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60 Years of the British West Indies
Study Circle
By George Dunbar
In the first of a collection of articles appearing in this month's
GSM to mark the 60th anniversary of the founding of the British
West Indies Study Circle, Secretary, George Dunbar, gives a brief
history of the Circle, reveals some of the planned anniversary
celebrations and highlights a few of the many advantages
membership has to offer.

The British West Indies Study Circle was
founded in 1954. Its members collect and
study the stamps and postal history of the
Caribbean islands that were once colonies
of Britain. Since its inception, members
have met regularly to share displays of these
treasures, to exchange postal material, and,
perhaps above all, to exchange knowledge.
Over time, the range of topics covered by the
Circle has extended to include everything
from revenues to Latin American offices.
In 2014, the Circle celebrates its 60th
anniversary, which will be marked with a
special auction in April and what promises
to be an exceptional display at the Royal
Philatelic Society London in November.
We are delighted now to be able to share a
series of articles through the pages of GSM
that highlight a few of the diverse topics this
fascinating region has to offer.

Fig 1 The front cover
of the April 1959
Study Circle Bulletin

Below: Starred items from BWISC anniversary
auction which takes place in April
Fig 3

High quality publications

In April 1954, the Circle published the first
issue of the Bulletin, the Circle’s official
journal. Today, the Bulletin, now in colour,
is published quarterly and is provided free
to members. Early on, the Bulletin became a
journal of record and much more than just a
newsletter recording meetings. Articles report
on new discoveries, new revelations from
the archives, as well as ground-breaking new
philatelic research. For anyone interested
in Caribbean stamps or postal history, or
for those requiring the most up to date
specialised findings, the Bulletin is essential
reading.
The Circle also publishes a variety of
handbooks and study papers written by
leading specialists, which provide a deeper
and sustained examination of a particular
subject. Peter Ford, the Circle Chairman,
oversees this programme, seducing authors
into the commitment required, supporting
them as they write, and turning final
manuscripts into beautiful editions. The
update of Sir John Marriott’s Trinidad,
published jointly with the British Caribbean
Philatelic Study Group, won a Gold award at
Chicagopex 2010.

Annual auctions

Simon Goldblatt, with Nigel Chandler,
produces an auction of extraordinary quality
each year. In 2013, there are more than 650
lots, described in a 60-page catalogue. Simon
makes a conscious effort to keep the auction
accessible to all levels of collector, with lots
ranging from specialist items so rare you
G.S.M. April 2014

Fig 2 The gold
medal winning
handbook on
Trinidad philatelic
history to 1913

Fig 4

Fig 5

might not see them on the market again for ten years, to many others that are available for a
few pounds. His lot descriptions are sweet but acute, and are a treat to read.
The 60th anniversary auction, which will take place in late April, will include starred items of
particular quality. Normally you must be a member to bid in Circle auctions, but in this special
year everyone can bid for the ‘starred’ items. Among the most desirable lots already confirmed
will be the Dominica ‘One Penny’ surcharge with thin line (SG 18) (Fig 3), the Tobago bisect
with manuscript 1d. on the right half of a 6d. orange stamp (SG 6)(Fig 4), and the Cayman
Islands hand-stamped 2½d. on 4d. (SG 35) (Fig 5). These beautiful rarities illustrate the local
innovation needed to keep the postal service running smoothly through times of shortage,
when any source of new supply was distant.

