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A BRIEF OVERVIEW OF THE SUPPLY OF BREAD AND OTHER GOODS TO BRITISH POWs IN
GERMANY VIA THE BRITISH LEGATION DEPOT IN BERN DURING THE FIRST WORLD WAR.
DERRICK SLATE
An interesting part of our hobby is collecting items you have not seen before. You might find something,
add it to your collection or place it in a box and years later discover what it is...... Originally, I acquired
receipt cards for 4/- for Bread, sent from the British Section of the Bureau de Secours aux Prisonniers de
Guerre, British Legation, Bern, to U.K. Then some years later I bought receipt cards from Germany to
the same Legation. Copies of these last cards were sent to various friends and all of their responses at
the time were "no idea". Then gradually the picture formed and it became clear that the two types of
cards were linked. My long search for more material and much help from a specialist collector has
enabled me to write this article.

Fig. 1

Fig. 2

Fig 1 Letter to British Prisoners of War Bread Committee c/o Lady Grant Duff in Switzerland. Manchester
cancellation 8.PM 14th September 1916, 2½d blue definitive stamp. Opened by Censor P.W. 5. This
Prisoner of War (P.W.) censor label was only used by British censors in London. By September 1916
there were 300 lady examiners in the P.W. Department in the Strand. Examiners put their initials on the
correspondence, normally in blue or purple pencil - See examiner's initials at bottom left – 'HC'. I know
of no satisfactory explanation or the significance of the red letter 'A'.
Fig 2 Change of address card. posted 16th October 1916 from Bureau de Secours aux Prisonniers de
Guerre. British Section Berne regarding 6425 Private E.Burns XX Hussars to Mr. Trevor Cook, Market
Drayton, Shropshire.
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The War Office stated in 1914 that some of the bread sent to British Prisoners in Germany from England
was in bad condition and delays on the journey made it uneatable, even before it reached its destination.
Under best conditions it took 10 days to three weeks to reach Prisoners. Letters from Prisoners of War
showed that bread was in great shortage and that bread in the camps lacked quantity and quality.
This problem came to the attention of Edith Florence (Lady Grant Duff), C.B.E. 1918. Born in 1877, she
was the eldest daughter of Sir Geo. Bonham, 2 bt. was married in 1900 to Sir Evelyn Mountstuart Grant
Duff, K.C.M.G. and was a Dame of Grace of the Order of St. John of Jerusalem. She determined that
Switzerland seemed to be the quickest channel of communication and in the Autumn of 1914 organised
a small depot linked to the French “Bureau de Secours” at the British Legation in Bern. Later, on 29 th
April 1915, she founded the British Section of the Bureau de Secours aux Prisonniers de Guerre.
Lady Grant Duff was appointed the President of the British Section whose other founding members
were: Military Attaché - Lieut.-Colonel. H.P. Picot, Hon. Secretary - Mr. P. Grand d'Hauteville, Hon.
Secretary - Mr. J. R. Clarke and Hon. Treasurer. - Mr. L. Buchmann. It was decided that the British
Section would devote itself almost exclusively to the weekly sending of bread to British Prisoners of War
in Germany.
Figs.1 and 2 show a letter from Manchester addressed to the 'British Prisoners of War Bread Committee'
in Berne and a card from the Bureau's British Section notifying a change of address of POWs.
A notice was posted in several U.K. daily newspapers : "Those who wish to send bread to POWs in
Germany and to ensure its fresh arrival and in good condition, should send 4/-, with the name and
address of the prisoner that should receive the bread. Send to Mrs Grant Duff's Committee, The British
Legation, Berne. This will secure one man an adequate amount of bread for four weeks". There were
thousands of applications, each with 4/-. Accounts were opened for all of these private individuals. Cards
were sent by the Bureau to notify donors that their money had been received (Fig. 3).

