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The Mystery of Dr. Bertrand Gau -  

Following a Philatelic Trail  

  

James R. Taylor  

H  
ead of the Hospital - St. Pierre 

& Miquelon 1939 -1941 

 

Doctor Bertrand Gau held an im-

portant Third Republic, French government post-

ing as the Head of the Hospital at St. Pierre in 

the French North American Colony of St. Pierre 

and Miquelon in 1939 - 1941. Dr. Gau was 33 

years old in 1939 and had graduated from Medi-

cal School at Lyon, France in 1930. His appoint-

ment to St. Pierre was a promotion to test his 

medical and administrative abilities.  However 

his timing was bad - world events and flawed poli-

tics would soon overtake him.  

 

The French Third Republic had declared war 

against Nazi Germany on September 3, 1939. The 

Battle of France in the spring of 1940 found Dr. 

Gau stranded in St. Pierre and cut off from his 

home country France, his dear wife, children and 

other loved ones. He had married on January 12, 

1937. His wife, Madame Henriette Rose Grisoni 

Gau and children were back in France in the 

small village of St. Gaultier in Indre Province in 

Central France. The events in France were very 

upsetting, as the full German blitzkrieg offensive 

had been unleashed against the French in the 

spring of 1940.  

 

The only practical means, in 1939 and early 1940, 

of trans -Atlantic communication from St. Pierre 

was by very slow ship post with the very real 

threat of the ship being sunk by enemy action. An 

April 13, 1940 (Figure 1) registered cover is ad-

dressed to Dr. Gau's wife, Madame Gau in 

France. The 3.50f franking prepaid the 20 -30g 

1.50f postage and the 2.00f registration fee. The 

envelope was opened for censor examination at 

St. Pierre and resealed with white stamp sel-

vedge. The selvedge is tied on the front of the cov-

er with the very rare St. Pierre Military censor 

marking (Taylor, 2003). The application of the 

Military censor marking is peculiar.  

 

The Chief Censor, Emile -Jean Guillot controlled 

the St. Pierre military censor marking. It was a 

44 mm long by 23 mm handstamped marking 

reading OUVERT / PAR / LõAUTORIT£ MILI-

TAIRE in a double -pointed oval frame -line. But it 

was seldom applied it to outgoing mail. Guillot 

also had the habit of resealing censored letters 

using stamp selvedge, while his censor clerks nor-

mally used plain, brown manila tape. Dr. Gau's 

letters home had this military marking applied to 

his letters back to France up until April, 1941 

when Guillot left the Colony and defected to the 

Free French in Canada (Taylor, 2003). Dr. Gau 

had perhaps caught the inquisitive eye of censor 

Guillot and his mail was given special treatment.  

Figure 1. April 13, 1940 to Madame Gau in St. Gauthier, France  
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The more common double, circular, civilian, cen-

sor marking also ties the selvedge on the front of 

the cover. Also on the back is the circular St. 

Gaultier receiving mark dated May 5, 1940. Mad-

am Gau has noted on the back in manuscript 

"recue le 6 mai".  

 

Dr. Gau also had another correspondent in 

France. Madam Soeur Nelly Gau, Hospital de 

l'Aurguaille, Lyon (Figure 2). Nelly Gau may have 

been a sister or aunt (Gau's mother's first name 

was Alice). Soeur [Sister] in her title and the hos-

pital address indicated that Nelly was a nurse. 

The St. Pierre postmark is dated April 27, 1940. 

This time the rare military censor mark is on the 

back of the cover along with the circular receiving 

cancel of Lyon dated May 25, 1940. This letter 

was delivered in Lyon just before mail service to 

France was cut -off because of enemy action as the 

Nazi German army advanced.  

   

Battle of France  

 

The German invasion of France and the Low 

Countries began on May 10, 1940. It was during 

this period that, due to enemy action, mail from 

outside France was returned to sender and hand-

stamped "Service Suspended". The French capitu-

lation came on 22 June, 1940. An armistice was 

signed between France and Germany resulted in 

a division of France whereby Germany would oc-

cupy the north and west . The remainder was  

"Unoccupied France"  or Vichy France under Mar-

shal Philippe Pétain , officially the French State 

(l'État français ). Vichy France was nominally neu-

tral but by secret agreement pro -German, a de-

marcation line separated Vichy from German Oc-

cupied France. St. Gaultier and Lyon were south 

of the demarcation line and fell with the jurisdic-

tion of Vichy France.  