A special anniversary display

Charles Freeland, Circle President, is organising an anniversary display at the Royal Philatelic
Society London (RPSL) on 6 November 2014, which will feature some of the greatest current
collections. With the Circle team, he is curating one of the finest assemblies of West Indies
philatelic material seen. Not to be missed, if you can make it to Marylebone in November.
The Circle’s very first AGM was in January 1955 at the RPSL in London, and was followed
by a dinner at the Devonshire Arms nearby. Always the atmosphere at meetings has been
welcoming. In even numbered years we meet at Autumn Stampex for informal displays, and in
odd numbered years we hold a two-day convention, with displays, a bourse, and a good dinner.
Every year we have an AGM, auction, and gossip over coffee. Come along and join us, you will
be very welcome.
To find out more about the Circle, visit our website (www.bwisc.org) where you will find
issues of the Bulletin prior to 2010, information about specialist study groups, and galleries
of some wonderful displays given at recent meetings. Circle publications are distributed by
Pennymead Books (www.pennymead.com, 01423 865 962). If you are interested in joining the
Circle you can find the relevant forms on the website. Alternatively, you can email secretary@
bwisc.org (phone 01926 315 793) for more information.
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St Lucia—The Development of the
1938–48 Low Value Definitive Series
By Commodore John Keegan OBE
Commodore John Keegan OBE reveals how a collection of draft
documents, written by the Commissioner of St Lucia in 1937,
offers a unique and fascinating insight into the evolution of a set
of St Lucian stamps that many still consider to be one of the most
attractive of its time.
I was the winning bidder on an auction lot
in a large brown envelope, described as ‘St
Lucia—18-page, part-handwritten, part-typed
document debating the designs, printing,
colour and issue of the 1938–48 definitive
series.’ In the envelope were copies of draft
and final correspondence written in 1937
between Edward Baynes (the Administrator/
Commissioner of St Lucia) and Sir Selwyn
Grier (Governor and Commander-in-Chief
of the Colonies making up the Windward
Islands). This correspondence proved to be
a real gold mine of important information
and not just for the specialist. It contained
proposals in the form of large hand-drawn
essays of suggested designs for the low values
and a large number of pencil sketches of
suggested designs; unfortunately, many of
the small pencil sketches are faded and are
delicate and too difficult to reproduce for
these pages.
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Fig 1 An example of the
tired and outdated ½d.
key plate design

Fig 2 The low value pictorial stamps of 1936

Below: Figs 3 to 5 Pages from the first draft, showing corrections
and alterations, of the official document sent from Edward Baynes
to Sir Selwyn Grier in 1937
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The current issues

By the end of 1936 the definitive stamps in
use in St Luca still remained the key plate
type which had given many decades of
service, but by then had become rather dated
and tired (Fig 1).
Alongside these Key Plates there were also
in current circulation the very attractive large
pictorial issue of 1936, which ranged in face
value from ½d. up to 10s. (Fig 2 ). Edward
Baynes was closely concerned with this issue
and he was a critic of it on two fronts: firstly
on utility grounds, in that the larger size was
too expensive for the expected run of lower
values and secondly that there was a danger
of the attractive definitives being stolen in
the country to which they were destined—
this might sound odd in 2014 but at the
time this was not too far-fetched. It is worth
remembering that pictorial stamps were not
as common then as they are today.

Fig 6 St Lucia’s
Executive Council’s
first choice of design
for the low values

The debate exposed by the
correspondence

In early 1937 it was time to think about
replacing the definitive stamps. Edward
Baynes wrote to the Governor from
Government House, St Lucia on 2 March
1937, in reply to a dispatch from the
Secretary of State, setting out his ideas for the
replacement issue and enclosing a number
of pages of proposals in the form of sketches.
Parts of this draft letter are reproduced at Figs
3, 4 and 5.
The initial draft of the letter was much
altered before a final version was settled
upon. The change in detail during this
process provides a great deal of interest. In
the first draft (and its subsequent correction)
Baynes starts by referring to the Secretary
of State’s letter from mid-January 1937 with
regard to the new issues of postage and
revenue stamps for the island. Setting the
higher values aside, as he had not received
the necessary paperwork on these by then,
he concentrated on giving his thoughts and
recommendations for the lower values (½d.
to 3d.). He enclosed sketches showing the
designs suggested and stated, ‘The enclosed
Design which is marked “First
Choice” [Fig 6] was made by
a member of my staff Miss
M. Byer, the others were
also prepared by Miss Byer,
though probably inspired by
me.’ The final version reads
that he is indebted to Miss M
Byer, a member of his staff, for
these sketches.
Much detail exists in the
drafts, some of which never
found its way to the final letter
and would have been lost to
philatelists had the drafts not
come to light. Examples of pen
additions and amendments
are shown in Figs 7 and 8. The
detailed numbers referenced in
Fig 8 never made the final version
to Sir Selwyn Grier.

Figs 7 (right) and 8
(below) Pen additions and
amendments for the draft
designs

Considerations for the
design

The administrator and the island’s
Executive Council had firm ideas.
Edward Baynes wrote, ‘The design
should include the following items:–
His Majesty’s portrait, the Crown, the
G.S.M. April 2014
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Rose and the Fleur-de-lis (from the new
badge of St Lucia introduced in 1937),
the words “St Lucia”, and the value’.
Proposed colours were offered,
namely: ½d. green, 1d. bright violet,
1½d. red, 2d. grey, 2½d. blue and 3d.
yellow with the printings all on white
paper. Interestingly, the letter says that
the colours for the ½d., 1½d. and 2½d.
conform to the 1934 Universal Postal
Union convention, whilst the colours of
the other values agree with the colour
scheme approved for the proposed St
Vincent stamps.

