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A LITTLE GEM

CHARLES J. LaBLONDE CPhH, FRPSL

One of the joys of collecting covers is to discover an item that looked just “okay” on eBay turning out to be
something special upon arrival. For an example of this here is a small letter from Murten to Liverpool from the
late 1944 period.

The letter is paid for air transport as follows: 30 centimes for the letter itself + 20 centimes air mail surcharge = 50
centimes total. This amount is paid with one of those dark Swiss stamps of the 1940s that make reading postmark
dates a serious challenge. But here one can make out a date of 8 th November 1944. What stands out on the front
of the letter is the purple script that reads: “via Deutschland - Schweden.” What is this all about?
We recall that after October 1944 Swiss mail to the west was at a standstill. In late September and early October
1944 Switzerland had attempted to send mail via PTT lorry across France and Spain to Lisbon. This idea did not
work very well because of the fighting taking place in France. The Allies asked Switzerland to remain out of the
way for a bit longer. This meant that the only way for a letter to travel from Switzerland to Great Britain was to the
north via Germany and Sweden. Because this route entailed Nazi censorship, it was only used by the Swiss PTT
upon specific instructions from the sender. The purple endorsement by the post office clerk indicated that the
sender had requested and agreed to the routing.
The letter went to Berlin by train where the German censor had a look at it. Late in the war, as things were going
poorly for Germany, Hitler demanded a more rigid censorship operation, with the SS in charge of many censorship
stations. The letter was opened, read, then closed with the usual Berlin (b) tape reading “Obercommando der
Wehrmacht” or “German Army.” But of real interest are the red markings tying the tape that read “Zensurstelle
geprũft.” This is the SS censor marking, that is quite rare, having been used only September 1944 to April 1945.
The red number 767 on the front of the cover is the SS serial number for this particular piece of mail.
Of course, when the letter reached GB the censor there wished to have a look at it. Censor 5835 worked in
London at that time and was a very courteous person. At the top right of the backside we see that the censor tried
to recreate the return address of the letter on top of the censor tape that had covered a portion of the return
address. The censor writing does not quite coincide with the original return address, but it is perhaps the thought
that counts! Difficult to see in the illustration of the reverse side is the fact that the lower 90% of the GB censor
tape is loose and still has its gum. Truly a little gem, with many stories to tell.
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THE NARCISSI MEADOWS OF LES AVANTS

February 2015
BOB MEDLAND

Fig. 1
Fig. 2
For many years an old photograph (Figure 1) has hung on our study wall: it shows my wife’s grandmother standing
amidst a mass of Narcissi in a Swiss alpine meadow. All we knew of it was that it was taken in c1913 by her
husband who was a clergyman from Clifton, also a keen photographer, artist and summer visitor to Switzerland.
Fast-forward 100 years. In May last year we flew over to stay for a weekend with friends living in Canton Vaud.
After enjoying a day around the local Caves Ouvertes our friends suggested that the next day should be spent
looking at the Narcissi in Montreux. We may have been slightly unenthusiastic - after all, there were plenty of wild
flowers to be seen around the area without going into a town – but nevertheless, we set off early the next day. On
reaching Montreux, we drove up the mountain slopes to Les Avants and finally took the funicular railway (adorned
with a Narcissus logo). After walking along a ridge we emerged onto small meadows with patches of flowering
wild Narcissi. As we progressed, the density of flowers increased until in some places the fields were almost white.
It was beautiful, spectacular - and then we suddenly realised that this had to be the area where grandfather had
taken the photograph. Sadly the Narcissi meadows are but a shadow of their former glory: historically the whole
valley used to appear white from the flowers to the extent that the phenomenon was known as ‘Neige de mai’
(snow in May), as depicted on many period postcards. Over the last century the flowers have declined drastically
by up to 80%, due to intensive grazing and unsympathetic land management in the area. Conservation action is in
hand, hopefully to reverse the decline – see http://www.narcisses.ch/narcisse_protection.php