Fig 3 Address and message sides of a Pre-printed, hand-numbered Receipt card number 16966 from
Switzerland to England, acknowledging receipt from the donor of 4/- for bread that will be sent according
to her instructions to Private W. Gray. Sent 7th February 1916. Printed 'With the thanks of the
Committee.' and signed by the Honorary Secretary.
The printed advice on the address side of the card illustrated states : 1. To avoid delay it is best for small
sums to be remitted per postal order with letter, larger sums per cheques. Money orders (which have to
be sent through the Post Office apart from the sender's letter) entail much delay. 2. The first parcel is
despatched from Berne one week after receipt of order i.e. about 15 days after letter has left England.
The subsequent parcels leave each week on the same day. 3. The receipt of prisoner's answer must not
be expected in England for at least a month. 4. It is therefore advisable for subscribers to renew their
orders before the end of the 4 weeks, to avoid a break in the despatch of parcels. 5. It is essential to
repeat prisoners' names and addresses in full with every communication. 6. Please note that The
postage to Switzerland is 2½d .
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The difference in wording of the printed advice on an earlier card (December 1915) provides some
insight into the experiences encountered by the Bureau. The earlier wording estimates that the order
would normally be received 10 days (not 15 days) after leaving England. An additional sentence was
included in the earlier version - 'Parcels take 5 – 6 days to reach Camp, but as a prisoner cannot always
write immediately and his post card is usually kept 10 days before being posted.' The reference to
'repeating prisoners' names and addresses' was not on the earlier card.
With the help of a few ladies the first consignment of bread was ready for dispatch. This consisted of
fifteen small parcels weighing about 8lb each for POWs in Germany. These parcels were dispatched to
each individual separately, unlike some organisations who sent large consignments to a particular camp
and not all of the consignment arrived. The Swiss and German authorities offered the Bureau free
transportation.
The supply of flour was a problem and, in May 1915, arrangements were made with H.M.'s ConsulGeneral at Marseilles for the purchase and transport of regular consignments. This flour was of the
standard fixed by the French Government for consumption in France. The loaves were baked for twenty
minutes longer than customary and were calculated to remain in good condition from four to six weeks
The period varied according to the season... however, failures were inevitable.
Notification Cards were sent to the POWs from the Bureau to inform them that they would be in receipt
of bread (Fig. 4). Reply cards were enclosed to acknowledge receipt of the bread and other goods (Figs.
5, 6 and 7). The cards were normally only sent in every sixth package. The POWs were asked to return
them to Bern, so they could keep track of soldiers' movements and determine how many individual
packages actually arrived and if they were in good condition.

Fig. 4

Fig. 5

Fig 4 Address and message sides of a Pre-printed Notification Card from Section Anglaise of the Bureau
to Germany. Card dated 15th August 1916 (Bern arrival cancellation 14th August 1916) addressed to
6906 Private N.J.Milton Royal Naval Division R. Sussex Regiment. Donor – R. Sussex Committee. To
advise sending weekly parcel of 2 Breads. Note instructions - "If you receive more than one weekly
parcel of bread please give the second parcel to a comrade in your camp receiving nothing.” and printed
“Inside the parcel you will find an addressed postcard to enable you to let us know you have received
the parcel.” and “Please notify us at once of any change in your address.”
Fig 5 Message side of Pre-printed Receipt Card dated 25th August 1916 returned to Section Anglaise of
the Bureau in Berne on 12th September 1916. The message on the reverse side confirms that 7879 L.
Cpl. F. Wilson had received a parcel of Bread no. 2706 in good condition. The large hand-stamped letter
'F' refers to Sub-depot F.
By 1st August 1915, the work had assumed such proportions that sub-depots became necessary. On 1st
September sub-depots C, D and E were added to the existing A & B and on 1st November 1915 Subdepot F was opened (Ref. the large letter on some cards returned from Germany). The bread was taken
by road or rail to Frankfurt where another Red Cross Bureau had been set up, and from there to the
various POW camps. In May 1916, 6,400 loaves were dispatched daily. In 1917 arrangements were
made to receive Canadian flour via Le Havre.
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With the increased demand, fresh quarters had to be found for the Bureau and a range of 8 shops in
Helvetia Strasse, together with a large music-hall were rented in Bern. The administration remained at
the Bern Legation, until November 1915, when a large apartment, and later the whole house, was
secured. The Bureau was managed personally by Lady Grant Duff with 8 departments: 1. Secretarial, 2
& 3. Correspondence with Regimental Committees, 4 & 5. Correspondence with Private Subscribers, 6.
Card Indexing, 7. Files and 8. Finance and Supply.

