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1968 Native mail from Farquhar (then BIOT) to Mahé(Seychelles).
See article Commercial covers–BIOT style by Steve Pendleton, pages 11 to 16
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Commercial covers–BIOT style by Steve Pendleton
For me, the pinnacle of philatelic pursuit is the search for commercial covers. MNH stamps are
beautiful, and a gently-used stamp shows it has been utilized for its issued purpose. However, a peak
of pleasure is holding a piece of mail that actually had a real reason for existing.
I'm sure many other collectors share this interest. But there’s more. The hunt is enhanced if the
cover comes from a country or region which has few, or exotic, sources of mail.
That is probably why I keep searching for legitimate commercial mail from the British Indian
Ocean Territory. Over the years this somewhat unique British colony has gained a reputation for a
scarcity of real mail. One writer has compared it to searching for ‘hens’ teeth’.
There are several reasons why this is more or less true. However, some commercial mail does
exist. It's simply very difficult to ferret it out. To understand the dynamics, you need to know a bit
about the background of BIOT.
The Indian Ocean has a number of atolls. Some are tiny, others (Aldabra for example) among
the largest of their type. Historically, their main use has been as copra plantations. More recently,
they have become strategically important as secure military bases in a very volatile region.
Many of these isles were settled by the French with African slaves. They were taken over by the
UK, and became dependencies of Seychelles or Mauritius. A few thousand “Ilois” lived on them.
These were people that might be lucky to see a town once in their lives.
In 1968 the UK created BIOT. It consisted of Aldabra, Desroches, and Farquhar Islands from
Seychelles, and the Chagos Archipelago from Mauritius. Though it wasn’t made plain at the time,
this was at the bidding of the US. America wanted a base in the Indian Ocean to counterbalance
what they thought was an attempt by the USSR to increase its influence. Aldabra was considered,
but protests by environmentalists persuaded US military authorities to choose Diego Garcia instead.
The Ilois were removed from the Chagos (they were also taken off Aldabra, but that was to create a
wildlife sanctuary).
Even so, BIOT began to issue stamps in 1968. From 1968 to 1976 these stamps were used in all
the islands. In 1976 the non-Chagos atolls were returned to Seychelles. From 1980 to 1992 the
leftover islands were supposed to use ZES (Seychelles Outer Islands) stamps, but in actuality
Seychelles stamps were just as good.
From 1990 to the present, BIOT stamps have been resumed. However, they are only used on
Diego Garcia. Diego Garcia does have a population of several thousand, which includes US Navy
personnel and support workers from Mauritius and the Philippines.
So, how come its hard to find their mail?
First, the original islanders were mostly illiterate, and had lived on their islands for up to five
generations. If they could write, there were few people to write to.
Second, it's the recipients who have to save the mail. The Seychelles and Mauritius have few
stamp dealers, so covers tend to disappear into the trash. The same rule applies for military mail.
Third, for some places tourist mail provides a large portion of their philatelic income, especially
for postcard service. In BIOT, tourists are strictly forbidden to visit Diego Garcia. Yachtsmen often
visit the northern atoll of Salomon, but there is no mail service there. From 1968 Aldabra has seen
a number of expedition-ship tourist visits. However, with the exception of the 1968-76 era and a
short time during the ZES period, it also had no service.
Finally, the military and the support personnel send thousands of pounds of mail from Diego
Garcia. However, again it’s a matter of the recipient saving the letters. Also, senders have a choice
of three different postal systems. The US Navy maintains a very large US post office on Diego,
whence mail is flown out by jet quite frequently. They can use the UK military mail which gets
cancelled in London. Or, they can go to the BIOT post office at the Cable and Wireless Ltd. office
on the island. (This company is now in charge of overseeing the colony's stamps). Here they can
obtain some of the colorful BIOT issues, hoping the mail will be treated as a souvenir.
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The good news is that, hens’ teeth or not, a diligent search can turn up a few interesting examples.
Probably the toughest category is ‘native’ covers. That is, letters sent by the plantation workers
or their Creole managers. (See cover of this Bulletin) Beginning in 1968 there were so called offices
on six islands-Aldabra, Desroches, Farquhar, Diego Garcia, and Salomon and Peros Banhos in the
Chagos. There was also a traveling post office aboard the supply vessel Nordvaer.
The offices lasted only a few years. The Ilois were soon removed from the three Chagos islands,
as well as Aldabra. When they were there, the service was little used by them. When the Desroches
office opened, only about 15 letters were mailed, and only four received.[1] This mail mainly went
to Seychelles or Mauritius. Very infrequently there was mail between the various islands.
A subcategory–also very scarce–would be mail from the scientists at the Royal Society research
station on Aldabra. Occasionally scientists would mail materials or personal letters home from the
island. I have seen only one surviving piece. I also have seen a piece of mail from the atoll using
Seychelles postage.
A real native cover can usually be spotted if it has a crudely-lettered address, usually to a
French-named islander in Seychelles or Mauritius. Not much care is usually taken with the writing
or the placement of stamps.
Another interesting but scarce group of covers (usually postcards) comes from tourists.
Practically this means letters from one island–Aldabra. In 1968 the Lindblad Tourist Organization
(inventors of expedition cruising) made a reconnaissance visit to the atoll. Finding it suitable for
tourists (even after being stalked by huge sharks), their ship Lindblad Explorer made a number of
visits. That vessel is, alas, no more. However, other such ships do occasionally venture here.
Sometimes they also stop at some of the other Seychelles atolls.