Fig. 3

Fig. 4
So what does all this have to do with philately? Back home,
some research was called for and we identified the exact spot
as being a track known as ‘Sept Chalets’ in the Val Orgevaux,
just above Les Avants, which is shown on a 1927 postcard
bought on Ebay (Figure 2). I then found a vignette postal
stationary card of Les Avants, showing the flower meadows,
which was issued in 1932 (Figure 3). Evidently the local
commune had been enterprising enough to work
Fig. 5
Fig. 6
with the Post Office in advertising the area's attractions through
this medium. The 1946 Pro-Juventute wild flower series included the Narcissus on the 10c value (Figure 4). As for
cancellers, almost inevitably the ‘K-cancellers’ issued to Les Avants post office included Narcissi in the design: K60,
issued in 1948, and K60a, issued in 1966 (Figures 5 and 6).
Many postcards depict ladies in period costume (just like grandmother) collecting large bunches of Narcissi.
Evidently it was a seasonal attraction and further internet research (it’s addictive) led me on to discover the
historic Fêtes des Narcisses at Montreux, an annual festival that took place between 1897 and 1957. The highlight
of each festival was a themed parade of carnival floats, all bedecked with Narcissi. Shown on the next page are
three of their publicity posters, a reflection of changing artistic styles over the years (Figures 7- 9).
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Fig. 7

Fig. 10

Fig. 8

Fig. 11
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Fig. 9

Fig. 12

Fig. 13

It was a well-publicised event and special advertising flags were produced for machine cancellers – so far I have
found examples for 1938, 1947, 1952 & 1954 (Figures 10 -13). PTT mobile post offices were in attendance at the
festivals, supplying the usual philatelic cards with handstamps for
the occasion (Figure 14). Having been Montreux’s premier festival,
the Fêtes de Narcisses became unfashionable over the years and
after 1957 it was supplanted by the more modern cultural themes
of music and the arts.
So, having had an excellent weekend break and subsequent voyage
of discovery, we can sit back with a glass of wine and enjoy looking
at grandfather’s photograph, now appreciating the heyday of the
Narcissi meadows and all that they represent. Salut, Grand-père!
THE SOCIETY'S ANNUAL NATIONAL MEETING 25th/26th April 2015 – A REMINDER

NORTON WRAGG

Full details of this meeting, to be held at The Hawkwell House Hotel, Iffley, Oxford, were included with the January
Newsletter. If you have not already booked and would like to attend please send your booking form for the meeting to
the Treasurer as soon as possible and make your hotel reservation direct to the hotel quoting the Society (telephone
no. 01865 749988). Those members attending the Annual National Meeting (and AGM) have the opportunity to be
involved in three activities, namely: the competitions (see notice below), the auction and members' displays.

The Auction - Members are welcome to bring along any items e.g. stamps, postal history, ephemera, etc. they
wish to offer for auction. The more the merrier. 10% of the proceeds will go towards Society funds.
Members' Displays - Do you have a favourite subject to share or have a query you want answered ? Do you have
one sheet or 20 or more ? This is the place to get involved and show the diversity of interests within Swiss
philately and/or to get answers. So bring something along for everyone to enjoy.
If you have not attended one of our meetings before you would be made most welcome. It is a great opportunity to
meet with fellow members in a relaxed atmosphere and share our varied interests in Swiss Philately.

USEFUL WEBSITES - German Swiss Philatelic Society - www.arge-schweiz.de
Dutch Swiss Philatelic Society – www.studiegroepzwitserland.nl
Swiss Postal Stationery Collectors Society – www.ganzsachen.ch
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JOHN BARRETT
If you are a student of the Swiss “Strubel” issues, you probably
already know!? For all others, this is the natural latex-rubber
product derived from the Malaysian tree (genera ‘Payena’,
family ‘Sapodilla’), specifically Palaquium oblongifolia (earlier P.
gutta). When heated, it becomes very pliable. It found
immediate uses in the 19th century as molds in dentistry,
underwater electrical insulation, golfballs!, chewing gum, and
in embossed postage stamp and envelope printing.

