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R 
ecently I noted a number of French Colo-

nial Group Type covers that had been pro-

cessed with locally produced AR  return 

receipt handstamps, and was sufficiently im-

pressed by the number and differences of such to 

record my observations in an article. 1 Seeing the 

proliferation of the locally fabricated AR  hand-

stamps made me wonder about other locally fabri-

cated auxiliary markings. I have noted a few lo-

cally fabricated Rõs for registration in lieu of the 

standard issue R encased in a chamfered rectan-

gle, but little else.  

 

Three recent discoveries have added unusual lo-

cally fabricated handstamps to my Group Type 

collection. The first, shown in Figure 1, occurred 

on a registered letter posted from Oudiah, Daho-

mey in 1913. The letter is franked with a 75c 

Group Type stamp, most probably overpaying the 

registered double weight fee of 65c (25c for the 

first 20g; 15c for the second 20g and 25c registra-

tion, effective in 1910) by 10c. The letter was post-

ed to Neustadt by Coburg in Germany on August 

20, 1913 and arrived there on September 12, 

1913. The letter bears a striking locally produced 

registry handstamp consisting of an R and 

Oudiah encased in a chamfered rectangle with 

sufficient space in which to write the postal regis-

try tracking number. I am not aware of any previ-

ous record of this handstamp.  

 

The second cover is shown in Figure 2. It is a de-

clared value letter posted from Fenerive, Mada-

gascar, a village north of Tamatave on the east 

coast of the colony. It is franked at 60c with 40c, 

5c yellow green and 15c gray Group Type stamps 

prepaying 15c for a single weight letter, 25c for 

registration and 20c insurance on a declared val-

ue of 200 francs. A bold, locally fabricated, blue 

CHARGE  handstamp was struck at the left with 

a standard declared value cachet below it. The 

latter shows that the letter weighed 13.0 grams 

and had five silver wax seals on the reverse with 

the initials EM impressed into the wax. (Figure 3) 

Appropriate transits and an arrival are also pre-

sent on the reverse. This is possibly the boldest 

The Era of the French Colonial Allegorical Group 

Type: Locally Fabricated Auxiliary Markings  

 

Edward Grabowski  

Figure 1. Locally produced registration handstamp used from Ouidah, 

Dahomey in 1913.  

Figure 2. Locally produced CHARGE handstamp produced in Fen-

erive, Madagascar in 1901.  
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CHARGE  handstamp I have noted on French Co-

lonial mail.  

The next cover with a locally produced handstamp 

is shown in Figure 4. It is a most remarkable 

item. It was posted from Papeete, Tahiti on Sep-

tember 18, 1896 at the simple 25c overseas rate to 

an addressee in Hot Springs Station near Las Ve-

gas in the territory of New Mexico, a remarkable 

destination for a letter from Tahiti.  According to 

the printed return address on the front and the 

violet cachet on the reverse, the letter originated 

in the office of the Ministry of Colonies in Papeete. 

It transited via Auckland, New Zealand on Octo-

ber 5, 1896 from where it traveled to San Francis-

co on the Union SS Monowai. A faint and unread-

able San Francisco t ransit  is on the reverse. 

(Figure 5) Also on the reverse are two partially 

readable datestamps. In the first only é..LAS 

VEGAS é.. and é..23 1896 are readable, and in 

the second one can readily read EAST LAS VE-

GAS N MEX, OCT ?5 1?96 . Clearly the letter 

was in its destination area in late October of 1896. 

The final readable datestamp on the front shows: 

LAS VEGAS HOT SPRINGS N MEX, FEB 1 

1897. Apparently the letter remained in the Hot 

Springs area from the end of October 1896 until 

February 1, 1897 when it was accepted that the 

addressee, Claude Victor Gautheron, could not be 

found in the area. His name and address were 

struck from the envelope, and it was forwarded to 

the Dead Letter Office in Washington, DC. The 

partial diamond shaped handstamp on the reverse 

confirms this showing DEAD LETT in the por-

tion of the handstamp present. From Washington, 

the letter was probably returned to Papeete, Tahi-

ti in an envelope used by the DLO to return mail. 

No datestamps are present to detail the transfer 

from Washington to Papeete. However, in Papeete 

the letter received a locally produced version of 

the standard French Return to Sender hand-

stamp: RETOUR A LõE   VOYEUR. 

Figure 3. Reverse of the Fenerive cover showing the five silver wax seals 

and transit handstamps.  

Figure 4. Letter posted from Papeete to the New Mexico Territory in 

1896. 