Size matters!

Fig 9 The Executive
Council’s second
choice design

Edward Baynes was convinced that the
stamps should be of the ‘normal’ size (i.e.
the same as the UK definitives). There
were good reasons for this, both in the
lower cost of production than the then
current low value pictorials, as well as
ensuring they could be used economically
in specially installed automatic coil
machines at the capital, Castries (these
new machines were finally installed at the
GPO in August 1938 at a cost of £16.8s.6d.
They proved troublesome).
The cost of production was taken very
seriously. The drafts and final version of
the letter debate whether there should be
a consistent pattern for the lower values,
assuming that it would be cheaper to use
a single standard die for all these values,
with separate printing plates indicating the
values (½d., 1d., 1½d., 2d., 2½d. and 3d.),
or whether separate dies for the 1d. and
1½d. values might be more economical.
Potential revenue from sales to philatelists
was important but not the driving factor—the
letter points out that profits from sales to
dealers and collectors generally apply only to
the first two years of an issue’s life, whereas
the profits of the Post Office depend on the
economical handling of a multitude of small
transactions representing very small financial
units paid by stamps, with revenue derived
in stamps, 1d. and upwards in respect of
the stamp duties. The life of an issue might
be quite long and the manufacturing costs
needed to allow a reasonable margin of profit
on each transaction.

Using up old stocks

The withdrawal of the pictorial issue and
the effect of the proposed Coronation Set
were discussed. The administrator was keen
to use up all stocks of the current pictorial
low values. He therefore proposed that
the three pictorial values (1d., 1½d. and
2½d.), which were to be superseded by the
Coronation issue between 12 May and 31
December 1937, be put back on sale on
1 January 1938 to give a last minute sales
opportunity from collectors. He stated that
subject to supplies of the new definitives
being received, the remaining current
pictorials would be finally withdrawn
either on existing stocks being exhausted,
or on 31 December 1937, with any final
stocks being destroyed. The draft (but
not the final version) gave figures for
the sales of the then current pictorial
stamps (see Fig 8). The sales, in round
figures, for the 12 months from issue
on 1 March 1936 were: ½d: 241,000; 1d:
212,000; 1½d: 146,000; 2d. 61,500; 2½d.
65,000 and 3d. 54,500).

80

Fig 10 Although
not the first or
the second choice
of the Executive
Council, this essay
is much closer to
the design used on
the issued stamps
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Other proposed designs

Figs 9, 10 and 11 reproduced here show some
of the other designs almost certainly by Miss
M Byer. Although the second choice (Fig 9) is
higher up the order, it is Fig 10 which is much
closer to the final design. Fig 11 is the eighth
page of sketches. Sadly the other pages are
too faded to reproduce well in this article.

Fig 11 A page of
additional pen sketches,
almost certainly by Miss
M Byer, for the 1938-48
low value definitives

The final product

The stamp designer, Mrs Commissioning, is
recorded as being responsible for the final
drawing for the design of the low values with
the King George VI head, although we can
now see that Miss M Byer had been most
influential from the start and never officially
recognised. After the debate, the standard
smaller format, which had been abandoned
in 1936, was used again.
The issued design was very close to the
island’s Executive Council’s third choice
of sketch with the King’s head and wreath
almost the same as the draft. The wellbalanced design had the name of the colony
along the bottom and the duty indicated
at both the top right and left corners—an
effective, elegant and simple layout. The
stamps of a face value of up to 3d. (½d. green,
1d. violet, 1½d. scarlet, 2d. grey, 2½d. blue
and 3d. orange) were engraved by E W Crafer
and recess printed by Waterlow (Fig 12).
On 22 September 1938 the attractive new
stamps were issued (Fig 13). Before this date
an announcement in the St. Lucia Gazette was
made stating that the last day of use for all
stamps issued during the reigns of Queen
Victoria and King Edward VII would be 31
December 1938, and that these would cease
to be valid thereafter.
The design survived a long time, through
new perforations, values and colours, and
even continued in to the island’s decimal age.
It was finally replaced with the issue of the
new Queen which was almost identical but
with the traditional reversing of the direction
of the Monarch’s head. This final production
lasted until 1964. The design was good
enough to have enjoyed some 26 years of life.

Fig 12 A complete set
of specimen stamps of
the adopted design

Right: Fig 13 The issued
stamp in imprint blocks

Potential revenue
from sales to
philatelists was
important but not
the driving factor
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The Crowned Circle Postmarks of
the British West Indies
By Charles Freeland
Crowned Circle handstamps were introduced to most of the British
West Indies as a way to acknowledge the prepayment of postage
before, or in some cases following, the introduction of adhesive
stamps. Charles Freeland introduces the topic with a range of
examples in use throughout the British West Indies during the
nineteenth century.

