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CONSTRUCTION OF THE LANDING STRIP AND REST
HOUSE

Sheikh Sultan built the rest house for travellers with payments made in
advance in lieu of rent due from Imperial Airways. The Ruler ultimately
owned the rest house. Arriving on July 19, 1932, plans were drawn
by Captain Mackay of the Royal Engineer Corps, who would supervise
the construction using local labour. Meanwhile, the Sheikh had already
prepared three wooden ships loaded with construction tools, stone
and cement. By July 26, 1932 Sheikh Sultan had organised a further
20 boats loaded with stone and 13 more ready to sail from the island
of Tunb. The first task however was to construct a landing strip which
was completed in September 1932. Radio communication, a necessity
for safe flights, was also operational for the first HP42 landing.

Most building materials including timber, cement, steel girders and
corrugated iron were imported by ship as required. The rest house
was initially built as a single storey, fortified building around a central
courtyard with two watch towers with gun loops for defence. Access
was and is still through two large steel gates.

Laying the foundations for the rest house at Al Mahatta, Sharjah, 1932
©Mackay Collection, His Highness Private Collection SM-NAC-1159

SAFE FLYING ROUTES

For safety reasons, all flying routes required radio communication,
weather stations and emergency landing grounds. Sharjah provided
radio communication and a weather station. In early 1934 the Ruler of
Dubai signed an agreement for four years for refuelling facilities and a
sea anchorage for RAF flying boats. By February 1935, Captain Loch,
the new Political Resident in Bahrain gained agreement with the Ruler
of Abu Dhabi, Sheikh Shakbut bin Sultan Al Nahyan to permit a fuel
store and emergency landing ground on Sir Bani Yas and a landing
ground on the island of Abu Dhabi. However, another was needed on
the other side of the Hajar Mountains on the east coast. The British
negotiated with the Sheikh of Kalba, Sheikh Saeed bin Hamid Al
Qasimi and signed an agreement in August 1936 for the provision of
a fuel store, landing strip, shelter and marker buoys.

WEATHER STATION

In 1934, a weather station was established at Sharjah to serve as the
first meteorological office in the UAE and Oman. Weather records
were collected here until 1976. In 1977 the Meteorological Office
moved to the new Sharjah International Airport where the recording
of this important data continues to the present day.

LONG TERM BENEFITS

The establishment of the air line route had several consequences
for Sharjah and the region. It provided much needed employment
after the demise of the pearling industry, faster communication links
and opportunities for trade. Aircraft were used by oil exploration
companies and government officials to move up and down the Gulf
and travel to and from India.



16

July 1932: The Political Resident accompanied by Lieutenant Colonel
H. R. P. Dickson the Political Agent in Kuwait, travels to Sharjah aboard
HMS Bideford. On route the Political Resident dies of heart failure.
Dickson continues to Sharjah after the funeral.

July 22, 1932: Lt. Col. Dickson succeeds in obtaining the Sheikh'’s
signature in the presence of Captain E. C. Denison of HMS Bideford.
the Residency Agent and Bin Kamel, in exchange for a letter (signed
by Dickson) in which the British government guarantees the Sheikh's
independence and that they will refrain from interfering with the affairs
of the people of Sharjah.

THE AGREEMENT

Sheikh Sultan bin Sagr Al Qasimi Il, (Ruler of Sharjah 1924-1951),
approved the construction of an air station for Imperial Airways where
British aircraft were permitted to land. The Sheikh would build a rest
house according to the company's plans in a place outside the town
selected by the company. Imperial Airways was permitted to send two
Indians to live and serve the aircraft and passengers. The company
could import without excise and customs, items such as fuel, spare
parts for aircraft and necessities for passengers. The Sheikh would
provide protection to the aircraft, crew, passengers and employees as
best he could from outside attacks and take full responsibility for his
servants and town'’s folk.