 

This turn of events allowed Dr. Gau , an expensive 

and tortuous airmail route , to reconnect postally 

with his wife and relatives in Unoccupied France.  

St. Pierre airmail to Unoccupied France was al-

lowed to be transported by boat and rail to the 

neutral United States. From New York City, trans

-Atlantic mail was flown by Pan American Air-

ways. Mail was flown by flying boat via the south-

ern route to Bermuda and onward to neutral Lis-

bon, Portugal. Mail, then continued by ship or 

surface means to Marseille in Unoccupied France 

and onward to the interior . An August 11, 1940 

airmail cover  (Figure 3) is endorsed in manu-

script "via - New - York et Lisbonne" to St. 

Gauthier via Marseille. Franking of 11.50 f pre-

pays postage 1.50f and the 10f airmail surtax to 

Vichy France. St. Pierre August 11, 1940.   Some 

mail , such as this cover , lack censor tape or censor 

handstamps. Censorship examination may have 

occurred by stealthy means. Other mail such as 

the February 6, 1941 cover (Figure 4), appear to 

get more attention and are covered with triple 

censor tapes and markings . This decorated air-

mail cover has a British censor tape EXAMINED 

BY / C 118 (Canada) and French òContr¹l®ó label 

and a Censorsõ hand stamp, 44 mm in length 27 

mm  reading   OUVERT PAR LES/ MK2/ AU-

THORITÉ  DU CONTROLE . Also on the back of 

Figure 4 is the circular, St. Gaultier town mark, 

dated March 7, 1941.    

 

After the Armistice of June 1941, Dr. Gau along 

with several of the French Government officials 

stationed on the islands was an outspoken sup-
Figure 2. April 27, 1940 to Madam Soeur Nelly Gau at Lyon, France  
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porter of Pétain and his Vichy Regime. He sup-

ported the pro -Vichy Administer at St. Pierre, 

Count Gilbert de Bournat. This was in spite of lo-

cal island sympathies for de Gaulle's Free French, 

which vowed to continue the fight against Nazi 

Germany.  

 

Christmas Eve Surprise 1941  

 

Bertrand Gau was at St. Pierre during the 1941 

Christmas Eve landing by de Gaulle's Free 

French Forces at St. Pierre commanded by Admi-

ral Muselier. Gau was not happy with the turn of 

events and was visibly hostile towards the new 

Gaullist military regime. Mr C. C. Eberts, the Ca-

nadian Consul in at Pierre, in his despatch of 26 

December, 1941 to the Canadian Government in 

Ottawa, reported on the Free French takeover, in 

the light of his interview with Admiral Muselier, 

who had imposed martial law on the islands.  

 

 "You will, of course, appreciate that the 

majority of the population in these Islands 

are too overjoyed with present events here 

to be able to understand the difficulties 

which they may entail for the Allies in the 

wider sphere of policy and that, particular-

ly the leadership of occupation forces, they 

might well put up a stubborn resistance to 

an attempt to reverse the results of the oc-

cupation and plebiscite, even if they knew 

from the outset that it was doomed to fail-

ure. It should perhaps be added that the 

Admiral's fear of reprisals against the de 

Gaullists in the event of his forces being 

withdrawn or overcome has already been 

substantiated to some extent.  

 

 Yesterday evening, when Dr. Gau, the 

Chief of the Health Service was listening 

to the news of [United States Secretary of 

State] Mr. Cordell Hull's statement on the 

occupation of these Islands, at the United 

states Consul's house, he said with obvious 

relish that there would certainly be repris-

als if there was a  further change here, such 

as an invasion by the Americans to re -

instate the Vichyards. Again, today, a  thor-

oughly reliable informant who has on vari-

ous occasions furnished useful information 

to the United States Consul and myself, 

tells me that he has had an identical reac-

tion from Mr. Georges Landry [manager of 

Le Banque des les], a local merchant. The 

attitude of these men would probably be 

typical of the pro -Vichy and rather anti -

British elements here." (National Defence 

Canada, 1941). 

 

Admiral Muselier was very fearful that possibly a 

Vichy naval force or more likely an American or 

Canadian force would try to retake the islands. 