Crowned Circles have always exerted a special
appeal; several fine collections of Crowned
Circles have been offered over the past 30
years, notably those formed by Hicks, Beaver
Creek and Gilbert. The marks have postal
history significance because they signify that
the letter has been prepaid, in the absence of
which recipient post offices were responsible
for collecting payment from addressees.
A variety of handstamps were introduced
in most of the BWI colonies to indicate
prepayment by the sender and gradually this
became more common for the West Indies
colonies, especially after the UK introduced
compulsory prepayment in 1857. As a rule,
any rate marking signifying there had been
prepayment was in red, while unpaid letters
were marked in black. However, in a few
cases a black pad was used for a paid mark,
including a few usages of Cowned Circles,
apparently in error as there are in most cases
no systematic occurrences.
Nearly all of the BWI colonies were issued
with Crowned Circle handstamps—Jamaica,
St Christopher and British Guiana being
exceptions, all of which received alternative
‘Paid’ stamps (one cover is known with a
PAID AT DEMERARA handstamp cancelling
a 4c. stamp on a local 1868 cover, but the
mark has not been documented).
Despite the wide availability of Crowned
Circles in the BWI, their frequency of use
and clarity of strike vary significantly. In some
cases only one or two are known, for others
many dozens have been recorded, but in no
case is there a plethora of fine strikes.
The handstamps were not sent out at a
single date; a couple were delivered in 1845,
others some years later. The table at the end
of this article summarises the date ranges,
most of them drawn from Edward B Proud’s
Postal History handbooks. They were all, in
principle, suspended during the usage of
Great Britain stamps in most of the islands
from 1858–60, although there are exceptions.
In Barbados, Bermuda and Trinidad,
however, no British stamps were issued, partly
because the first and last of these colonies
had issued their own stamps in the early
1850s. Also in Barbados and Trinidad the
Crowned Circles are quite commonly seen as
‘Paid’ marks for the overseas rates on covers
already franked to pay the internal rate,
but these are not true ‘Paid’ handstamps,
so are not covered here. A few other marks
were resuscitated or similar Crowned Circle
handstamps introduced as official marks or
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Fig 1 Antigua
Crowned Circle
applied on 27
April 1866 during
the provisional
shortage of 1d.
stamps and backstamped with the
rare blue Post
Office Antigua
c.d.s. (Reduced)

Fig 2 January
1851 cover to San
Francisco with a
Bahamas Crowned
Circle used to
acknowledge the
prepayment of
the 1s.4d. rate
(Reduced)
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provisional paid marks during temporary
shortages of adhesives or, in the case of St
Lucia, when the Post Office was destroyed
by fire in 1904. Three of these usages run
into King George VI’s reign. This article
will, however, focus principally on the
nineteenth century usages.

Fig 3 27 May 1856
Barbados to Bath
mourning cover
prepaid 6d. and
featuring a Barbados
Crowned Circle
(Reduced)

Crowned Circles in Antigua
Antigua has one of the easiest Crowned
Circles to locate, and the strikes are
usually relatively clean. One of the most
interesting, rated 1s. to London on 4
April 1866, has the rare blue Post Office
Antigua backstamp, used on this occasion
instead of the regular c.d.s. (Fig 1). My
records show about 90 covers, nearly all to
London. There is, however, a great rarity
from the same island, the English Harbor
Crowned Circle. There are only a small
handful of strikes recorded and some of
these are fakes, so beware.

Fig 4 9 February
1851 Bermuda
to the Bishop
of Halifax,
prepaid 4d. and
acknowledged
with a St Georges
Crowned Circle
handstamp
(Reduced)

Bahamas

The Bahamas Crowned Circle is quite
a scarce mark with not more than 45
recorded, partly because after its brief
flirtation with British stamps Bahamas was
issued in 1860 with a circular dated ‘Paid’
mark. The Crowned Circle handstamp
was reissued temporarily in 1897 and two
similar marks were issued subsequently.
The type shown (Fig 2) has an earliest
known date of use of 11 June 1847. Later
usages of the original mark are seen in
1865 and 1897–37 (as an official paid
marking). In early 1933 a short-lived
single-circle instrument was introduced
(only three examples are known) and in
1939 a second double-circle instrument
that was used frequently for official
purposes until 1953.