In return for the above, the British Government undertook to pay
the Sheikh the following levies and fees. Wages for 25 guards at 20
rupees per month and two head guards at 40 rupees per month. A
monthly rent of 300 rupees for the rest house and 500 rupees for the
airport. Landing fees of 5 rupees for every passenger aircraft, but no
fees for RAF aircraft. The Sheikh to receive 300 rupees a month for the
responsibilities undertaken. The British Government guaranteed his
independence and would not interfere with the affairs of the people
of Sharjah. A mail ship of the British India Steam Navigation Company
would call in to Sharjah on a weekly basis.

"The establishment of the air line route had several
consequences for Sharjah and the region®

Sheikh Sultan bin Sagr Al Qasimi Il, Ruler of Sharjah 1924-1951, with HP42 Hanno, 5 October 1932
©Mackay Collection, His Highness Private Collection
SM-NAC-4879
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NEGOTIATING THE TRUCIAL COASTAL ROUTE

1930

Early 1930: The British Political Resident in the Gulf, Lieutenant
Colonel Hugh Vincent Biscoe, approaches the Coastal Sheikhs to
obtain permission for facilities required for an air route along the
Arabian coast. Ras Al Khaimah is the preferred location for a flying
boat anchorage, with a nearby flat area that would be suitable for
a landing strip. The Sheikhs, however, are reluctant to allow access,
citing opposition from their families.

May 1930: After refusing to discuss access, the Ruler of Ras Al
Khaimah, Sheikh Sultan bin Salim Al Qasimi, was forced by the British
to accept the anchorage of a fuel barge in the creek for use by RAF
flying boats.

1931

November 1931: Lt. Col. Biscoe begins new negotiations
accompanied by Lieutenant Commander B. W. Galpin who is
authorised by the British Air Ministry to make a detailed survey for a
civil air route initially for flying boats.

December 1931: The Political Resident again tries to persuade the
ruler of Ras Al Khaimah to allow a landing strip but is refused. Biscoe
then attempts to persuade the Ruler of Dubai, Sheikh Saeed bin
Maktoum, to allow flying boats to land on Dubai creek, but is refused.

1932

February 1932: The Ruler of Sharjah, Sheikh Sultan bin Saqr Al Qasimi
ll, sends a message to the Residency Agent based in Sharjah, offering
to provide the necessary support for either seaplanes or land-based
aircraft. Group Captain Welsh, a British Naval Officer, visits Sharjah but
finds the creek unsuitable due to a sand bar, but notes two potential
landing sites outside the town.

March 1932: Imperial Airways decides to use land-based aircraft for
technical and economic reasons. Galpin surveys Sharjah, Dibba and
Kalba for landing sites. Sharjah is the preferred location.

After the Political Resident's visit to Sharjah, Sheikh Sultan anticipates
approval of the facilities after discussions with his brothers.

April 1932: On the Political Resident's next visit to inspect the two
potential landing strips Sheikh Sultan has been unable to gain his
brothers approval.

May 1932: The Political Resident visits Sharjah and holds long
discussions with the Sheikh and his brothers. The Sheikh, coming
under pressure from his family, Ras Al Khaimah and Dubai, now refuses
permission for an airfield.

Humaid bin Ali bin Kamil, a wealthy pearl merchant who has travelled
abroad and visited Paris, sees the potential of the much-needed
financial help that could come from hosting Imperial Airways along
with requesting a weekly stop at Sharjah by the British India Steam
Navigation Company mail boats. On this basis, the Sheikh is willing to
negotiate with the British.

The Political Resident Lt. Col. Biscoe threatens to proceed without
permission and payment.

The Sheikh vyields, and Biscoe sends a message to the Indian
government with the news. Fundamental to the agreement is that the
rest house and aerodrome should be clear of the town.

