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Introduction 
 
 

In this age of frequent flight, we are all familiar with the pre-flight safety briefing from 
the cabin crew and the accompanying request to “Please take out and study the safety 
card in the seat pocket in front of you.” What few of us realise, however, is that the 
evolution of this simple card we see today can give a unique view of the history of 
airlines and air travel. We can trace air travel from its early days when it was accessible 
only to a glamorous and privileged elite, to the regular, flexible or low cost service we 
take for granted today. We can see airline safety evolve from random beginnings to 
incorporate the very latest developments, and we can even follow the corporate histories 
as airlines merge and grow whilst others represented here may now be almost forgotten. 
And we can see the history of design as logos and liveries change and graphics become 
ever clearer and simpler to deliver their essential message. 
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The History of Safety Cards 
1920s 
 
Following the pioneering days of flight and the rapid 
technological developments of the First World War, the 
1920s saw the birth of passenger carrying aircraft. It 
also saw the origins of airline safety cards. The date of 
the world’s first safely card is unknown, but this 
passenger information booklet from Imperial Airways 
in 1927 is certainly one of the earliest publications of 
safety instructions. The passengers would have had no 
idea what to expect and may have been very 
apprehensive, but they would almost certainly have belonged to an elite familiar with 
travel on ocean liners and the model for presenting safety information no doubt owes 
much to procedures at sea. Much of the six page booklet addresses passenger comfort 
and convenience and explaining noises which may be heard or physical effects which 
may be experienced to people who had not only never flown, but who had probably 
never met anyone else who had either. In fact, the safety aspects were limited to use of 
the lifejacket and the location and operation of the emergency exits in the roof. 

 

 
 

   
              The Imperial Airways passenger information booklet, 1927          (Photos René Huddlestone) 
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BAC Concorde 002 – G-BSST                 1969-1976 – Prototype – Concorde 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Prototype Concorde 002 G-BSST, 1972 
 
Concorde’s revolutionary and unique design meant that several prototypes were built for experimental and 
developmental test flying for many years before it entered airline service. The UK and France each had a 
Prototype, “001/2”; a Pre-Production model, “01/2” and a Production Test aircraft, “201/2”. This card is from the 
1st British prototype, G-BSST, which first flew on 9th April 1969. The main aim of prototypes was to expand the 
flight envelope as quickly as possible to prove that the speed and fuel burn predictions were somewhere near 
correct so that the project could proceed. 002 / G-BSST is now preserved at Yeovilton after 438 flights. 
 
I was fortunate enough to meet one of the Concorde test pilots at Filton in the early 1990s who managed to 
procure for me some of the original British Concorde prototype safety cards. 
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BEA              1946-1974 – Scheduled – Various types 
 
 
 

     
The original BEA safety card with the “flying key” logo, c1947 

 
 
British European Airways (BEA) formed in 1946 from the European division of BOAC. They started with DC-3s 
which they called “Pionair Class” and operated them until 1962. In 1947 they absorbed the independent airlines 
Railway Air Services, Isle of Man Air Services and Scottish Airways. BEA remerged with BOAC in 1974 to 
create British Airways. 
 
Dating BEA cards can be difficult but their logo history gives several clues. BEAs original logo was a flying key 
as their motto was “Clavis Europae” (The Key to Europe). They added a three crown crest in 1951. The “Red 
square” BEA logo was introduced in 1957 by 1959 it had replaced the flying key and crest. The red square lasted 
until 1969 when it was replaced by the red and white flight symbol which was said to combine “flight, speed and 
national identity”. 
 
The safety card above was almost certainly the first edition. The logo and style point to the late 1940s, the 
emergency exit description is that of a Pionair and the red block title font is the same as that used by BOAC in 
1947. 
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BEA paper 8 page leaflet, c1958 

 
 
As BEA began to get more aircraft types, each with different emergency exit locations, so the two sided card 
expanded into an 8 page booklet. This example has both the “Red square” BEA logo which was introduced in 
1957 and the crest at the bottom of the front page which was dropped in 1959, dating this at approximately 1958. 
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BEA paper 4 page leaflet, F322, c1961 

 
 
This safety card from 1961 shows the two types of Viscount 701 in service together during their modification 
upgrade phase. HD stood for “High Density” and by adding the extra emergency exits it was certified to carry 13 
passengers from 47 to 63. The windows on the Viscount were amongst the largest of any airliner measuring a 
luxurious 19 by 26 inches. 
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          BEA DC-3 “Pionair”, 1960       (Photo René Huddlestone) 

 
BEA liked to name their fleets. The passenger DC-3s were “Pionair” and the passenger / freighters, with the 
double cargo doors on the port side, were called “Leopard”. The last DC-3 left the BEA fleet in 1962. 
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BEA Vanguard, BEA Form No. F347 c1969 

 
BEA was one of only two customers for the Vickers Vanguard and only 44 were ever built. Notice that the 
escape slides did not inflate, so they had to be held taut by willing volunteers. It does not say how the people who 
will pull the slides taut get out of the aircraft first! 
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Janus Airways           1982-1987 – Regional – Viscount, Herald 
 

 
Janus Airways Herald, c1984 

 
Janus Airways formed at Lydd with two Viscounts, including the world’s last 700 series, and a Herald. They 
renamed as Euroair in 1987. 
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London European Airways            1985-1988 – Scheduled – Viscount, Jetstream 31, BAC 1-11 
 

 
London European Airways, BAC 1-11, 1987 

 
London European Airways flew scheduled services from Luton to major European cities. In 1987 Ryanair bought 
an 85% stake in LEA to get its London to Europe route licences. It is believed the Irish government would not 
have awarded the licences to LEA, in order to protect Aer Lingus. In 1988 LEA was renamed as Ryanair Europe 
but it was wound up in 1989 after heavy losses. The safety card uses BA graphics as their aircraft were ex-BA. 
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