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The Rogue’s Gallery:
Mishap in Duala

by Marcel W. Zollinger,
mzollinger@sympatico.ca

This topic requires a bit of background. The country’s name, Cameroon — Kamerun in German —
comes from the Portuguese word “Camaroes”, which means shrimp. These crustaceans were
abundant in the coastal waters along this stretch of the West African coast. The principal
settlement in the area then also became known as Kamerun, but was renamed Duala in 1901.
Much of this coastline was then mangrove swamp, but because Duala was situated on solid
ground and was accessible from the ocean, it became an important trading place and the
administrative center of what was to become the German colony Kamerun. The first post office
in the territory opened in Kamerun/Duala on 1 Feb. 1887, and evolved into a substantial main
post office. Virtually all mail to and from the colony moved through Duala. That post office
originally used a cancel ‘KAMERUN *’ (Fr. 35), but, with the name change in 1901, it received a
new cancel ‘DUALA **’ (Fr. 18). Further cancels followed in 1906 with the first modern “Swiss”
design, also reading ‘DUALA’ (Fr. 19), then ‘DUALA a’ (Fr. 20) in 1910 and finally ‘DUALA b’
(Fr. 21) on 22 Aug. 1912. This last cancel saw limited use between that date and 27 Sept. 1914,
when Duala was occupied by the Anglo-French Cameroons Expeditionary Force. The ArGe
Cancel catalogue [4] values this ‘DUALA b’ cancel at €200. It is this last cancel which is the
topic of this column.

When Duala was occupied by Allied forces in September 1914, the German population fled
inland, and all government functions were taken over by British troops. The Cameroon
Expeditionary Forces (C.E.F.) soon opened a military post office at Duala. Three German
cancellers — Fr. 19, 20 and 21 — were taken over and were used. The documented use of
‘DUALA b’ on C.E.F. overprinted stamps spans the time between 22 Nov. 1914 and 28 Mar.
1916. Effective 1 Apr. 1916, the British and the French divided Kamerun and introduced
civilian administrations. Duala became the center of French administration, and the ‘DUALA b’
canceller continued to be used by the French. French use is documented from 2 Apr. 1916 to 14
May 1930.

Figure 1. ‘DUALA b 20.9.16’ cancel Figure 2. French occupation stamp  Figure 3. ‘DUALA b 18.11.18’ can-
showing undamaged with undamaged ‘DUALA cel with damaged bridge,
bridge. b2.8.16’ cancel. both top and bottom.
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Figure 4. Block of four French occupation stamps; ‘DUALA b 29.9.22” cancel with damaged bridge top and bottom.

It was during the early use of this canceller that the “mishap” took place. As has been observed
for several other Swiss-type cancellers, the bridge became damaged, first at the top, and a bit
later the bottom. The last documented date of an undamaged postmark is 17 Dec. 1916, and the
earliest damaged cancel is 6 Jan. 1917. So it seems evident that the damage must have happened
sometime during the Christmas rush of 1916. Even though I do not have examples near the
exact dates, I can show the damage. Fig. 1 (on the previous page) shows the still-sound
postmark on 20.9.16, and Fig. 2 (also on previous page) shows an example of the Moyen Congo
1 cent stamp with the overprint ‘CAMEROUN Occupation Frangaise’ (Scott 130, Yvert 67). Note the
still sound cancel ‘DUALA b ?.8.16°. Fig. 3 (previous page) then shows the postmark, dated
18.11.18 with the bridge damaged at both top and bottom. The best illustration of this damaged
cancel that I have in my collection comes from a block of four Moyen Congo 10 cent stamps
(Fig. 4, above). These also have the overprint ‘CAMEROUN Occupation Frangaise’ (Scott 134, Yvert
71). The date 29.9.22 is quite a bit later, and the cancel now shows the full damaged bridge,
both top and bottom.