Tourist mail from Aldabra - 1970 first visit of Lindblad Explorer.
Since 1971, the island of Diego Garcia has had by far the largest population in BIOT. In fact,
since the new postal era beginning in 1990, it has the only population. In 1976 Farquhar, Desroches
and Aldabra were returned to Seychelles. Peros Banhos and Salomon were evacuated, leaving only
the huge military base on ‘The Footprint of Freedom’.
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Although the exact population is more or less classified, I have seen the number of 3000
estimated[2]. This includes an unknown number of civilian workers from the Philippines and
Mauritius. I must admit I have never obtained a piece of mail from this source. However, I am
informed that those who can buy from the base PX send a lot of items home via mail.
Far easier to find is mail from military personnel. Unfortunately there are a somewhat
bewildering array of units and even nationalities, not to mention the various postmarks and cachets
from the US post office, the BIOT office and the Royal Navy party.
Beginning in 1971, the US began to establish a ‘US Navy Communications Station’ on Diego
Garcia. It eventually became far more than that. Essentially it is a safe haven for American ships and
military personnel serving throughout the Indian Ocean litttoral. This includes service as a bombing
base for aircraft hitting targets in Iraq and Afghanistan. It also was used as a prison for detainees
rendered from Middle Eastern countries.
The postal evidence of the US presence is complex. A post office was established in 1971, with
a US FPO number 96685. This was later changed to 96464, and even after to 96595.
Also these Naval Construction Battalions and Marine Construction Battalions served on the
island, often using their own cancels with either branch numbers or unit numbers in cancels:
NCB40
17076 Br
9/71-10/72 *
MCB 1 (NMCB 71) 17013 Br.
1/72 , 3/72 *
MCB 62
17081 Br
7/72-3/20/73.
MCB 74
17083 Br.
3/73-11/73
MCB 10
17028 Br.
6/74-3/75
MCB 4
17014 Br.
1/74 *
NCB30
17118 Br.
4/75-1/77 *
NMCB 133
FPO 96685 (17079 Br.) 12/76, 2/80-1982
MCB 5
FPO 96685
1979
NMCB 62
FPO 96685
1982 *
(Starred information obtained only from covers from these units)

1972 US Navy cover from MCB ON6 - DETACHMENT

IO 126 / 14

In addition to mail sent from units stationed on Diego Garcia, you can often find letters sent
home from sailors. These were sent via Diego Garcia (the evidence being the return addresses, often
from supply vessels, and the use of envelopes with printed cachets bought at the island PX). Most
of this mail has US postage. Although I believe the BIOT British post office has made efforts to
have residents use their stamps as sort of a souvenir effort, such mail as a commercial use seems to
be scarce. This is especially true of mail from support personnel.

1984 Sailors mail of S/S American Veteran. (Reduced 80%)
Obtaining post-1990 BIOT commercial mail is (with one exception) extremely difficult. I think
this is largely due to the very small British representation-about 30. That includes the Commissioner,
military police and RN and RAF officers.
The exception, of course, is the Philatelic Bureau. For some places this is a prime source of
legitimate covers. During the first period of BIOT mail their stamps could be obtained through the
post office in Seychelles or through a standing order from the Foreign and Commonwealth Office
in London.
Since 1990 there has been a standing and casual order capability on Diego Garcia. It was at first
just the BIOT post office with the Commissioner also serving as Postmaster. (This was not a
successful arrangement as that officer rarely had experience with stamps, and usually served only a
year or so on the island)[3]. The post office is now run by the Cable and Wireless Ltd. For larger
orders especially they use sturdy envelopes, often with cardboard backing. A variety of issues serve
as the postage–not for them the sad practice of metering so often used.
For many years collectors had a hard time with misdirected mail–Diego Garcia was not a
well-known destination, it seems. This problem may have been cleared up as Cable and Wireless uses
a Singapore address as well as one on Diego Garcia. It is possible that some mail cancelled with a
Diego Garcia postmark actually originated here. (That's a not-unknown practice. Some AAT mail is
cancelled in Australia, while letters from the Pitcairn philatelic bureau originate in new Zealand).
Searching for legitimate commercial covers from these fascinating islands can be frustrating.
However, when you find it you have a truly unusual item which reeks of adventure as well as ‘sailing
beyond the sunset’.
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Typical philatelic bureau cover used for stamp sendings. (Reduced 75%)

Incoming 1990s letter to then Diego Darcia APO NO. 96464
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1990s Diego commercial cover, possibly from a civilian. (Reduced 80%)

U.S. Serviceman’s mail 1989. (Reduced 80%)
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