Figure 3. August 11, 1940 to Madam Gau at St. Gauthier, France  

Figure 4. February 6, 1941 St. Pierre to Madame Gau at St. Gauthi-

er, France 
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The pro -Vichy attitude of several of the island 

doctors including Gau, a number of other govern-

ment functionaries, and some of the leading busi-

nessmen welcomed an American intervention. 

They hoped that sympathetic Americans would 

seize the islands and immediately reinstate the 

deposed pro-Vichy Governor and the other Vichy 

sympathisers and banish the Gaullists. In the 

meantime Gau and others withheld their services 

and refused cooperation with the new Gaullist 

martial law decrees proclaimed by Admiral Muse-

lier (Anglin, 1999).  

 

Muselier was especially fearful of an attack on the 

islands that would result in subsequent reprisals 

that might be taken against the Gaullists who 

had overwhelmingly, bravely supported his reso-

lution in the Christmas Day [1941] Plebiscite. To 

prevent any such activity, Muselier issued orders 

that the more notorious Vichy officials were to be 

removed from office and had them arrested and 

held under house arrest.   

 

Dr. Bertrand Gau, head of the heath service fell 

under this edict as well as the Administrator 

Count Gilbert de Bournat, the islands' chief judge, 

heads of the radio -telegraph service, and the pub-

lic works (Anglin 1999, p.89).  Gau along with an-

other doctor were exiled for a time to the isolation 

of Langlade Island.  

 

   What happened to Dr. Gau after his adventures 

and incarceration at St. Pierre? Did he behave 

himself in St. Pierre or was he exiled to Miquelon? 

Perhaps he was deported to Canada.  

 

The next cover provides the answer.  

 

Back in Unoccupied France 1942  

 

The next philatelic clue is an August 17, 1942 cov-

er (Figure 5) posted to Dr. Gau, who has arrived 

back at St. Gaultier, France. The cover is over 

franked with a complete set of the St. Pierre first 

airmail issue with a straight line FIRST DAY 

COVER hand stamp in red. A manuscript en-

dorsement reads "Via New -York et Lisbonne". I 

recognise the hand writing as being from Paul Co-

lombani, a St. Pierre merchant and a stamp col-

lecting friend of the Doctor.   

 

When released, Dr. Gau had apparently made his 

way, under wartime conditions via Canada and 

the United States, back to Unoccupied France 

Figure 5. August17, 1942 St. Pierre to Dr. Gau at St. Gauthier, France  
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where he was re -untied with his family and the 

authority of Vichy France that he had so vigorous-

ly supported in St. Pierre.   

 

On to West Africa 1945  

 

It may have been shortly after this time, that Dr. 

Gau accepted the post of Medicin Commandant  in 

Vichy controlled French West Africa. Alas, Dr. 

Gau's dream of a resurrection of French glory un-

der Marshall Pétain's Vichy pro -German govern-

ment was dashed after the Nazis revealed their 

true intensions and the German army moved 

south to Lyon and Marseille in response to the 

Allied invasion of North Africa in November, 

1942. 

 

A June 9, 1945 cover (Figure 6) from St. Pierre 

finally reached Dr. Gau in St. Louis, Senegal. The 

franking of 15.50f prepays postage 1.50f and the 

airmail surcharge 14f/10g . The postmark reads 

St. Pierre June 9, 1945. United States cellophane 

censor tape 5312 is on the left. The cover is ad-

dressed to Dakar, French West Africa , read-

dressed to Zinder and then finally found the good 

doctor at St . Louis . The letter travelled by surface 

through Canada to New York and onward via Pan 

American Airway's flying boat to Bermuda, 

Azores and Lisbon. Again the sender in St. Pierre 

is regular correspondent Paul Colombani.  
 

Return to Liberated France 1948  

 

The philatelic trail finds Dr. Gau in Étampes, 

Seine-et-Oise Province near Paris,  France in 

1948. An over franked registered first flight cover 

(Figure 7) dated August 31, 1948 was sent to Dr. 

Gau by Paul Colombani. A special red cachet 

marks the first commercial flight to Montreal, 

Canada.  The back stamp is the circular Étampes 

dated September 7, 1948.  

 

Immediate postwar France was not a welcoming 

place for pro -Vichy collaborators and many suf-

fered for their misplaced loyalties. Dr. Gau was a 

relatively minor figure in the scheme of things 

and he was set on continuing his medical career.      