Barbados

Base photo credit: Bryce Edwards. Bahamas Gazebo

The Barbados mark (Fig 3) is quite possibly
the commonest of all the Crowned Circles
with around 150 recorded if one includes
stamped covers, usually franked 1d. for
the local rate, but with the Crowned
Circle added to signify full prepayment to
destination. The bulk of the unfranked
covers originate from a substantial
correspondence to the Rev N P Hinds in
Philadelphia. There are two later usages
(in 1893 during a shortage of the ½d.
and 1896 during a shortage of the ¼d.),
neither of which are scarce.

Fig 5 9 May 1864
mourning cover to
England with an Ireland
Isle Bermuda Crowned
Circle and the only
known example of the
Ireland Island 1s. rate
marking (Reduced)

Bermuda

Bermuda had three different Crowned
Circle handstamps, issued separately to
St Georges, Ireland Island and Hamilton.
The St Georges (Fig 4) is easily the scarcest
of the three (13 known), with a relatively
short life of five years, because of the
closure of the harbour and the transfer of
the mails to Hamilton. The Ireland Isle
mark (24 known), applied at the Naval
Dockyard, is often seen with handstamped
rate markings, the 6d. to the UK or, less
commonly 4d. to Canada. The cover
shown in Fig 5 shows the only recorded 1s
rate marking applied soon after the rate
to the UK was doubled to 1s. on 1 April
1863. The third mark (Fig 6), was applied
at Hamilton, the most common but still
sought after (34 recorded).
G.S.M. April 2014

Fig 6 A cover sent on
9 February 1851 to St
Johns, Newfoundland
with a Hamilton
Crowned Circle
handstamp (Reduced)
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British Honduras

There are only about 25 Belize Crowned
Circles recorded, again affected by the fact
that British Honduras had a frequently used
‘Paid’ c.d.s. A good portion of these reside in
just two collections. The example illustrated
(Fig 7) appears on a cover from Guatemala
to Cadiz that transited through Belize where
forwarding agent Cramer put it on the mail
boat to Jamaica.

Fig 7 14 February
1860 from
Guatemala to Cadiz
showing a Belize
Crowned Circle
(Reduced)

Dominica

The Dominica Crowned Circle (Fig 8) is
distinctly scarce in the period preceding the
temporary use of GB stamps but towards the
end of its life it becomes common because
of the release of a large correspondence to
General Melville in St Andrews. However,
most of the latter strikes are weak and reflect
the wear of the instrument over its long life,
the longest of any BWI colony. About 80
covers are known. Later in 1924 and in 1937
further Crowned Circle were used.

Grenada

The Grenada Crowned Circle is rather scarce
(less than 30) for reasons that are not easy to
discern, as there were no ‘Paid’ handstamps
and the island’s mail was not so trivial. The
strikes are normally poor and my records
show only one outstanding example. Fig 9
shows a unique usage on two newspapers
mailed to London at
the 1d. double rate.

Montserrat

The Montserrat
Crowned Circle
(Fig 10) is one of
the rarest Crowned
Circles, not surprising
for a small island
with little mail. About
15 covers have been
recorded with the
mark. Four late
provisional usages
are also known in the
period 1883–6, the 1886
example in black.

Fig 8 A Dominica
Crowned Circle on a
cover sent to St Vincent
on 16 December 1858 at the
4d. Western Hemisphere rate (Reduced)

Fig 9 25 August 1858 Double paper 2d.
rate to London prepaid by two GB 1d.
stamps cancelled A15 and enhanced by a
smudged Grenada Crowned Circle in red
to confirm full prepayment (Reduced)

Nevis

The Nevis Crowned Circle (Fig 11) is also
scarce. About 20 are recorded, of which four
are late provisional usages in 1871–6, with
one other example in black used in 1882.

St Lucia

This mark is of medium rarity with about 50
known (Fig 12). More than a third of these
are addressed to the unusual destination of
Corsini in Corsica, and about ten to the Sun
Fire Office in London. In late April 1904
a shortage of 1d. stamps occurred and for
a couple of weeks afterwards the Crowned
Circle was resuscitated. Some 15 covers have
survived from this late period.