The Munich-prepared/supplied initial Strubel printings (the first
delivery was in October 1852), used gutta-percha (French:
‘caoutchouc’) as the ‘counter-plates’. Great Britain already had
good experience in the technique, with the 1847-52 eight-sided ‘Queen heads.’ The counter-plates were first
heated, then pressed into the lower printing plate at great pressure, and allowed to cool, thus forming a
distinctive embossing-bed for placing of the pre-dampened printing paper.
The early Munich and early Bern printings yielded the best embossing, but as stamp demand increased, guttapercha was replaced with sealing wax (virtually no embossing) in the last two Bern printings. This is also a great
way to help identify the printings.
Gutta-percha was a strategic material in World Wars I and II. The development of synthetic rubber during World
War II mostly replaced the use of gutta-percha. The dealer card of 1942 shown above is a reminder of the
importance of the material over most of a century. If anyone has other similar "corner cards" (advertisements)
about Gutta-percha, I would be very grateful if they would contact me via the Newsletter Editor. (n.b. This article
was first published in the January 2015 edition of 'Tell' – Editor.)
EARLY POST-PAID CANCELS
EDITOR
In the journal of our Dutch cousins, “Jungfraupost”, for December 2014 there is a comprehensive and wellillustrated article entitled “The Wonderful World of Port Payé”. It is summarised by the author Evert Poel as: “a
first inventory and description of the most ancient PP cancels of Switzerland. They are preliminarily divided into
four periods of time: 1796 – 1826, 1819 – 1843, 1843 – 1852 and 1852 – 1856. Every postal district tried to
uniform the appearance of the cancels; not all of them succeeded in that intention. In some districts they are
almost all different, in others there is only one mutineer.” The article, in Dutch, is available from our Librarian.
THE SOCIETY'S ANNUAL COMPETITIONS
DAVID HOPE
The Society's Annual Competitions are open to all members. All entries are 16 sheets and will be judged by
members attending the National Meeting. Anyone not attending the meeting may send a colour photocopy of
their entry to David Hope (Tel. 0161 303 0091). The Helvetia Silver Cup is for any subject except postal history.
Therefore entries can cover stamps, postal stationery, revenues, thematic and cinderella. The Moore Trophy
covers any aspect of postal history e.g. routes, rates, postage due, TPO, censored or aerophilatelic. Full details of
the competitions can be found in the November 2009 edition of the Newsletter page 86.
STAMP FAIRS EXHIBITIONS IN SWITZERLAND
EDITOR
Anyone visiting Switzerland early in the year may like to know that on the 22 nd February the Philatelia Frauenfeld
are holding a Stamp and Postcard Fair at the Stadtcasino Frauenfeld; the Philatelistenverein Wiggertal are holding
a Large/Grand Stamp Fair and Exhibition at the Stadtsaal Zofingen; and on the 7 th March the Geneva Philatelic
Union are holding their Grand Spring Fair at the Batiment de la Gym in Carouge. It is advised to seek confirmation
and further details of all these events from the organisers.

Werner Gattiker

For most aspects of Swiss Philately and Postal History
•
•

Free Standard Price List 1850 – 2012 with both Zumstein/SBK and Stanley Gibbons numbers.

"Werner's Treasure Trove" sent most months to my customers, full of offers of stamps, covers,
cards, blocks, collections & lots, literature, etc.

• Liechtenstein also available.
Werner Gattiker, P O Box 791 Hassocks, West Sussex, BN6 ODP – 01273 845501 - werner@swisstamps.co
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THE SWISS POST PIONEERS THE "VIGNETTE POSTAL CARD" IN 1923 PART 2

ULRICH FEHLMANN

The first part of this article appeared in the January, 2015 edition of the HPS Newsletter (pp. 2-5). It was first
published in the Schweizerischen Briefmarken-Zeitung (SBZ) in 2013 and the English translation, by Albrik
Wiederkehr and Robert Wightman, was published in “Der Ganzsachensammler” in May 2014 and in “Tell” in
November 2014. It is reprinted here with the gracious permission of the SBZ, the Editor of the AHPS's “Tell“, the
author and translators.

Fig. 12 Anonymous card, 82.02 with addition of ZNo. 153, MiNo. 179 and MiNo. 182.