 

To America 1951  

 

The next event I am able to trace is 1951 - mys-

tery solved. That was when Bertrand, Henniette 

and family arrived in Sykesville, Maryland in the 

United States. In 1953 Dr. Gau received his medi-

cal diploma from the State of Maryland in medical 

surgery and gynecology. From 1953 to 1958 he Figure 6. June 9, 1945 St. Pierre to Dr. Gau in French West Africa  

Figure 7. August 31, 1948 St. Pierre Flight cover to Dr. Gau at 

Étampes, France 
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practiced medicine in Sykesville (News, 1995).  In 

1972 the couple retired to Florida where he lived 

for 19 years before returning to Maryland where 

his adult children and their families had settled.   

 

Dr. Bertrand Gau passed away in 1995. He was 

survived by his wife, a son, a daughter, 8 grand-

children, and 12 great grandchildren. It had been 

an interesting journey with the twists and turns 

of wartime, unforeseen events and severe tests of 

loyalties. Constants thorough out, were his deep 

concern for his family and his dedication to his 

medical career.  

 

Dr. Gau's son Claude, a retired United States ca-

reer diplomat, ironically represented the very 

country which his father pinned his hopes on 63 

years ago to invade the tiny islands of St. Pierre 

and Miquelon and rid St. Pierre of the nasty 

Gaullists.  
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Attention FCPS members:  
 
APEX needs French area expertizers who can sort out 
more than Fournier forgeries of the colonies.   Sur-
charges, overprints, Speratis, and so on.   Right now 
Mercer Bristow says they are having to return some 
French area items without an opinion.   Basic qualifi-
cations are expertise and U.S. residence.  If you can 
help contact Mercer Bristow at APS 814 -933 -3803, 
ext. 205.  
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I  
n 1989 it was my great pleasure to attend 

PHILEXFRANCE 89 in Paris, my first 

overseas international show. It was a won-

derful time to be in France, and this proved 

to be one of the most exciting international shows 

that I ever attended. The fact that France was 

celebrating the Bicentennial of its revolution 

might have had something to do with it. I will 

never forget the opening ceremony of the show 

where I had the opportunity to stand next to Car-

dinal Richelieu who was among the many giants 

of French history who put in an appearance. The 

show catalog consisted of two beautifully -

prepared volumes. Volume I dealt with all of the 

details of the show. Volume II dealt with articles 

on French history and French postal history. 

Among these were two articles on development of 

the French optical telegraph system during the 

late eighteenth century by a French engineer 

named Claude Chappe. 1,2 It was the first time I 

had heard about this device which the French had 

used for rapid communication prior to the devel-

opment of the electric telegraph in the nineteenth 

century. The catalog showed an etching of an opti-

cal telegraph that had been installed atop of 

Montmartre in Paris during Chappeõs time. At the 

show, a full size model of an optical telegraph had 

been constructed and put on display to the delight 

of the visitors. English language articles on the 

development and use of the optical telegraph are 

available on the web via Wikipedia 3 and in an ar-

ticle by Dilhac. 4 A sketch of an example of this 

device is shown in Figure 1, to give the reader a 

sense of how it worked. There was actually an op-

tical telegraph line that ran from Paris to Stras-

burg, which could get information between these 

cities much faster than a horse and rider or the 

postal system of the day.  

 

At the show I wondered about connections be-

tween the optical telegraph and the French postal 

system. But I never pursued this as I was already 

a committed colonialist at the time, and thought 

the likely hood of any connection between the 

French Colonies and the optical telegraph was 

going to be very small. However, in July 2007 an 

article on the Madagascar Telegraph System ap-

peared in Documents Philatéliques  written by 

Michel Varin, a noted expert on the French colony 

of Madagascar. 5 In this comprehensive and beau-

tifully illustrated article on the Madagascar tele-

graph system, Varin devotes three pages to the 

Madagascar optical telegraph. Based on the mili-

tary experiences in western Madagascar in 1895 

and the high costs and manpower requirements of 

The Era of the French Colonial Allegorical 

Group Type:  

Madagascar Optical Telegraph Military 

Franchise Letters  
 

By Edward Grabowski  

Figure 1: Sketch of an optical telegraph illustrating the coding system.  
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electric telegraph lines, the French decided to 

temporarily implement new optical lines in Mada-

gascar during 1896 despite their lower efficiency. 