St Vincent

There are almost 70 Crowned Circle covers
recorded (Fig 13), and these include quite a
number irregularly used during the period
of use of Great Britain stamps (1858–60). In
addition, 25 date from the provisional period
after the withdrawal of GB stamps and before
the issue of the island’s own stamps in June
1862. One cover is known with GB stamps
overstruck with the Crowned Circle, a few
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Fig 10 A Montserrat Crowned Circle
applied to a 16 June 1861 cover to
London following the prepayment of
the 6d. rate (Reduced)

Fig 11 3 July 1861 Nevis Crowned
Circle on a heavy legal cover to
Antigua, rated 2s. (Reduced)

Fig 12 31 January 1860 cover to Paris posted at
the single 8d. rate. Prepayment is acknowledged
with Crowned Circle and red oval ‘PD’ (Paid to
Destination) handstamps (Reduced)

Base photo credit: Charlie Dave. Barbados

Fig 13 St Vincent Crowned
Circle on an 1860 cover
to London, prepaid 6d.
(Reduced)

alongside GB stamps and a handful of
single St Vincent stamps are also known
with the Crowned Circle cancel.

Tobago

The first Tobago double-ring Crowned
Circle is not a great rarity (almost 50
known) but very few clear strikes survive.
In 1874 a single-circle Crowned Circle (Fig
14) was introduced, and this is indeed rare
with only about 15 known. The last known
date of use shortly predates the issue of
Tobago adhesives.
G.S.M. April 2014

Fig 14 8
March 1878
cover to
Jamaica
showing a
clear Tobago
Crowned
Circle
(Reduced)

The first Tobago double-ring Crowned
Circle is not a great rarity (almost 50 known)
but very few clear strikes survive
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Trinidad

The Trinidad Crowned Circle is not rare,
as one would expect for a sizeable island,
but many of the usages seen are essentially
rating marks on 1d. franked covers to signify
prepayment to destination. The number of
unstamped Crowned Circle covers (Fig 15) is
surprisingly not much more than 25.

Turks Islands

The Turks Islands (Fig 16) is one of the rarest
Crowned Circles, with less than ten covers
documented. The example shown is one of
four that were in the Ludington collection.

Virgin Islands

The early Tortola (single circle) CC is one the
great rarities, with only a couple of smudged
examples recorded. However, in 1903 a
double circle CC (Fig 17) was introduced as
an official paid mark, and this is met with now
and again, but it appears that less than 20
have been recorded.

Dates of use of the British West Indies Crowned Circle postmarks
Colony

Date original Earliest Known Last know date Later Queen
Used
mark supplied
date of use
of use
Victoria usages post-1937

Antigua

9 March 1850

29 October 1850

27 November
1869

Antigua (English
Harbor)

10 December
1857

12 April 1858

27 March 1860

Fig 15 Trinidad Crowned Circle on a
cover sent on 25 February 1859 to the
Sun Fire Office in London (Reduced)

Yes

Yes

Bahamas

1 June 1846

11 June 1847

21 October 1860

1867, 1897–1937

Barbados

3 October 1849

27 November
1849

27 October 1858

1893,1896

Bermuda (St
Georges)

1 August 1845

1 May 1846

5 March 1851

Bermuda
(Ireland Isle)

1 August 1845

5 July 1848

9 May 1864

Bermuda
(Hamilton)

13 November
1846

14 November
1847

28 November
1863

Belize

13 November
1841

20 November
1845

17 May 1860

10 April 1847

26 May 1870

24 October 1850

15 March 1852

1 June 1861

1852

10 June 1861

Dominica
Grenada
Montserrat

The Turks Islands
is one of the rarest
Crowned Circles,
with less than ten
covers documented

1873

16 February 1924
1883–6

Nevis

1852

27 July 1855

27 January 1862

1871–82

St Lucia

1844

26 August 1845

18 June 1866

1904

St Vincent

3 February1952

4 June 1852

27 June 1866

Tobago double
circle

31 October 1851

24 January 1852

23 December
1871

7 February 1874

7 August 1878

Tobago single
circle
Trinidad

10 February 1856

25 January 1859

Turks Islands

1854

22 December
1857

20 April 1862

Virgin Islands

3 December 1863

1864

Yes

1903–21

Fig 16 A 20 April 1862 cover to Rochester
with a Turks Islands Crowned Circle
handstamp (Reduced)

Fig 17 25 February 1904 pre-printed
postcard from the Commissioner’s Office
to London. The Tortola Crowned Circle
was evidently applied as an official paid
mark (Reduced)
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Postal Services of the Cayes of Belize
By Ian Matheson
Life for early settlers on the Cayes and the mainland of what is
now Belize was often hard and dangerous—thanks in no small
part to the continued attacks from Spanish troops. Ian Matheson
reveals how the letters and stamps of the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries can illustrate the early history of the region
and the people who lived there.

