland 
should be Suva or Tonga. Suva was much more important and the 
i s l and was bigger and i t a l so l inks up with the defence scheme, 
but Tonga was on the d i rec t route and had s l i g h t l y bet ter 
weather condit ions and f l y i n g boat f a c i l i t i e s . MR, GIBSON was 
of the opinion that Suva was more suitable on the whole. 

SIR HARRY LUKE pointed out tha t apart from technical 
considerations there was the p o l i t i c a l considerat ion that Tonga 
i s the only remaining se l f governing Polynesian community in the 
P a c i f i c , and that the Tongans were very anxious to be l e f t alone 
as much as poss ib le and not to be exposed more than was necessary 
to the doubtful bene f i t s of European i n f i l t r a t i o n . They were 
extremely loya l f r iends o f the Imperial Government and there was 
d e f i n i t e l y no element of a n t i - B r i t i s h or ant i -white fee l ing to 
be taken in to considerat ion; but they were comprehensibly 
anxious to preserve the i r i s o l a t i o n as f a r as poss ib le . 
S i r Harry f e l t that we must be very considerate of the i r f e e l i n g s , 
so that i f the balance on the technical aspect were f a i r l y even, 
he would l i k e to throw in th is p o l i t i c a l consideration to 
weight i t s t i l l fur ther down in favour of Suva. 

SQUADRON-LEADER GIBSON said that t aking everything 
in to consideration Suva was the most su i tab le is land. Tonga 
could be developed as an a l ternat ive a l igh t ing area in the event 
of F i j i being closed by hurricanes. Both Tonga and F i j i 
o f f e red f a c i l i t i e s for e i ther land or marine a i r c r a f t . 

THE CHAIRMAN then moved that the f i r s t stage from 
Auckland on the route through to Canada should be Suva, with 
prov is ion f o r emergency arrangements to land at Tonga in the 
event of hurricane weather at Suva. The motion was carried 
unanimously. 



SIR ARTHUR LONGMORE then considered- the penultimate 
P a c i f i c stage and s a i d that the choice lay "between Fanning Is land 
and Christmas Is land. SQUADRON-LEADER GIBSON said the pos i t i on 
at Panning Is land was that there i s an a l ight ing area for marine 
a i r c r a f t which requires very l i t t l e work, "but unfortunately i t 
i s r e s t r i c t ed . I t i s impossible to extend i t and there i s no 
area that could "be made into a land plane aerodrome. At 
Christmas there i s a much larger area ava i lab le , and there are 
a lso su i tab le areas f o r aerodromes. He suggested that Panning 
Is land should "be used u n t i l c i ther a land plane service i s 
contemplated or u n t i l the f l y i n g "boats develop "beyond the a b i l i t y 
t o use Panning Is land. The runway at Panning i s about 1600 yards 
and then there are cora l reefs* Only about f i v e or s i x tons of 
explosives would be required. Panning has a cable s ta t ion 
ki mi les from the a l igh t ing area and B u m s - P h i l p ^ bui ld ings 
could be renovated and made into hoste l at a small cost. There 
i s a good mooring s i t e close inshore in sheltered water. At 
Christmas £3,000 to £^,000 worth of b las t ing would have to be 
done and there i s no j e t t y as at Panning. A launch channel 
would need to be made and there are no bui ld ings which could be 
used. The weather condit ions are preferable at Christmas t o 
Panning, and he considered that i t would be the ul t imate base. 

MR. ASHWIN said the time fac tor did not press and i f 
Panning Is land was not going to be sa t i s fac tory in the long run 
there was no need to sink expenditure in i t and abandon i t l a te r . 
The machines would not be there for three years. SIR ARTHUR 
LONGMORE said that the la ter machines would probably require more 
space to take o f f . SQUADRON-LEADER GIBSON said that h i s remarks 
about the area at Christmas would have to be v e r i f i e d as he had 
not had time to complete the survey. He estimated the cost at 
Christmas would not be more than £10,000. Even i f Christmas were 
decided on i t would be advisable to have Panning as an emergency 
a l igh t ing area. This could be done without incurring any 
greater t o t a l cost when Christmas Island i s developed. 