June 1932: The Political Resident produces a draft agreement and
visits Sharjah. The Sheikh is still under pressure from his brother
and Dubai to refuse. The people of Dubai are concerned that their
business will be adversely affected if the mail boat stops at Sharjah.
Although signing the agreement is delayed, Sheikh Sultan bin Sagr
allows an engineer to be sent to start collecting building materials.
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Airline desks, Croydon, late 1920s. ©Historic Croydon Airport Trust NO0118-17
SM-NAC-4828

BRITAIN AND THE GULF

Strategically placed, the Gulf had long been an essential link for the
British with India, the most important colony of its empire. The safety
of the oil fields in Persia and Irag and the protection of Imperial Airways
routes, their landing grounds and refuelling stations were considered
essential for the security of India and Imperial interests, and so the
Gulf again became strategically important to the British Government
during the inter-war years.

For Britain, an air route provided a fast communication link to India,
particularly for air mail. On the 1% of January 1927, the first sector
(London to Basra) of a new civilian air mail flight to India began in a de
Havilland 'Hercules' class and carried the Secretary of State for Air and
his wife, Sir Samuel and Lady Hoare. It was the first time the Secretary
of State for Air had flown!

"The Gulf had long been an essential link for the
British with India"

AIR ROUTES THROUGH THE GULF
THE PERSIAN ROUTE

In 1928, an agreement for three years was made between Britain and
Persia to allow a weekly flight in each direction along the Persian coast
landing at Bushire, Lingeh and Jask. Eventually, after two extensions
to the agreement an alternative northern route was offered via Tehran,
but was considered impractical by Imperial Airways. The route was
longer and required crossing a high mountain range.

THE ARABIAN ROUTE

Aware that the Persians were unlikely to renew the agreement, the
British Government urgently needed an alternative route along the
Arabian coast. In March 1929 the British Royal Air Force (RAF) No.
203 Flying Boat Squadron was deployed to Basra to survey the Gulf to
select landing grounds and refuelling stations for Imperial Airways and
fuel stores, wireless telegraphy stations and flying boat anchorages
for the RAF.

Group Captain Welsh identified two possible landing grounds preferring the more southern site.
©Mackay Collection, His Highness Private Collection
SM-NAC-1153
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IMPERIAL AIRWAYS
EXTRACT FROM THE EMPIRE TIMETABLE WINTER 1932

SINGLE FARES

LONDON - FRANCE, ITALY, GREECE, PALESTINE, IRAQ, THE GULF
AND INDIA

Quotedin £ sterling and inclusive of all accommodation, meals and tips
en route. As these fares include a proportion of expenditure in foreign
currency they are liable to fluctuation without notice in accordance
with the prevailing exchange rates. Return fares are double the single
fares less 10 percent of the total.

ATHENS | 30 | 27 | 12

CASTELROsso | 40 | 40 | 24 | 12

GALILEE 47 47 34 24 12

BAGHDAD | 62 62 48 36 24 20

BASRA | ¢ 67 53 M 29 25 6
BAHREIN| 78 | 78 | 64 | 52 | 40 | 36 | 17 | 12
SHARJAN | 84 | 84 | 70 | 58 | 46 | 42 | 23 | 18 6
owADAR| 90 | 90 | 76 | 64 | 52 | 48 | 29 | 24 | 12
KARACHI| 95 | 95 | 81 | 69 | 57 | 53 | 34 | 29 | 17

ATHENS
GALILEE
BAGHDAD
BASRA
BAHREIN
SHARJAH
GWADAR
KARACHI

CASTELROSSO

7 DAYS LONDON TO KARACHI

THE HANDLEY PAGE HP42

Imperial Airways worked closely with aircraft manufacturers to
develop safe, reliable and comfortable airliners. The HP42, in service
from 1931, was the result of a specification from Imperial Airways for a
four-engine, long range, luxury passenger airliner. The world's largest
bi-plane airliner ever built, it was also one of the safest, having an
untarnished safety record in commercial service. Of the eight HP42s
built, there were two configurations. The four HP42Ws used on the
western European routes had more passenger seats than the HP42E
used on the eastern route, which had more space for mail. By the time
World War 2 began, the HP42s had flown 2.2 million miles.