It is a basic fact of life
on the Cayes. Even so, life was very
that wherever people live,
difficult, disease was rife and the
there will be a need to
settlers were still subject to regular
communicate. For the past
attacks from the Spanish, both by
three centuries or more,
land and sea, trying to displace
this has translated into a
them.
need for postal services.
An early letter of 9 March 1743/4
The Cayes of Belize have
(sic) to Scotland from Roatan in
been inhabited on and off
the Bay Islands describes the threats
for most of that period and
of attack from ‘the Dons’ and
the letters and stamps tell
the dependence on soldiers from
an interesting story.
Jamaica. Elsewhere in the letter the
The country we today
writer states that he has suffered
call Belize was previously
from ‘a long fit of the agues’ and
known as British Honduras
that ‘we have had a great mortality
(until 31 May 1973), and
here’.
Fig 1 A Belize
still earlier (prior to 12 May
As a result of the periodic
independence stamp from
1862) was referred to as
Spanish attacks the territory was
1981 showing the Cayes
the British Settlement of
abandoned and resettled several
situated off the east coast
Honduras or the Logwood
times during the eighteenth
of the country
Country. The present
century. Early letters recorded
territory is situated on the East Coast of
from 1756, 1767 and 1772 are headed ‘Bay
Central America, South of Yucatan in Mexico
Hondoras’ (Fig 2) and give no indication of
and to the east of Guatemala (Fig 1). Lying
whether they were sent from the Cayes or the
a few kilometres off the coast are three reefs
mainland. In the late 1780s and the 1790s,
with numerous islands (Cayes) stretching
however, some of the letters (Fig 3) were
from Ambergris Caye in the North to the
specifically headed ‘Saint George’s Key’. St
Bay Islands of Honduras in the South. The
George’s Caye, only 13km north-east from
outer reef lies 75km from the mainland, the
the site of Belize City, was an island of about
middle reef 45km away and the inner reef is
4km in length and 50–500m in width. The
from 8–40km from the mainland. The coral
administration buildings were established on
reef is second only to the Great Barrier Reef
the Caye and it became a significant trading
in length.
centre in the region.

Fig 2 An early letter sent from ‘Bay
Hondoras’ on 28 May 1767, possibly
from St George’s Caye

Early mails

The earliest recorded mails from
the region were sent from these
islands. It is recorded that early
settlers established a township on
the mainland but it was destroyed
in about 1722. The mainland was
hotter and plagued with insects;
much of the land was covered
with mangrove swamps. It was also
prone to attacks from the Spanish.
However, it was a treasure trove
for loggers, who harvested
mahogany and other hardwoods,
and also extracted logwood
(haematoxylum campechianum),
which was a valuable component
used for production of dyestuffs.
It was a no-brainer that the
earliest settlers should ultimately
seek refuge from this inhospitable
environment and attacking
Spaniards and make their homes
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The last major attack by the Spanish
took place between 3 and 10 September
1798. Several letters of the period give
eyewitness accounts of the battle. The
letter enclosed in the 1798 cover shown in
Fig 4 reads:
‘We received information by a fishing
boat that the Spaniards were approaching
us with a great force. As they proceeded
they augmented their force from 15 to 30
vessels with 2000 troops on board. Their
vessels carried 18 and 24 pounders in their
prow. The force we had to oppose them
consisted of HM sloop Merlin, 7 gunboats
hastily fitted out of pine flats that bring
Logwood down the river, carrying a 9
pounder, 2 sloops with an 18 pounder
each, one ditto with a short 9 pounder,
one ditto with a 6 pounder, one
ditto with six 4 pounders, and not
more than 350 men’.
The letter describes how they
forced the Spaniards to flee
and concludes that, thanks to
subsequent reinforcements, ‘should
the force come again, we may, I
believe, bid the Don defiance’. As
a result of this battle the settlers
claimed (with little justification,
but much national pride) that
the territory was now British by
conquest. The battle is now known
as The Battle of St George’s Caye,
and 10 September has been declared
National Day.
Our study of the posts from the
Cayes now enters a period of decline.
In 1805 St George’s Caye was declared a
military installation and a ban on building
was gazetted. Existing homes had been
destroyed and compensation paid in
1798, so that the Spanish would have
less incentive to attack. The ban
was rescinded on 12 July 1807 and
St George’s Caye became jointly
a defence outpost, a residential
centre for the settlement’s wealthier
citizens and a healthy escape for
more affluent mainland residents
seeking to recover from the swampy
city environment.
On May 14 1842 the Secretary of
State to the Governor of Jamaica
declared that formation of a
British settlement on the island
of Roatan should be discouraged,
and in 1859 the Bay Islands
territory was handed over to
Honduras as a component of a
deal to secure neutrality for the
Canal Zone of Panama. These
islands belong to Honduras today but the
evidence of the past is still seen in the
widespread understanding of English.