JOHNSTON thought that the necessity of catering for land planes 

i s v i t a l , and that is out of the question at Panning. He was 

in favour of developing Christmas Island. 

12. With regard to the t i t l fc *.o the is lands, SIR HARRY 

LUKE said that His Majesty's Government regarded their t i t l e to 

Panning and Christmas Islands as unassailable and MR.FRASER 

said that the New Zealand Government dissented from submitting 

these islands to arbi trat ion; and that the United Kingdom 

Government had taken that view f i n a l l y . 

13- SIR HARRY ffATTERBEE said that the United States were 

usual ly ready to step in where they saw a chance, and that i f we 

concentrated on Panning Island there was a p o s s i b i l i t y that the , 

Americans would take the opportunity of f i t t i n g out an 

expedition and beginning works on Christmas Island with a view 

to establishing claim. MR. FRASER considered that that could 

be met by making an emergency landing ground at Christmas Island 

at the same time as at Panning Island. 

li+. SQUADRON-LEASER GIBSON mentioned that while he was at 

Christmas Island, an American cruising there had said that he 

was instructed by the American Naval representative that the 

Br i t i sh claim to Christmas Island was not recognised by the 

United States Government, but Lffi. FRASER pointed out that they 

probably did not recognise our claims to many of the Pac i f i c 

Islands. 

Committee ad.journed at k.10 p.m. and rc-asscmbled 
at U-30 P.m. 

15. The posit ion in regard to Panning and Christmas 

Islands was recapitulated, and CAPTAIN JOHNSTON said he thought 

the claim to Christmas Island should be substantiated as far as 

poss ib le . I f they concentrated on Panning Island i t might give 

the impression that they were abandoning Christmas Island to 

anyone who cared to take i t . 

i 
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SIR ARTHUR LONGMORE said that i t might "be as we l l to say 

that preliminary arrangements should "be made for the construction 

of aerodromes,- or at least the survey of aerodromes on Christmas 

Is land at the same time as at Fanning, in order to establish the 

fac t that i t had not been abandoned. 

17. SIR HARRY LUKE said he had a sum of £300 which had been 

made a v a i l a b l e for the erection of a Jetty and moorings. I f i t 

was decided not to use Christmas Islandthe spending of th is money 

would be a gesture and nothing e l se , except that i t might be 

t a c t i c a l to spend i t seeing i t was a small sum. They could go 

ahead and spend i t immediately. 

18. There was some discussion in regard to the question of 

Panning Island being established as the immediate landing p3ace 

with Christmas Island as an emergency, with a strong p o s s i b i l i t y 

of the posit ions being eventually reversed. SQUADRON-LEADER 

GIBSON said he would be in favour of work being started 

simultaneously at both places. The work to be done at Panning 

would not cost very much and i t could be done f a i r l y quickly. 

Christmas Island would take some time to do and would need a f a i r 

amount of survey work before i t could be got ready. 

Panning would be ne£ed anyhow as an emergency landing place. No 

bui ldings need be put up yet. While the work necessary was being 

done there they could go on with the survey for Christmas Island 

with the idea of eventually developing i t as the permanent place. 

I t would take eighteen months or two years to complete the to ta l 

work at Christmas Island. Panning could be got ready for a 

survey f l i g h t in three months, and for a permanent station in nine 

months. The necessary equipment could not be taken on a 

warship, some of i t being of an elaborate nature, and he would 

therefore suggest that the whole job be done with a ship 

de f in i t e l y f i t t e d out to do i t and prepared to be away for 

eighteen months or two years. It could go back per iod ica l l y to 

Samoa for supplies. In this way too, use could be made of the 

ship 's personnel for a lot of the work. He stressed the point 

that i t was essent ia l to have an emergency landing area at the 



- 7 -

end o f a l o n g f l i g h t , and t h a t C h r i s t m a s I s l a n d had t h e o n l y 

l a n d p l a n e a l i g h t i n g g r o u n d i n t h e a r e a . 