Fig. 6

Fig. 7

Fig. 6 Address and message sides of a red-brown Pre-printed Receipt Card dated 23rd August 1916
returned to Section Anglaise of the Bureau in Berne with message: 'I received two Breads in good
condition'. G sub-depot. Posted from Germany 12th September 1916. Rubber stamp applied – Spandina
and College Toronto Canada (any explanation?). Sub-Depot G opened sometime after 1st Nov. 1915.
Fig. 7 Message side of a red-brown Pre-printed Receipt Card dated 12th January 1917 returned to
Section Anglaise of the Bureau in Berne with message - 'I herewith beg to acknowledge receipt of your
parcel which arrived on 29th January 1917 in good condition'. Additional remark - 'Please send Sugar
instead of Cocoa'. Name and Regimental number section not completed.
In 1918 a biscuit was evolved to supplement the bread which it was hoped would eventually take the
place of bread. With the addition of water, it could be made as soft and palatable as fresh bread, whilst it
also had the advantage of keeping fresh for an indefinite period.
In July 1915 - 13,000 British POWs in Germany were in receipt of weekly bread parcels. In January 1916
- 19,200, in September 1916 - 30,000 and eventually in November 1918 - 100,000. In 1918 the
distribution lines were redrawn and Bern took responsibility for two-thirds of the camps and Copenhagen
took charge of one-third. (from late 1916, Copenhagen also supplied some bread).
Other Goods - In May 1915, under the same name, another Committee was formed, under the
patronage of Lady Grant Duff - President, Lady Rumbold, Lord Acton, Mr Arthur Mayhew, and Miss
Nesta Sawyer with the purpose of aiding Prisoners of War in Germany and facilitating the sending of
parcels. The Committee undertook to buy goods in Switzerland and elsewhere to be sent to the
prisoners, thus avoiding the delay of sending parcels from the UK via France.
References
'The Internment in Switzerland' by Lieut-Colonel H.P. Picot C.B.E. 1919.
'British Censorship of Civil Mails During World War I, 1914 – 1919' by Graham Mark (references to
censorship from London and mail from U.K. to British Legation, Bern).
The Times Newspaper (Digital Archives), Imperial War Museum Website and the National Archives, Kew.
YOUR NEWSLETTER BY EMAIL ?
Five more of our members have recently requested to receive their copy of the Newsletter by email
rather than by post. Please let me know if you would be happy to receive your copy in this format. It
would save on postage and reduce the workload of our Distribution Officer, Rosalind Ragg. (Editor).
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MRS. RAWNSLEY'S LEGACY
Introducing herself in the first edition of the HPS Newsletter that she edited in March 1959, Mrs. Edythe
Rawnsley (our Society's former Honorary Secretary and Librarian) wrote : “In taking on the task of
producing the 'Helvetia News Letter' I should like to make it clear that I do so purely as a temporary
measure in order to ensure the continuity of our publication. I am only too conscious that I have neither
the journalistic knowledge to warrant the post of Editor, although I am quite willing, as hitherto, to cope
with the hack work of typing, assembly and despatch. Pending the appointment of a more qualified
Editor I will do my best to keep things going, but if there is anyone who is willing to take on the task I
trust they will get in touch with me as soon as possible.” Mrs. Rawnsley 'kept things going' for 28 years
until 1987, when Peter Hobbs took over the role. In the second issue she edited, an article appeared in
her name on the front page of the Newsletter - 'The Swiss 'Day of the Postage Stamp'. It was one of
many, many well-researched and meticulously written articles she produced for our members' benefit
over the years. In July of that year she began a nine part article on the 'Pro Juventute Arms Stamps'
which is still referred to by collectors of those charity stamps. Mrs. Rawnsley died in 1993. Her first
article as Editor is reproduced below as a tribute to her enormous contribution to Swiss Philately.