Colonial postage stamps

British Honduras was declared a colony
on 12 March 1862 and its first postage
stamps were issued in December 1865. It
was formerly believed that they had been
issued on 1 January 1866, and the Belize
Post Office issued a commemorative
centenary set in 1966.
As the city of Belize developed through
the nineteenth century, all mail for
Europe and the USA was carried from
the city and not directly from the Cayes.
G.S.M. April 2014

Fig 3 A letter sent on 3 July 1790 and headed ‘Saint George’s Key’

Fig 4 An entire
sent on 5 October
1798. The enclosed
letter describes the
events of the Battle
of St George’s Caye
(Reduced)

Fig 5 Caye
Service local
used on cover
(reduced)

Settlements grew on Ambergris Caye, St George’s Caye and Caye Caulker, but there were
no post offices until the twentieth century. However, that does not mean that there was no
interest for the philatelist. Caye Caulker was settled from about 1870. The Handbook of British
Honduras for 1888–89 reported that a hotel had just been opened on St George’s Caye.
Brothers Sydney and Morton Cuthbert built a house on St George’s Caye about 1880 and
operated a steam yacht service between Belize and the Caye. To offset the cost of operating
this service they decided to print stamps for carriage of letters between the two points. The
quotation for a die and printing costs proved prohibitive, so they produced a typewritten
stamp with the words ‘Caye Service 3 cents’ in purple. The stamps were imperforate and
printed on horizontally laid paper. Most surviving copies were used for the short trip
between the end points (Fig 5), but three examples exist where the local adhesive is used in
combination with postage stamps for forwarding elsewhere. One is in the Royal Collection
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(a cover used to England), one was in the
Addiss collection (a front used to Jamaica)
and the other is on piece (Fig 6). All recorded
examples are used in 1894–5.
A proposal to issue a commemorative
stamp in 1898 for the centenary of the Battle
of St George’s Caye was quashed by the
Governor, Sir David Wilson.

Fig 7 The
earliest
recorded strike
from Caye
Caulker ( 2
October 1903)

Fig 6 Caye Service local used in combination
with 5c. British Honduras postage stamp

Cayes post offices

Post offices were finally opened on the Cayes
in the twentieth century. The first was opened
at San Pedro, Ambergris Caye, in 1900,
followed by Caye Caulker in 1903. The Post
Office reported that mail would be collected
and delivered by sailing boat or dorey (dugout
canoe), whenever one was available. A third
post office was opened on St George’s Caye
in 1988. Today the mails to the Cayes
are carried by high speed water taxi
or by small plane. Figs 7–10 show a
selection of postmarks used at these
Caye offices.
The Battle of St George’s Caye was
finally commemorated with a set in
1948 for the 150th anniversary (Fig
11) and in 1998 for the bicentenary
(Fig 12).
In 1984 the Belize Post Office
started to issue stamps inscribed
‘Cayes of Belize’. Numerous examples
exist around the world of stamps
issued for a particular territory, yet
valid for use anywhere in the ‘parent’
country; Scotland and Wales (UK)
and Norfolk Island and Australian
Antarctic Territory (Australia) are
examples. However, the practice was
not well received in the Cayes and
the issues were discontinued after
June 1985. Existing stocks were valid
throughout Belize. Fig 13 shows an
exampls of these issues.

Modern Belize

Today Belize is such a popular
tourist destination that the Cayes
have certainly got many more
tales to tell in the future. Fishing,
snorkelling and scuba diving
opportunities are excellent, and
travel companies are introducing
numerous package tours. The
delicate balance between huge
cruise ships and the trend to ecotourism generates tensions on both
sides, but the tourists keep coming.
With careful management, the only
winner will be Belize.

Fig 13 An
example
of the
unpopular
Cayes
of Belize
issues

90

Fig 9 Different types of datestamps in use at San Pedro

Fig 8 The first recorded
strike used at San Pedro,
Ambergris Caye (30
August 1910). Only two
strikes of this mark are
recorded. The left-hand
image has been computer
enhanced to better show
the postmark

Fig 10 The only datestamp from St
George’s Caye so far recorded
Fig 11 The 1948
commemorative
marking
the 150th
anniversary of
the Battle of St
George’s Caye

Fig 12 The 1998 issue
marking the 200th
anniversary of the Battle of
St George’s Caye
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