19- SIR ARTHUR LONGMORE s u g g e s t e d t h a t an a c t u a l d e c i s i o n 

a s b e t w e e n t h e two I s l a n d s was n o t n e c e s s a r y a t t h i s s t a g e . 

A l l t h a t was n e c e s s a r y was t o r e c o r d t h e f a c t t h a t b o t h were 

w a n t e d . T h i s was a g r e e d t o . 

20 . SQUADRON-LEADER GIBSON s a i d he wou ld l i k e t o make a 

s u g g e s t i o n t h a t i t "be recommended t h a t b o t h t h e s e I s l a n d s b e 

p r e p a r e d t o s u r v e y f l i g h t s . The c o s t i n v o l v e d w o u l d n o t be 

v e r y g r e a t . HON. MR. FRASER s a i d a n o t e w o u l d b e t a k e n o f t h i s 

and i t c o u l d b e c o n s i d e r e d when t h e f i n a l r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s were 

b e i n g made. 

21 . The q u e s t i o n o f t h e b e s t i n t e r m e d i a t e p o i n t was t h e n 

d i s c u s s e d . SQUADRON-LEADER GIBSON recommended Nukunono, w h i c h 

he s a i d r e q u i r e d t h e l e a s t amount o f w o r k , was most s a t i s f a c t o r y 

i n i t s n a t u r a l c o n d i t i o n , and was on t h e d i r e c t r o u t e b e t w e e n 

C h r i s t m a s I s l a n d and F i j i . I t a l s o fo rmed a v e r y f a v o u r a b l e 

j u n c t i o n p o i n t i f i t was d e s i r e d t o s w i t c h t o Tonga i n o r d e r t o 

a v o i d a h u r r i c a n e a t F i j i . The a v e r a g e d e p t h o f wa te r was o v e r 

50 f a t h o m s and t h e n e c e s s a r y b ? . a s t i n g c o u l d be done f o r £200 o r 

£ 3 0 0 . T h e r e w a s a good s h e l t e r e d a r e a on the o t h e r s i d e o f t h e 

I s l a n d f r o m t h e p r e s e n t s e t t l e m e n t and t h e r e was ample a r e a f o r 

t h e n e c e s s a r y b u i l d i n g s . I n a d d i t i o n t h e wind^as v e r y c o n s t a n t 

i n d i r e c t i o n i n t h i s I s l a n d . The I s l a n d was e n t i r e l y i n t h e 

h a n d s o f n a t i v e a d m i n i s t r a t i o n . The S e n i o r New Z e a l a n d O f f i c i a l 

t h e r e was t h e N a t i v e M a g i s t r a t e , and he h a d p u t f o r w a r d a 

r e q u e s t t h a t t h e y s h o u l d k e e p away f r o m t h e s e t t l e m e n t f o r t h e 

same r e a s o n as m e n t i o n e d by S i r H a r r y Luke i n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h 

a n o t h e r i s l a n d . There was n o p o s s i b i l i t y o f e s t a b l i s h i n g a b a s e 

f o r l a n d p l a n e s t h e r e . 

22 . Some d i s c u s s i o n f o l l o w e d i n r e g a r d t o the r e l a t i v e 

s u i t a b i l i t y o f Nukunono and H u l l . I n r e p l y t o S i r H a r r y 

B a t t e r b e e SQUADRON-LEADER GIBSON s a i d he c o n s i d e r e d Nukunono 

p r e f e r a b l e p a r t l y on a c c o u n t o f t h e c o r a l r e e f s a t H u l l , w h i c h 

w o u l d c o s t £3,000 t o £k,000 t o b l a s t away. Winds a t b o t h 
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Is lands were very constant i n d i rec t i on , but the r a i n f a l l was 
much be t t e r at Nukunono. Hull was more or less i n a desert area. 
There were underground wells but they were s l i g h t l y brackish. 
Water was l im i ted everywhere in the Phoenix Group. While 
recommending Nukunono. he s t i l l considered that Hull should be 
kept in mind as an a l te rna t i ve . 