Public Reactions to this Novelty
The vignette postal cards received an overwhelming welcome by the public and the 10c cards were completely
sold out by the autumn of 1923. Despite this public success, the Post received a number of critical comments.
Many newspapers reported that the Post Office had lost its taste for art and was merely imitating the German
stamps of 1921. This was the era shortly after World War I, when anti-German sentiment among the Swiss
population was high. Therefore, it is not surprising that many journalists were complaining about the copying of
German designs in the absence of any Swiss ideas, etc. An unknown person created a card representing German
stamps next to the 10c indicium and mailed it on 27.6.1923 in an envelope to the head office of the Post in Berne.
He or she wrote on the reverse side of the card: “When one buys a new postal card one comes to believe that we
have a German Post Office. Why does one always copy foreign foolishness? and especially that from Germany.
Don’t we have any artists in Switzerland? We all want Swiss craft and not foreign works. We are still an
independent nation. Germanisation must be eliminated in Switzerland. The heirs of Wilhelm Tell.” (PTT-archive,
PAA 02057). The anonymous card 82.02 is shown in Fig. 12. Additional stamps were applied ZNo 153, MiNo 179
and MiNo 182.
Karl Bickel, who designed these cards, was so upset and insecure that he fled into the Alps, where he hid in a
remote lodge during the summer. He wrote from there on 23.6.1923 to the head office of the Post in pencil: “I
have received your letter in a remote alpine hut, where there is plenty of milk but no ink. The conceptual design
of the indicia was totally independent from the German stamp design.” The Post accepted his defence and calmed
down the situation. They wrote to the newspapers which had denigrated the new vignette postal cards.
The “Neue Zürcher Zeitung”, which for years had a well-known philatelic
column, repeatedly wrote critically about the vignettes, considering them as bad
style and displeasing to the eye. They found fault with the graphic lay-out of
many views overloaded with details, like Engelberg (Fig. 13 Postal card 82.08 left), Leukerbad, Solothurn-Bastion, etc. The three vignettes printed in upright
format were displeasing because one had to turn the card to contemplate the
picture (Figs. 14 and 15 – see next page). The vignettes of the series issued between 1924 and 1964 were printed
without exception in rectangular or square format.
Many towns, villages and organisations felt ignored by the selection of the pictures for the 1923 vignettes. It was
noticed that sizeable towns and known tourist places were not represented (Biel-Bienne, Genève, Grindelwald, St.
Moritz or Winterthur). The Post could answer with a smile on their face that they were contacted several times
without success and were welcome to enlist for the coming issues. From a few larger places, which were
contacted regularly, no cards were produced at all: the principal cantonal towns of Altdorf, Appenzell, Glarus,
Saanen, Stans and further places like Biasca, Bodio, Grenchen, Langnau, Visp, Wettingen, Wetzikon, etc.
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Fig. 14 Vignettes in Upright Format
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Fig. 15 Vignette on Postal Card 85.12