"The world's largest bi-plane airliner ever built*

* Handley Page
H.P. 42

HP42 drawings © Len Walley
SM-NAC-4850



WHY AIR TRAVEL?

After the end of World War One, Britain and other colonial European powers
realised the importance of aviation as a means of transportation and for
maintaining their colonial links around the world. This was enabled through
improved aircraft design, engine power and safety, radio developments
that allowed speech communication and better aerial navigation and the
establishment of international air regulations.

Following the Versailles Peace Treaty of 1919, the first international aerial
navigation treaty, a Convention Relating to the Regulation of Aerial Navigation,
came into force on July 11" 1922. It set out a comprehensive schedule of
aviation laws to regulate commercial aviation.

With governmentsencouragingairtravel, passengernumbersrapidlyincreased
during the 1930s. In Sharjah in 1937, the rest house had to be extended with
the addition of a second courtyard for more staff accommodation.

By July 1937, Imperial Airways HP42E G-AAXC, Heracles had completed one
million miles, flown 10,200 hours and carried some 80,000 passengers.

CROYDON - THE FIRST PURPOSE-BUILT AIRPORT

On March 29*, 1920, Croydon Airport, located in southeast London,
became the first purpose-built airport in the world. It was designed
for the arrivals and departures of passengers and cargo and provided
official customs clearance services. The first through service to India
began on March 30%, 1929. Due to the limitations of aircraft at that
time, this journey entailed frequent refuelling stops.

"It was designed for the arrivals and departures of
passengers and cargo"
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Airport departure lounge, Croydon, late 1920s. ©Historic Croydon Airport Trust NO0O118-15
SM-NAC-4826

IMPERIAL AIRWAYS LTD (lAL)

In the face of competition by heavily subsidised European airlines,
Imperial Airways Ltd, a state-assisted, private company was formed
on 31 March 1924 through the merger of four companies: Daimler
Airway, formerly Aircraft Transport and Travel (A, T&T) Ltd, Handley
Page Transport Ltd, Instone Air Line and British Marine Navigation
Company. Based at the London Terminal Aerodrome, Croydon, its
first service was flown on April 26", 1924 to Le Bourget, Paris.
Tasked by the British government with developing ‘Imperial Air
Routes," Imperial Airways established the world's longest air route
from London Croydon to Brisbane, Australia in 1934.



SHARJAH - AN AIR STATION LINKING
EAST AND WEST

Sharjah Air Station, a refuelling stop and overnight rest house referred
to locally as Al Mahatta, (the station), was the first civilian air field in
what was known to the British as the Trucial States. Built between
1932 and 1933, it was used by Imperial Airways to connect Britain
to India and Australia. The station played a prominent role as a link
between the east and the west. The first landing at Al Mahatta was on
the 5% of October 1932.

THE FIRST LANDING

At 4 pm on the 5" of October 1932, the HP42 Hanno landed on its
return flight to Britain from Karachi, India, carrying four passengers,
crew and spare parts.

The initial accommodation was in tents as the rest house was under
construction.

The arrival of this huge bi-plane caused some excitement and was
visited by Sheikh Sultan bin Sagr Al Qasimi ll, his brothers and a crowd
of Sharjah residents. Captain Horsey, the pilot, reported that he "had
an excellent flight and had faced no difficulty in landing". Wireless
communications, installed by Captain Mackay, had worked perfectly.

"Sharjah Air Station, a refuelling stop and overnight
rest house referred to locally as Al Mahatta*

The rest house, Al Mahatta, Sharjah, 1933, Wing Commander H. G. L. Allsop Collection © John Allsop
SM-NAC-5129

-

HP42 Hanno arriving at Sharjah,5 October 1932, © Mackay Collection, His Highness Private Collection
SM-NAC-1187
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