The first Official Tag der Briefmarke card with imprinted stamp from Burgdorf in 1997 (left) and an official
VSP-V Tag der Briefmarke cover from Luzern in 1954 (right).
THE SWISS 'DAY OF THE POSTAGE STAMP'

EDYTHE J. RAWNSLEY

The idea of holding one day per year as the 'Day of the Postage Stamp' originated at the 1936 Congress
of the Federation Internationale de Philatelie in Luxembourg when it was decided that each of the
affiliated societies should choose one Sunday each year for this purpose. Since then collectors have
been celebrating their 'Stamp Day' with local exhibitions, bourses, films and wireless programmes about
philately which have done a great deal to encourage newcomers to the hobby.
The Swiss Federation of Philatelic Societies, representing about 40 societies, following the lead of the
F.I.P. selected in 1937 the first Sunday in December as the 'Swiss Day of the Stamp', and it has been
held on this day ever since, with the full support of the Press, Radio and the P.T.T. which provides a
special cancellation for philatelic mail.
The Federation chooses a different place in Switzerland each year to receive this special cancellation
and the selection is submitted to the P.T.T. administration for the preparation and issue of an appropriate
postmark. For the first five years a round date-stamp was used with inscription 'Tag der Briefmarke' and
the name of the town. In 1942 circular pictorial cancellations were introduced, showing a typical
attraction of the place where the date-stamp was used. With the exception of 1938 a single cancellation
has been used ; in that year only three similar cancellations in the three languages (German, French and
Italian) and for three different places were used. Later cancellations are in the language of the part of
Switzerland in which the town is situated and are thus either 'Tag der Briefmarke', 'Journee du Timbre' or
'Giornata del Francobollo'.
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These postmarks, together with the official cards, can form an attractive and colourful side-line. In 1937
cards of two different colours were issued ; in 1938 three cards of the same design but in the three
languages. In 1939 and 1940 there were three different colours as well as the three languages. Since
1941 one card only has been issued, usually with an attractive pictorial design relating to the occasion,
such as the Gotthard mail coach, some aspect of the post connected with that particular town, i.e. the old
Basle letter box, or the special cancellation in use.
The following is the list to date of the towns which have celebrated this event :
1937 Bern
1938 Basle (German)
Lausanne (French)
Lugano (Italian)
1939 Bern
1940 St. Gallen

1941 Zürich
1942 Geneva
1943 Fribourg
1944 Winterthur
1945 Bern
1946 Sion

1947 Luzern
1948 Schaffhausen
1949 Vevey
1950 Grenchen
1951 Bern
1952 Wattwil

1953 Geneva
1954 Luzern
1955 Basle
1956 St. Gallen
1957 Basle
1958 Bellinzona

The official cancellations applied to the postcards for 'Stamp Day' do not include all the special
cancellations used on that day, for many exhibitions are held on the same date and have their own
cancellations, mostly franked by the Swiss mobile Post Offices which are in attendance on such
occasions. The early cards of the years 1937 to 1942, with all the different languages, are now becoming
difficult to find and some hunting may be necessary to form a complete collection.
Footnote by the Current Editor
Although I know such blatantly 'philatelic items' as Stamp Day souvenirs are not to every members'
taste, their sale does, indirectly, help to support our hobby, promotes the philatelic societies' related
exhibitions and provides additional opportunities for Swiss artists to come up with some top-quality
stamp designs.
Since Mrs Rawnsley wrote her article the tradition of celebrating Stamp Day in Switzerland has
continued, thanks in no small measure to the efforts of local philatelic societies throughout the country. In
1997 Swiss Post introduced their own official Stamp Day picture postcard with a special imprinted stamp
design. The card (see illustration on Page 29) depicts a parade in the streets of the host town Burgdorf
during the annual, traditional childrens' Solennitat Festival, with two 'typical Solennitat figures' – a
uniformed cadet drummer and a girl in a white dress – on the imprinted stamp. Such a special stamped
card has appeared each year since. A 'fourth language' appeared on the reverse of the official postcard
from 2005 – 2010 (with the exception of 2007), but it was not Romansch, but English that was chosen !
In 2000 (the 150th anniversary of Swiss federal stamps), to increase interest in Stamp Day and promote
the hobby further, Swiss Post started their annual stamp design competition which involved the designs
of a small number of invited artists to be judged and voted on by the general public. The first product of
such a competition was issued as a gummed stamp in November 2000, the design showing riders of the
'Guild of Three Kings' on the traditional spring festival 'Sechseläuten' in Zürich and the words 'Tag der
Briefmarke Zürich 2000'. The stamp design also appeared in imprinted format on one of the special
Stamp Day postcards and in an abbreviated form on one of the two Stamp Day special cancellations.
The designs for the imprinted stamp and picture side of the other special stamped postcard of that year
were those of the prize-winner in the 'Marke im Bild' children's design competition held on Stamp Day in
Lucerne in the previous year (1999).
A special, gummed stamp was issued for every Stamp Day between 2000 and 2006, each design being
chosen through a public vote. In 2005 and 2006 the design of the imprinted stamp on the official card
was different to the gummed stamp. In 2007 the first Stamp Day miniature sheet was issued showing the
Benedictine Abbey in Einsiedeln. No separate gummed stamp was issued. Although the Stamp Day card
and margin of the miniature sheet display the words 'Tag der Briefmarke' neither the gummed stamp
within the miniature sheet nor the imprinted stamp on the official card (of different design) included
reference to the event. The official, annual Stamp Day gummed stamp was incorporated into a miniature
sheet again in 2008, 2009 and 2010 and is programmed for 2011. Two special covers have been
produced by Swiss Post each year since 2000 on which the new Day of the Stamp gummed stamp or
miniature sheet may be fixed along with a special cancellation. One is designed as a 'first day cover' and
the other as an official Association of Swiss Philatelic Clubs (VSPhV/USPS) authorised cover.
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Since 1958 Stamp Day has been commemorated in the following venues :
1959 La Chaux-de-Fonds
1960 Bern
1961 Thun
1962 Baden
1963 Fribourg
1964 Langenthal
1965 Bulle
1966 Basel
1967 Stans
1968 Wil
1969 Yverdon
1970 Locarno
1971 Rüti
1972 Chur