In the years after 1923 the critical voices quieted, but there were always details getting attention, e.g. the indicia
of 1929/30 with the Mater Fluviorum (“housewife emptying her water jar such that it really is pouring”, as per
“Das Werk”) or the indicia of 1931-1934 with the contours of Switzerland (“a picture puzzle where one hardly
guesses that it represents a postage stamp” as per the “Appenzeller Zeitung”).
Reactions to the Swiss Vignette Postal Cards Abroad
Despite some crabby voices within Switzerland, the vignette postal cards were a success abroad. On 12.7.1923
Minister Schenk, the director of the Berlin post, wrote to the head office of the Post: “Dear Dr. Furrer, during my
holiday I received your letter with the new Swiss postal cards, showing on the face landscapes and town views
opposite the indicium. I find this idea original and very successful; it will diffuse the beauties of your country
throughout the whole world and bring new admirers and friends. One can merely wish you wholehearted success
in the realization of this concept. Hoping that you, your honoured wife and your children are well, I remain with
my best wishes and regards, yours faithfully W. Schenk.” (PTT-archive, PAA 02057).
The Postal Ministry of the German Reich wrote on 10.10.1923 from Berlin: “By all accounts the subject postal
administration issued a series of postal cards, which pursue publicity purposes, and are officially sold at the Post
Office counters. Since we have also received many requests to produce similar postal cards here, I would be
pleased to receive information on the experience with these cards, the type of publicity, and whether the sale of
these cards is made with a deviation to the standard tariff for postal cards”. (PTT-archive, PAA 02057).
This letter was answered by the director of the head office of the Post on 20.10.1923: “In reply to your letter of
the 10th October, I am pleased to provide the Postal Ministry of the German Reich with a copy of the Official Swiss
Post and Telegraph Gazette, which contains the details on the introduction of postal cards with vignettes of
landscapes and city views. In addition I would like to point out the following: This first issue is a trial for which we
employed a number of artists for the graphical-artistic editing of the individual pictures. However, not all artists
were fully familiar with the techniques to be applied. This resulted in differences in the graphic-technical layout of
the individual pictures for this trial series. To avoid a competition with the private view card industry we kept the
vignettes in modest size and mono-chrome. (The tourist industry would have preferred multi-coloured vignettes).
These measures resulted in modest additional production costs and allow these vignette postal cards to be sold at
the normal tariff for postal cards without any additional charge. However, the tourist office of Berne is under
contract to acquire the pictures and to pay for the original printing plates for this series of cards and thereby is
authorised to collect a reasonable fee from the interested parties (tourist offices and private organisations). This
novelty has generally been well received by the public so that we already plan to issue a new series in spring of
next year. To what extent the sale of postal cards was stimulated by these vignette postal cards is difficult to
assess.” (PTT-archive, PAA 02057).
Letters with similar contents were received by the Post also from the postal administrations of The Netherlands
and Belgium, and a few years later from the United Kingdom. A return letter was usually written summarising the
success of these cards.
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Epilogue
For the Post and the tourist office of Berne the promotion with these cards brought a financial success. Already in
the autumn of 1923 the tourist office of Berne paid to the Post a surplus of 600 Swiss Francs and was allowed to
continue for the next several years to acquire the pictures for the new series. Then in 1930 the Post decided to do
this itself and thereby reduced the fees for the vignettes to 150 Swiss Francs for domestic postal cards and to 100
Swiss Francs for international postal cards.
For the 1924 issue of the vignette postal cards the Post asked the artist Walter Reber to design the new indicia.
New pictures were selected for the vignette postal cards to be issued, 20 each for domestic and international use.
Many of the towns and villages that felt excluded from the 1923 issue managed to get their pictures on the cards
during the following years.
Some years later the Post had to defend itself on two occasions against compensation claims by third parties. In
1930 Mr. H. Clare, a printing shop manager, claimed to be the inventor of the vignette postal cards. He was
reimbursed for his invention with a mere 100 Swiss Francs by his earlier sponsor, the tourist office of Berne. Even
though the Swiss post had profited from H. Clare’s idea, they rejected the demand for additional compensation. In
1932 Mr. W. Peyer affirmed in the “Papeterist” that “the illustrations of landscapes and city views on postal cards
issued by the Swiss Post were severely damaging the business of view cards and the tariff increase would
practically strike dead the view card business.” The post head office answered that this could not be true, because
the number of view cards handled over the years at the printed matter tariff had increased substantially more
than the sales of the vignette postal cards and also that the space available for the vignette was considerably
smaller than the picture side of the view card.
The Swiss Post printed vignette postal cards for many years, but discontinued this in 1964 to the distress of many
postal stationery and local postal history collectors.
Literature:
Dr. Ernst Schlunegger: Die Bildpostkarten der Schweiz 1924-1964, 2010
Historisches Archiv und Bibliothek PTT Bern: PAA 02057/Nr. 680 and GB 0105
(Catalogue numbers as per Zumstein Ganzsachen Schweiz und Spezialkatalog Schweiz Zumstein, DeutschlandKatalog Michel)
Picture credits:
Fig. 3: Armando Lualdi, Glarus ; Fig. 4: Bernd Schwabe, Hannover (Internet; postal card) ; Fig. 5 and 6: Peter
Bamert, Solothurn ; Figs. 9 and 10: Museum für Kommunikation, Bern (Draft postal card 10c; draft “10” for postal
cards) ; Fig. 12: PTT-Archive Berne, from PAA 02057. All other figures scanned by the author.
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INTERESTED IN FAKES, FORGERIES OR FACSIMILES?
EDITOR/PETER HOBBS
Peter Hobbs, our former Newsletter Editor, has sent me a copy of an interesting article by Kenneth E. Chapman
about the notorious "forger" Francois Fournier, which appeared in the March 1995 edition of Gibbons Stamp
Monthly. Fournier made it clear that he was producing good "reproductions/facsimiles" of stamps that were
obsolete, no longer valid for postage. However, they were often sold on by the initial purchasers causing great
confusion and consternation among philatelic collectors and the trade. Fournier produced 24 editions of his house
journal, "Le Fac-Simile" which was intended, at least partly, to defend his activities. Copies of these are now quite
collectable.
To help those interested in this gentleman, Peter tells me that at one time Fournier was trading as "L. H. Mercier"
and the envelopes he used to send out his "facsimiles" were printed by "Edouard Pfeffer, Boulevard de Plainpalais
6, Geneva". Peter has amassed a number of "forgeries", "fakes" or "facsimiles" over the years and is interested in
disposing of "a file full of them", presumably at a price which reflects their status. If you are interested then you
should contact Peter - Tel. 01225 310977.
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FORTHCOMING REGIONAL MEETINGS
Southern Group – Saturday 21st February 2015 – 'Postage Due' with Martin Mantell and Bob Medland at the
Legacy Rose and Crown Hotel in Harnham Road, Salisbury, Wiltshire SP2 8JQ (Tel. 0844 411 9046/Fax 0844 411
9047) commencing at 10.30.am. Saturday 6th June – David Colman will entertain with 'Around Standing Helvetia
and Other Material' – venue to be determined. Further information, including full details of the February venue, is
available on the Society's Website or direct from Fred Hoadley Tel: 01403 711987.
Northern Group – Saturday 7th March 2015 - 'Chairman's Presentation'. Saturday 11th April - AGM and 'Tell and Tell
Boy' – All Members. All meetings take place at Corporation Mill, Sowerby Bridge, Yorkshire commencing at
2.00.pm. Further details from David Hope Tel: 0161 3030091.
SUBSCRIPTION REMINDER