Figure 5. Reverse of the letter in Figure 4.  
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How do we know it was produced locally? First 

and foremost, this handstamp is considerably 

larger (~35%) than the standard French issue re-

turn to sender handstamp. A comparison of the 

normally issued handstamp and the one on this 

cover is shown in Figure 6. In creating it some-

thing unusual happened. The N in LõEN-

VOYEUR  has come out in mirror image form, or 

at least it seems so. I do not know what combina-

tion of available letters would produce this varia-

tion, but this is clearly not a standard issue hand-

stamp.  

 

Can the existence of this return receipt hand-

stamp in Tahiti be confirmed? Fortunately, I keep 

records of my collection in an old DOS -based data 

base program which I set up in 1985. I set up a 

COMMENT line in the database that was to in-

clude anything beyond those portions of data for 

which I did not have a category for information. A 

search revealed the cover shown in Figure 7. It 

was sent by the court system in Papeete to a local 

addressee in the Taaone district at what seems to 

be a 40c registered rate. It was posted on Decem-

ber 3, 1904. The addressee was no longer availa-

ble at this location (manuscript endorsement), so 

the letter was returned to the post office at Papee-

te where it received the identical return receipt 

handstamp as shown on the 1896 letter in Figure 

4. These two letters confirm the use of this defec-

tive handstamp in Papeete from 1896 until 1904. 

Presumably, the letter was returned by the Post 

Office to the court system.  

 

The local rate in French Oceania (within a village 

and village to village) was 10c at this time. I have 

more than ten letters that confirm the rate. With 

25c for registration, the postage on the letter in 

Figure 7 should have been 35c, not 40c. Why is it 

5c overpaid? My best guess is that the court sys-

tem retained a supply of 10c stamps to pre frank 

outgoing judicial notices to facilitate processing at 

the post office. Lacking a 5c stamp to correctly 

prepay the rate, they chose to use four 10c over-

prints for convenience.  

 

Locally produced handstamps during the era of 

the Group Type can be found, but the need for 

such was probably limited in the Colonies, so few 

are found.  

 

References :  

1. E. Grabowski, òGleanings From the Group 

Type: Locally Fabricated AR Markings and 

Handstampsó, France and Colonies Philat-

el ist, 2012, Whole No 301, pp112 -120. 

 

Figure 6. Standard French issue and locally produced RE-

TOURéé. handstamps. 

Figure 7. Registered local letter from Papeete in 1904 with the locally 

produced RETOURéé. handstamp. 
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An Introduction to the French  

Precursor Postcards of 1873.  

 

Peter R.A. Kelly  

M 
any of us will have the odd precursor 

postcard somewhere in our collections. 

They are not rare nor are they particu-

larly attractive but they do have a certain charm 

or so I found when I was offered a small lot, each 

with colourful senders labels stuck on the front, 

while on a recent trip to the annual French Mar-

cophilex. I did purchase them and when I got 

home started to read up more about these cards. 

The more I read and then researched through 

Gallica and the monthly postal bulletins soon 

made me realize that there was much more to 

these than meets the eye and will provide an in-

teresting sideline to my type Sage collection.  

 

France was not the first country to issue post-

cards and it was not until January 1873 that In-

struction 72 of the Bulletin Mensuel des Postes 

(pages 3-6) announced their arrival on the scene. 

This document set out the operating instructions 

relating to the first postal stationery cards issued 

by France pursuant to the Law of December 1872.  

The first article states that the cards are to be 

produce by the Administration. They were to be 

sold already  franked with a 10c stamp for those 

sent and distributed in Paris within the walls of 

the fortification, a town or within the circumscrip-

tion of the same office and with a 15c stamp 

where the card is sent from office to office within 

France and Algeria.  

 

Article two describes the two separate cards to be 

produced for these two categories of rate struc-

ture.  

 

  

 

Article 3 is of prime importance as will be seen 

later as it states that the front of the card could 

only comprise the name and address of the recipi-

ent and nothing else. The back of the card to be 

blank leaving the sender free to complete it in the 

form they want without restriction saving that 

nothing could be stuck on to the card. (Avis Min-

istiriel 29 January 1873)  

 

Figure 1.  Paris 23, Rue Aligré to Rue du Parc Royal, Paris.  

 6 November 1873 

Figure 2.  Langres (50) -Haute Marne to Bar -sur -Aube (9)-GC1947.              

8 February 1873  
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Article 4 indicated that the cards are to be pro-

duced only by the Administration and are to be 

sold at the post office or by authorised sellers 

(cafés, tabacs) and stamped as per Article 1. Any-

thing else purporting to be a postcard such as vis-

iting cards or òcartes adresseó sent ôopenõ and con-

taining correspondence was to be taxed as a let-

ter. The sale of unstamped precursor cards was 

forbidden with a potential forfeit of the license to 

sell the cards.  

