
32 • PHSC Journal – Winter 2011

The Manuscript-Dated Broken Circles
Ferdinand Bélanger

[This article appeared originally in French in the Bulletin d’histoire postale et de marcophilie, 
no. 111 (2011) under the title “Les timbres à date manuscrite,” and is an excerpt from the author’s book 
Les cachets postaux à cercle interrompu du Québec (The Broken Circle Postmarks of Quebec). 
It appears here with the permission of the author. Translated by Robert C. Smith.]

For many years, the reason for manufacturing manuscript-dated handstamps was not 
understood. Initially it was thought that it was for reasons of economy, since the manuscript 
daters were much cheaper to make than dated ones. For example, in a letter sent to John Francis 
dated June 18, 1853, the Postmaster General authorized the latter to produce handstamps priced 
at 19/ Stg for each dated stamp and 2/6 Stg for each manuscript dater1. This explanation seems 
plausible, but nevertheless leaves room for doubt. Further research was needed.

Some years ago, the idea came to me of 
consulting certain Post Office Department 

reports in order to determine if there was 
a connection between the non-accounting 
status of a post office and the use of 
manuscript-dated handstamps. A lost cause 
– the effort proved fruitless. There was no 
relation between the status of the office and 
manuscript-dated postmarks.

Luck leads to many things. In the fall 
of 2010, while examining microfilm reels 
containing the correspondence of the Deputy 
Postmaster General, the answer appeared 
on the screen, at the bottom of a page. The 
letter, dated May 14, 1868 and written 
by William White, Secretary of the Post 
Office Department, explains the existence 
of manuscript-dated broken circles. White 
wrote to M. B. Benoit about the post office at 
St-Hubert, and mentioned “that the stamp 
with dates is available only to those post 
offices which receive three mails per week”2 
(Fig. 1). This answers numerous questions.

All that remains to be done is to verify 
this statement. In order to proceed, I began 
by studying the handstamps issued upon the 
opening of new post offices. It is a question 

of knowing how many times per week the 
mail was to be delivered to a new office. 
In this case, my research should show that 
those post offices having fewer than three 
mails per week received a manuscript-dated 
postmarking device, while those receiving 
three or more mails per week got a stamp 
with type-set dates.

For such verification, I revisited the 
information found on the microfilm reels. In 
the first place, we must find a number of post 
offices that received fewer than three mails 
per week. A first letter dated November 
27, 1851 shows that the offices at Les 
Bergeronnes, Rivière-aux-Canards, Port-au-
Persil, and Tadousac were to receive one mail 
every two weeks3. I confirmed after verifying 
many postmarks that these offices used 
manuscript-dated handstamps. A second 
letter, dated April 2, 1852, states that the post 
offices at Broughton, Lambton, St-Isidore, 
Ste-Margueurite, and Tring were to receive 
two mails a week4. Again, these offices used 
manuscript-dated postmarks. This was the 
result anticipated.

Now I repeated the procedure in order to 
find dated handstamps used right from the 
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Figure 1 – Fig. 1.  LAC, RG3, Series R-169-51-X-E, Letters sent, vol. 379, p.519, microfilm no. T-3858

Figure 2 CAP·ROUGE / C.E, Jan / 22 / 80, ex collection of L. A. Walker
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opening of new offices. These offices should 
unquestionably have received three or more 
mails per week. A letter dated September 27, 
1852 mentions that the offices at Somerset, 
Arthabaska, and Kingsey Falls were to receive 
four mails per week5. Upon investigation, 
I found that upon opening, these all used 
dated handstamps. This confirms beyond all 
doubt that Secretary White’s statement was 
true – mission accomplished!

There remains however one point that 
should be clarified. It is a matter of knowing 
when the practice of issuing manuscript-
dated handstamps upon openings of new 
post offices ceased. The answer to this is 
a little complicated. We know that at the 
beginning of 1868 there were still orders for 
manuscript-dated handstamps. In our list 
of Quebec broken circles, I have identified 
only two offices using a manuscript-dated 
handstamp with QUE as the provincial 
designation – the Mont-Louis office, opened 
on June 1, 1868, and the Pont-Rouge office, 
established on November 1, 1868. With only 
these two devices listed, it is difficult to 
estimate an approximate date for the final 
shipment of the manuscript-dated stamps.

However, a solution follows from my 
PHSC membership – I have access to the 
Society’s database6. A check in the Ontario 
broken circle section shows that several 
offices that were opened on August 1, 1871 
received manuscript-dated handstamps 
(Magnetawan, Seguin Falls, and Waubamik). 
However, for offices established after that 
date, there is no mention of the use of such 
daters. In light of this statement, it seems 
plausible that the issuance of these undated 
instruments stopped in that time period. 
Furthermore, I am inclined to believe that 
the offices receiving such instruments used 
them for a number of years, up to the time 
of receiving a new dater. As an example of 

this, the CAP-ROUGE / C.E broken circle 
showed a manuscript date up to 1880 (Fig. 
2). This was the year in which it was replaced 
by the CAP-ROUGE / QUE broken circle, 
whose proof impression was struck on June 
22, 1880.

Before concluding, it would be interesting 
to determine if the same criterion for issuing 
manuscript-dated handstamps was begun 
under British postal control. A search made 
of the London General Post Office records 
in the Canadian Postal Archives confirms in 
fact that the procedure was the same back in 
that era. I cite several examples taken from a 
report concerning mail contracts dated April 
5, 18447. It is indicated there that the offices 
at Bedford, Chelsea, La Guerre, Témiscouata, 
etc. received fewer than three mails per 
week. A check made in the orders for new 
postmarks sent by Stayner in 1839 and in 1842 
shows that he had ordered manuscript-dated 
handstamps for these offices. By contrast, for 
the offices at Berthier, Grenville, La Prairie, 
Sherbrooke, etc., which received three or 
more mails per week, dated handstamps 
were ordered. 

This concludes the study of the use of 
manuscript-dated handstamps.
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