1973 Montreux
1974 Appenzell
1975 Saanen
1976 Glarus
1977 St. Imier
1978 Thun
1979 Rorschach
1980 St-Blaise
1981 Grenchan
1982 Reinach
1983 Bellinzona
1984 Vevey
1985 Bern

1986 Kreuzlingen
1987 Zurzach
1988 Langnau
1989 Stäfa
1990 Horgen
1991 Einsiedeln
1992 Sion
1993 Fribourg
1994 Appenzell
1995 Biel
1996 Jona/Rapperswil
1997 Burgdorf
1998 St-Blaise

1999 Basel/Luzern
2000 Zürich
2001 Basel
2002 Lyss
2003 Bern
2004 Dietikon
2005 Meyrin
2006 Olten
2007 Einsiedeln
2008 Bellinzona
2009 Bulle
2010 Bern
2011 Sierre
(provisional)

It is interesting to note that, over a period of 73 years, only Bern (x8), Basel (x6), Bellinzona (x3),
Fribourg (x3) and Luzern (x3) have hosted Stamp Day more than twice. Those hosting it twice were
Zürich, Geneva, Appenzell, Bulle, Einsiedeln, Grenchen, St-Blaise, St. Gallen, Sion, and Thun.
THE HPS's ANNUAL NATIONAL MEETING
When you are reading this we will be about two weeks away from the main event of the Helvetia
Philatelic Society this year, taking place on 9th and 10th April in Harrogate. If you haven't booked in
already, there is still time if you get in touch with our Treasurer straight away. If you cannot attend on
both days or stay overnight, it will be possible to attend on either the Saturday or Sunday only – this may
be a particularly useful option if you live in easy travelling distance of Harrogate – but you must let the
Treasurer know you are coming and book for coffee breaks and lunch on the day (and/or the Society
Dinner on the Saturday). The more the merrier. Let's make this a bumper year – recession or not !
FORTHCOMING HPS REGIONAL MEETINGS
Northern Group – The last meeting of the Northern Group for this season is on Saturday 2nd April when
the subject will be 'AGM and Short Displays by Members'. It was decided not to hold the competitions
this year, hence the change from the original programme. The meeting will commence at 2.00.p.m. in
Corporation Mill, Sowerby Bridge, Yorkshire. Further details from David Hope – Tel. 0161 303 0091.
Southern Group - The summer meeting in Salisbury (Saturday 4th June) will focus on ‘Switzerland’s
Definitive stamps of the 19th, 20th & 21st Century’. This is a subject with plenty of scope for all members
to contribute. To keep the topic as wide-ranging and interesting as possible, everything is included e.g.
printed stationery, stamps on cover or postcard, plus anything else that fits. To avoid too much
duplication would members please liaise with Fred Hoadley indicating which stamp issue they will be
showing. Werner Gattiker will also be attending this meeting, hopefully with many choice items for sale.
The meeting will commence at 10.30.a.m. at the Cricket Field House Hotel, Wilton Road, Salisbury (on
the A36 heading west out of the city) – Web : www.cricketfieldhouse.co.uk. Further details from Fred
Hoadley : Tel. 01403 711987. Future planned events - 22 nd October 2011 – 'My Favourite Stamps' (9
sheets per member) and in February 2012 – 'Postage Rates' – details to follow.
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'STAMP AND COIN MART' FOCUSES ON SWISS PHILATELY
Keep your eyes open for the April edition of the monthly magazine “Stamp and Coin Mart”. The Editor,
Matthew Hill, writes : 'Members can buy this 'Focus on Switzerland' issue of Stamp & Coin Mart by