 

Article 6 deals with the errors made where a terri-

torial card is franked at the local rate. This would 

be taxed at triple deficiency ð i.e. 3x5c=15c. Redi-

rection of a local card to an area outside the send-

ing officeõs circumscription is to be taxed at basic 

deficiency of 5c. 

 

On 1 January 1876 the Administration did away 

with the two separate cards and introduced a sin-

gle card fulfilling the two tier rate. This coincided 

with Franceõs entry into the General Postal Un-

ion. (Figure 3)  

On the first of May 1878 the postage rate for post-

cards for use within France was 10c and the old 

two tier system ended on that date. The foreign 

rate for Europe (tariff 1 countries) was fixed at 

15c and 20c for tariff 2 countries. The precursor 

cards continued to be used up to and beyond their 

replacement by the new, larger, 14 x 9cm cards 

with the impressed 10c Sage stamp for inland use 

(10 June 1878) and the 15c for foreign ( 1 August 

1878.) (Figure 4)  

The situation for commercial use.  

 

Businesses very quickly saw the advantages of 

using postcards to cover a wide range of commer-

cial activity at a reduced cost. The office to office 

cost of 15c compared favourably with the letter 

rate of 25c. They were free to put whatever they 

wanted on the back, either by printing, hand-

stamp or manuscript.  

 

We need to bear in mind that, at the start, noth-

ing save the recipients name and address was to 

show on the front. Some businesses considered 

that as they were able to give their name, address 

and commercial objectives on the front of an enve-

lope it was logical (to them) to apply this to a post-

card. Technically, this would require the post of-

fice to tax the cards as an unpaid letter less the 

value of the franking. Some post offices accepted 

this and others, stuck to the explicit rules and 

taxed them.  

 

The matter was brought to a head by instructions 

from the Administration in B.M.88 of July 1876 

page 319. This followed complaints from business-

Figure 3.   Lyon -Vaise (Rhone) to Marseille.    11 November 1876  

Note use of senders label now condoned. 

Figure4.   Clermont Ferrand (Puy de Dome) to Auxerre (Yonne).       

19 July 1880  

Tariff of 1 May 1878  
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es that had been taxed in this way. While the Post 

Office stated that they had been right to tax the 

cards in the first place they now recognised that 

this was untenable and that the right for the 

senders to show their name, address and profes-

sion was absolute. They went even further saying 

that the presence of this information on the front 

aided the Post Office in simplifying, facilitating 

and speeding up the work where redirection was 

required and was thus of benefit both to them and 

the sender. Examples are shown here of examples 

of hard to decipher handstamps used on the back 

of the card that speak for themselves.  

(See figure 5 & 6)  

 

Once the commercial sector realised that they 

could put their details on the front, they often did 

so by the means of stuck on labels. Technically 

this was an infraction given that the 1873 instruc-

tion forbade anything being attached to the card 

but the Post Office was moving with the times 

and acceding to commercial pressure that was 

quite warranted. The result of this is a great vari-

ety of labels, often at t ract ive and br inging a 

splash of colour to the otherwise drab cards.  

(figure 7)  

 

The next problem that arose was that an increas-

ing number of businesses added other details, ef-

fectively adverts or a description of their trade. 

Again, this very much depended on the senderõs 

post office and this rumbled on for some time. The 

Arrêté of 24 November 1883 confirmed formally 

that senders could put their name and address on 

the front by any means (obviously includes labels) 

but specifically excludes any element of advertis-

ing, and that nothing of a personal nature be writ-

ten on the front.  

 

The Arrêté of 5 October 1888 added that senders 

could include the name of their trade, but the ex-

amples seen by the author confirm that this was 

already a practice of long standing. All that re-

mained after this was the question of advertising 

on the front and this was covered by the Arrêté of 

30 April 1889 to which the Administration added 

a postscript to the effect that this new relaxation 

of what could be placed on the front of the card 

meant that virtually anything could be put on the 

front provided that it did not interfere with the 

space provided for the name and address of the 

recipient.  

 

The final specific reference to advertising, vi-

gnettes and designs on the front came with the 

Arrêté of 13 March 1905  (BM No 4 of April 1905) 

with a repetition of the need not to interfere with 

the space for the recipientõs name and address or 

to include anything of a personal nature.  

 

By this late date there are unlikely to be any pre-

cursor cards in use but the author considers it 

useful to outline the progress the Post Office 

made in responding to the needs of an increasing-

ly sophisticated commercial market  (Figure 8)  

 

Figures 5 and 6.  Handstamps used by O.Robinet of Stenay (Meuse) 

and Gourdin of Douai (Nord)  

Examples of the poor quality of the commercial handstamp.  

Figure 7, St Amand Mont -Rond (Cher) to Paris.  14 October 1878  

Label. Mercerie & Bonneterie en gros / Guibert Dufour / St Amand 

(Cher) 


