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The S.S. Tahiti: Her History, Her 
Sinking and a “Salvaged” Cover 



History of the S.S. Tahiti 
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 A 7585 ton Ocean Liner operated by Union Steamship 
Company of New Zealand, afloat for 26 years. 
 1904: built by Alexander Stephen & Sons, named RMS Port Kingston 

until 1911. Carried passengers (515), crew (115), mail and cargo of fruit. 

 1907: survived Kingston, Jamaica earthquake, beached/refloated. 

 1914: served as Troop Ship during World War I as HMNZT 

 1918: subject to outbreak of Spanish Influenza after stopping in Sierra 
Leone – high mortality of troops on board (77/1000). 

 1919: returned to owners and converted from coal firing to oil. 

 1927: collided with Ferry Greycliffe in Sydney Harbor – crowded ferry 
split in two, sank in 3 minutes, killing 40 ferry passengers. 

 1930: sank without loss of life in South Pacific Ocean due to flooding 
caused by broken propeller.  



RMS Kingston, later renamed S.S. Tahiti 
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RMS Port Kingston 1904 

Partial Hull Wreck  
from Ferry Greycliffe 

S.S. Tahiti Intended Route:  
Sydney to San Francisco, 
via Wellington, Rarotonga and Tahiti; 
Made first voyage on Dec. 11, 1911. 



The Flooding & Sinking of the S.S. Tahiti 
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 12 August 1930: Tahiti carrying 103 passengers, 149 crew members, 500 tons of cargo, 
put to sea from Wellington, NZ, to continue her voyage from Sydney to San Francisco.  

 15 August 1930: ~480 nautical miles SW of Rarotonga, starboard propeller shaft broke, 
opened large hole in stern, caused rapid flooding. Crew sent out distress call, launched 
distress signal rockets, prepared passengers for possibility of abandoning ship, and 
fought flooding in effort to save ship. 

 16 August 1930: Norwegian steamer S.S. Penybryn arrived on scene to render assistance. 
Penybryn stood by Tahiti throughout night with floodlights illuminating Tahiti and her 
boats ready to go to the assistance of Tahiti's passengers and crew if needed. 

 17 August 1930: Tahiti's passengers and some crew abandoned ship, with 
all lifeboats away in 13 minutes; some crew remained to continue efforts to slow flooding.  

 American steamer Ventura arrived on scene, took on passengers and crew soon after they 
abandoned ship. Members of Tahiti′s crew, assisted by a boat from Penybryn, returned 
to Tahiti in Tahiti's boats and began efforts to save first class mails and luggage. 

 By 1:35 p.m., Tahiti settling rapidly, too dangerous for crew to remain aboard, they 
abandoned ship, having saved the ship's papers and bullion.  

 17 August 1930: Tahiti sank, without loss of life, at 4:42 p.m. 



Map of Oceania and Site of Sinking 
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Appleton & Co., N.Y. 1892 
Color Atlas, pg. 10, Oceania.  

Site of Sinking 
24°44′S 166°15′W 



Photos of Foundering S.S. Tahiti and 
Rescue of Her Passengers and Crew 
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The S.S. Penybryn & Ventura Answered the Call 
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Norwegian steamer S.S. Penybryn 
First to arrive, salvaged mail & cargo 

American steamer Ventura 
Second to arrive, rescued passengers 



Salvaged Cover from S.S. Tahiti 
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Cover mailed August 11, 1930 from the NZ Jersey Cattle Breeders’ Association in 
Palmerston North, NZ to Jersey Bulletin and Daily World, Indianapolis, IN. 

Purple 3-line handstamp 
“Salvaged from  

S.S. Tahiti 
Lost as sea” 

Faint red Meter Marking 
“NEW ZEALAND 

POSTAGE 1D 1616”  
using RetroReveal.org 



Salvaged Cover from S.S. Tahiti 
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Cover reverse showing 2 backstamps: purple “SAN FRANCISCO CALIF. SEP 
1 1930 REC’D” and black “INDIANAPOLIS, IND. SEP. 9, 9 AM 1930 REC’D”  



Accompanying Paperwork on “Salvage” Cover 
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Left: Article by Everett 
C. Erle for the Stamp 
Collector. 
 
Top: Gary Watson Public 
Auction, Sale No. 42, 
April 1988,  Lot 1348. 
Note: there was no 
adhesive that floated off. 
 
Right: 1984 letter from 
original owner describing  
sinking, salvage, etc. 
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