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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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