calling 01778 392 030 or visiting the website: www.stampandcoin.co.uk. Subscribe to Stamp & Coin Mart
for just £7.48 a quarter, by Direct Debit, and we will send you the Switzerland issue FREE and send you
a FREE Prinz stamp album worth £16! To take advantage of this exclusive subscription offer call 01778
392030 quoting code: SCM/SWISS-11.' Our Publicity Officer, Adrian Keppel, has assisted in the
development of the April edition. Hopefully it will include some details of our Society and draw in one or
two new members.
A REQUEST FOR HELP
As part of a philatelic research project, AHPS member Charles LaBlonde is looking for copies of covers
(front and reverse) which were mailed from Switzerland to GB, Canada, USA or South America and from
GB to Switzerland between 1st June 1944 and 31st December 1944. He will pay for copying and posting.
Contact – Charles J. LaBlonde, 15091, Ridgefield Lane, Colorado Springs or Clablonde@aol.com
COMPETITIVE THEMATICS AND HELP ON EXHIBITING
For those interested in thematics, the Friends of Thematica will be holding their annual competitions –
the John Fosbery Thematic Trophy and the British Thematic Association (BTA) Cup at Midpex 2011. The
John Fosbery Thematic Trophy competition is open to anyone who has not won a thematic philately
medal at a national or international exhibition. No rules. No entry fee.16 sheets in transparent protectors,
any theme. The BTA Competition is open to all, 32 sheets, the National Thematic Philately Class rules
apply, medals are awarded and entry fee is £15. Further details – brian.sole@btinternet.com Midpex
takes place on Saturday 2nd July 2011 (10.00.am – 5.00.pm.) at the Warwickshire Exhibition Centre near
Leamington Spa. Further details - Http://www.midpex.co.uk/index.html
The BTA is concerned that the number of entries for national thematic competitions has declined in
recent years. Emphasis on Thematics is planned for Spring Stampex 2012. The BTA is running a
Thematic Exhibiting Seminar on Saturday 18th June 2011 from 10am to 5pm at the Royal Philatelic
Society, Devonshire Place London. It is aimed at exhibiting at National level and covers all the main
issues including the plan, treatment, thematic and philatelic knowledge and presentation. The charge is
£17 for BTA members and £23 for non-members (reduced to £17 if they join the BTA on the day).
Further details from John Hayward at ssasman@btinternet.com
Note also : 6th - 7th May 2011 - ABPS Sheffield 2011 National Exhibition in Ponds Ford International
Sports Centre Sheffield, including a Picture Postcard Exhibition.

HARROGATE 8th to 10th April 2011
I shall be bringing some of my stock to the HPS Annual Meeting. However,
it is impossible to bring everything. So please contact me well in advance if
there is any Swiss area of collecting you would like to see.
I am aware that some members will be staying in Harrogate for a few days
before or after the meeting. As I live in Harrogate, should you wish to come
and see more of my stock then please do not hesitate to contact me to
arrange a suitable day and time. Looking forward to our Meeting.
Ian Gilchrist IG Stamps PO Box 15 Harrogate HG1 1SL
E mail admin@igstamps.com
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