By 1900 the optical system, under military con-

trol, consisted of three main lines: Majunga to Di-

ego Suarez; Tananar ive to Mahabo with a branch 

to Morafanobe; and Ihosy to Tuléar. Because of 

the significant operating costs of this system, the 

line between Majunga and Diego Suarez was ter-

minated on April 1, 1901 as additional electrical 

telegraph offices came on line.   

 

In his article Varin illustrates a single military 

franchise optical telegraph letter transmitted by 

the optical military telegraphist at Tsitakabasia 

to the receiving station at Ankavandra on Novem-

ber 3, 1900 where it was transcribed and forward-

ed in the regular mails to Dijon, France. I decided 

to see if I could find an example of one of these 

letters to complement my Group Type Era collec-

tion of Madagascar & Dependencies. Finally in 

2012 a small group of military franchise optical 

telegraph letters appeared in a French auction, 

and my bids were successful on two of them that 

illustrate somewhat different aspects of this cate-

gory of mail.  

 

The first (Figure 2)  is quite similar to that illus-

trated by Varin in his article (the same sender, 

addressee and processing villages), except that it 

originated in February 1900 whereas the one he 

shows was not posted until November of the same 

year. That shown in Figure 2 originated at the 

optical telegraph office at Tsitakabasia, a village 

on the central west coast of Madagascar, on Feb-

ruary 9, 1900 based on the dateline of the en-

closed letter, and the manuscript endorsement 

Optique Tsitakabasia, J. Barbelenet  on the 

front of the envelope which validated the military 

franchise privilege. Barbelenet was the soldier 

responsible for processing the optical telegraph 

letters at the station at Tsitakabasia. The tran-

scribed letter entered the posts on February 13, 

1900 based on the MADAGASCAR 15  numeral 

datestamp on the front of the envelope. As read-

Figure 2: Optical telegraph letter from the village of Tsitakabasia.  

Figure 3: First page of the transcribed letter from Figure 2.  
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ers may know, the Madagascar numeral dates-

tamps were used on a provisional basis by newly 

opened offices, until regular postal devices could 

be prepared and shipped. At this time the office 

15 datestamp was used by the village of Ankavan-

dra according to Desnos. 6 The reverse of the enve-

lope bears a Tananarive transit from February 

23rd, and a Dijon arrival. It should be noted that 

all of the written information on the front of the 

envelope was also transcribed at the receiving 

station, as part of the transcription process.  

 

The sender of this letter and telegraphist at 

Tsitakabasia was J. Barbelenet, who was writing 

to his family. It is remarkable that the covers 

shown in this article contain the original tran-

scriptions done at the receiving stations, or in the 

last case, the original letter sent from France to 

the transcribing station. The first page of the let-

ter contained in the envelope of Figure 2 is shown 

in Figure 3. It is quite remarkable how ordinary 

this letter is ð a son writing to his parents. Yet 

the time to send, receive and transcribe this letter 

had to be considerable given the optical device in 

use. 

 

Figure 4 illustrates the second optical telegraph 

letter that I obtained from that French auction. It 

is from the same sender to his family in Dijon. 

The transcriber of the address had beautiful and 

clear handwriting. The military franchise valida-

tion at the lower left ( Poste Optique, dõAmba-

tomalaza, J. Barbelenet ) shows that it originat-

ed at the optical telegraph station at Amba-

tomalaza, on April 23, 1900 according to the tran-

scribed letter contained therein, and entered the 

regular posts on April 25, 1900 at Ankazobe. The 

envelope bears a Tananarive transit on April 27 th  

and a Dijon arrival on May 25 th . The six page let-

ter inside (see Figure 5 for the first page) again 

contains the text of a son writing to his family, 

but now with some information about his military 

activities. What is remarkable is the length of the Figure 4: Optical telegraph letter from the village of Ambatomalaza.  

Figure 5: First page of the transcribed letter from Figure 4.  
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letter. The fifth and sixth pages were transcribed 

on to a special telegraph form available at Ankaz-

obe (Figure 6). 

 

So things stood, until a recent Delcampe search 

brought forward the letter shown in Figure 7 

which was being sold by a Spanish seller. It too is 

from the Barbelenet family correspondence, but in 

the reverse direction! The letter was posted to J. 

Barbelenet by his brother from Chalon -sur -Saone 

Figure 6: Fifth page of the transcribed letter from Figure 4.  

Figure 7: Letter posted from France to Tsitakabasia sent via the opti-

cal telegraph at Ankavandra.  

Figure 8: First page of the letter written in France from Figure 7.  