TREASURER/NORTON WRAGG

If you haven't already done so, please send your annual subscription to the Treasurer as soon as possible. The
form was forwarded to you with your December Newsletter. Thankyou.
THANKS FOR THANKYOUS

EDITOR

Your Editor thanks everybody who sent in greetings and good wishes during the festive season. They gave me an
added incentive to push on with all the monthly editions for 2015. I think in 2014 we managed to publish the
greatest number of Newsletter pages in any one year since the Society was formed – 106! Let's hope we can
maintain the quality whilst achieving the right balance in the content again this year.
THE RÖLLI AUCTION 4th – 6th FEBRUARY 2015
In the 55th Rölli-Auction we offer, once more, a wide
selection of top quality international material. In addition
to a fine selection of international material from USA,
France and Brazil we are detailing a high quality collection
of India including Feudatory States. We are proud to offer a
fantastic range of attractive Cantonal Stamps, a wide
selection of beautiful Rayons as well as a series of lots of
aerophilately and other modern fields containing some real gems. The complete catalogues are now available on
our website www.roelliphila.ch . You have the possibility to search for lots, to enlarge photographs and to bid
directly. Participation at the auction is possible personally, by correspondence or live on the internet. A fabulous
overnight rate at the Hotel Flora, www.flora-hotel.ch (Special rate for participants at the Rölli-Auction CHF 165.for a double room) makes a personal trip to Lucerne even more attractive.
Please reserve the special date of 4th to 6th February 2015, the date of the 55th Rölli-Auction, in your agenda. It
will be great to have you as an active bidder.
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