
Ascension Island Mail: the last 3 Decades
• I worked  at BBC World Service most of my working life – 1973 to 1998

• During the last 16 years of that I was in charge of the department that handled all incoming 
mail, and did all the audience research for the World Service 

• Before that I was a producer and presenter of radio programmes for Africa, from 1973 to 
1982

• Ascension Island played a very important role in both those career periods

• All long distance radio transmissions rely on shortwave

• Getting signals into Africa and Latin America poses many problems. Ascension Island is an 
ideal place from which to transmit to both continents  

• Short wave use has declined but it is still vital to get to areas not well served by 
online/digital facilities. Shortwave also cannot easily be blocked by dictators.

• Between 1998 and 2015 I did some consultancy work for Babcock, the company that runs 
the BBC transmitters on Ascension. 





• Created by Volcanic Eruption 1 million years ago
• Discovered on Ascension Day in 1503 by Afonso de Albuquerque
• 1,000 miles from Africa
• 900 miles from South America
• 800 miles from St Helena, the nearest bit of land.
• British garrisoned it from 1815 when Napoleon was exiled on St Helena
• Ascension has had roles in many fields, especially

• Cable communications
• Space communications
• Radio (shortwave) to Africa
• Naval and marine base for refuelling, food, water
• Refuelling for flights to the Falklands

• There is no indigenous population. Everyone works for the companies that have 
activities there – mainly Babcock, Cable and Wireless, that RAF, USAAF, NASA, and 
local support services such as power, the port, the shops and the post office. The 
majority of the workers are “Saints”, people from St Helena.

• The current population is c 800. It has remained about  the same for more than 50 
years.

• Tourism is very limited. The only air service is by the RAF from Brize Norton.
• Visits by cruise ships are occasional and limited. The regular ship service from Cardiff 

to the three islands ended when St Helena got an airport a few years ago.
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BBC Transmitter 
staff at a 
welcoming party 
for me March 
16th 1993





The cover uses the entire 1982 set 
commemorating the 150th anniversary of Darwin’s 
Beagle voyage. Darwin landed on the island in 
1836. What is not widely known is that his visit 
was to have consequences that would change the 
island for ever. At the time of his visit the island 
was arid and rocky and devoid of much in the way 
of major vegetation. Darwin realised that the 
aridity could be changed by human intervention. 
Plants can change the weather! 



Encouraged by Darwin, in 1847 the great 
botanist and explorer Joseph Hooker 
advised the Royal Navy to set in motion an 
elaborate plan. With the help of Kew 
Gardens - where Hooker's father was 
director - shipments of trees were to be 
sent to Ascension. Trees would capture 
more rain, reduce evaporation and create 
rich, loamy soils. The "cinder" would 
become a garden. So, beginning in 1850 
and continuing each year, ships started to 
bring a motley assortment of plants from 
botanical gardens in Europe, South Africa 
and Argentina.  And now there is a tropical 
rain forest half way up the mountains!



Early Maps of Ascension. The 
1981 set of four stamps on the 
first cover are from a miniature 
sheet which uses not a map but  
detailed drawing of the island 
from two angles. It was done by 
the Dutch cartographer Jan 
Huygen van Lischoten in 1599. H  
also did the maps shown on the 
individual stamps on the second 
cover, also in the same set.  The 
official Ascension Island Historic  
Society website describes his 
maps as “rather inaccurate”. On 
the first cover I added a 5p stam  
from the current 1991 definitive 
fish set to make up the ordinary 
25p rate for airmail to the UK



The 50th Anniversary of the BBC World 
Service in 1982 was commemorated on 
Ascension Island but not in the UK. The BBC 
forgot to suggest an issue to Royal Mail! The 
BBC was, and maybe still is, the best known 
British institution globally after HM the 
Queen. In some places it is better known. 
The stamps depict Bush House, the home of 
the World Service from its early days (not at 
the very start) until 2012, Lord Reith, whose 
idea it was to set it up in 1932, King George V 
who made the first ever Christmas broadcast 
shortly after it started and the Ascension 
Island Transmitter station aerial arrays. 



A lot of my material comes from mail to Merlin 
Communications, later VT Merlin 
Communications, Late VT, and now Babcock. 
Note the country code on the Registered mail 
sticker. SH stands for St Helena











































A card sent to my sister, Jill, in 2017, from a 
(rare) tourist friend.
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