23. CAPTAIN JOHNSTON thought that Nukunono and Hull should 
be considered equal ly - much in the same way as Panning and 
Christmas. At -&his stage they were both desirable. Nukunono 
seemed the best one for immediate development, and Hull provided 
not only an excel lent emergency but a lso the p o s s i b i l i t y of a 
land-plane a l igh t ing area a t some l a t e r date. 

24. SQUADRON-LEADER GIBSON suggested that Nukunono should be 
proceeded with as the main one, while looking into the p o s s i b i l ­
i t i e s of Hull and Samoa. £300 or £400 of b las t ing at both 
Nukunono and Samoa would clear the lagoons and in addi t ion to 
that only r e fue l l i ng arrangements and moorings would be required. 
Hull I s land on the other hand v/ould require more extensive 
b las t ing operations, but i t was so po ten t i a l l y valuable that we 
should not run the r i sk of l o s ing i t ; i f any service should 
eventual ly want to go through the E l l i c e Islands to Aus t ra l i a 
Hull would be of paramount importance. In reply to Mr. Fraser, 
So.uadron-Leaflor Gibson sa id there was no doubt about the 
sovereignty of Hul l at the moment as f a r as he knew. 

25. SIR HARRY LPKft said that co lon isat ion had been 
commenced there. The United States had objected b u t the 
co lon isat ion was going on i n sp i te of t h i s . 

26. SQUADRON-LEADER GIBSON said that the b l a s t i n g at Hull 
would not be a much bigger job than that at Christmas, except that 
there were b i g heads to be b lasted at Hull,, whereas at Christmas 
i t was s o l i d reefs . More survey work was needed at a l l these 
Is lands beforo actual construction could bo commenced. 
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^' I t w a s agreed that i t would "be advisable to proceed 
with the preparat ion o f Nukunono and Samoa simultaneously for 
survey f l i g h t s , and that the need for Hull as an a l ternat ive 
should be recorded. i t was considered that the co lonizat ion at 
present in process in Hull Island adequately establ ished B r i t i s h 
Sovereignty therein . 

28- The next point discussed was the re fusa l of the 
American Government t o permit the landing of 'planes at Honolulu, 
a l l e g e d l y for reasons of defence. I t was suggested that the 
reasons f o r the r e f u s a l had never been d e f i n i t e l y s ta ted by the 
United States Government and that poss ibly there was a fear 
that i f permission was given to a Br i t i sh a ir service5 a s imi lar 
request would be made from Japan, in which case questions of 
defence would undoubtedly be involved. SIR ARTHUR LONGMORE 
suggested that poss ib ly the United Kingdom Government could ask 
the United States Government jus t what the ob jec t i ons were. 

29. I t was pointed out by Captain Johnston that a route 
through Canada must necessar i l y go through Honolulu or one of 
the Hawaiian Is lands , and i t was suggested that th is matter might 
be the subject of a conference between the four Powers concerned. 

30. THE CHAIRMAN said that he considered that i t should be 
placed on record that a l l the Delegations would strongly support 
e f f o r t s to c a l l a four-power conference in regard to P a c i f i c a i r 
routes. 

31. SIR HARRY LUKE suggested that the Committee place on 
record i t s d i s l i k e of the Noumea-Brisbane proposal. 

THE HQS. MR. PHASER said that could be discussed the 
fo l lowing day 

CAPTAIN JOHNSTON said they had covered the aspect of 
the route they would l i k e to f l y . He presumed the Committee 
would continue on the fo l lowing day to discuss what action should 
be taken amongst the Governments to achieve that end. 

THE HON. MR. FRASER agreed and said that any suggestions 
would be welcomed. 

The Committee adjourned at 5-30 p .m.unt i l 10 a.m. on 
Tuesday, 18th A p r i l . 