What has all this post-German use of this cancel to do with forgeries? Friedemann [1] warns
right next to the cancel description: “Vorsicht vor riickdatierten Abstempelungen!” (Beware of
backdated cancels). He later gives a more detailed description of the use of several genuine
Kamerun cancels which were backdated during the French period (see page 601).

In the “Maurer Collection” (see my Rogues’ Gallery column in the last VORLAUFER) there were
two examples of such a backdated cancels, and they intrigued me greatly. Ronald Steuer had a
look at them and noted that they were backdated cancels, but not forged in the strict sense. I
then turned to my friend and Cameroun expert Marty Bratzel, and with his help and information,
I can now give a more detailed explanation. The first example (Fig. 5 below) is a horizontal strip
of three Kamerun 20 Pf. yacht stamps on piece. They are the watermarked type, (Mi. 23a and
Scott 23) which were introduced at Kamerun post offices in January 1914, so their use by the

Figure 5. Strip of three Kamerun stamps, canceled ‘DUALA b 2.8.14” with damaged bridge; backdated usage.




September 2009 VORLAUFER #156:29

Figure 6. Kamerun stamps on piece, canceled ‘DUALA b 16.8.14° with damaged bridge; backdated usage.

German postal authorities was essentially limited to the period between January and September
1914, although some of these stamps were likely used at inland postal locations until early 1916.
The strip shows two strikes of the ‘DUALA b’ cancel, dated 2.8.14.

The second example (Fig. 6 above) is a vertical pair, also Kamerun 20 Pf. yacht stamps, but here
the unwatermarked type (Mi, 10, Scott 10). On these, the two strikes of the ‘DUALA b’ cancel
show the date 16.8.14. This pair of stamps is also on piece, with some print on the envelope
visible, reading: “ch—Siidamerikanis”. The full text is probably something like “Deutsch-Siid-
amerikanische Telegraf Gesellschaft”.

Both examples clearly show the damaged bridge and, thanks to the damage described above, it is
clear that these stamps must have been cancelled after 6 Jan. 1917. The stamps are genuine, the
cancels are genuine, but the canceller was used more than two years after the stamp could have
been genuinely used. The backdated dates are both August 1914, just a month before the
German post office was closed. Although the two dates are only two weeks apart, the date
configurations are different. Note that in Fig. 6, the normal period is present between day and
month, but in Fig. 5 there is a dash instead a period after the day. The two cancellations could

thus have been produced a long time apart, especially as the canceller was known to be in use
until 1930.

One would have expected that the British occupation forces, and later the British-French
administration, would have made every effort to confiscate all German stamps and cancellers
from every post office in the country, as they did in New Guinea. They would then have
overprinted all these stamps in a similar way as had happened in Rabaul, as well as in Lome,
Togo. This was apparently not the case. It seems that the German officials either took all these
valuable items with them as they retreated, or destroyed them to prevent them from falling into
enemy hands. But for some reason they did not include the cancellers. So, as the British and
French troops advanced, they found almost no German Kamerun postage stamps. The only
stamps that were overprinted C.E.F. were those confiscated from the steamship Professor
Woermann of the German Woermann Linie. That ship was captured in Freetown, Sierra Leone,
with a considerable shipment of postage stamps on board, bound for Kamerun. All these stamps
were then overprinted in Freetown, and placed on sale in Kamerun on 12 July 1915. The only
sizeable quantity of stamps in Kamerun was found at Garua, which was taken in June 1915.
These were overprinted in French but were later destroyed. They never came into use and have
been referred to as the “stillborn” issue.
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Today there seems to be a considerable number of Kamerun stamps to be found with backdated
cancels — especially the watermarked 20 Pf. and 5 Mark values. Where did the originally
uncancelled stamps come from? They could not have come from German nationals, as they
either fled the country, or became prisoners of war. Their source may have been stamps left
behind by individuals, or confiscated from prisoners of war, or even obtained from the philatelic
trade in Europe. There seems to have been considerable philatelic interest in Kamerun in the
pre-war years. Many letters are known containing full sets of stamps which had been sent to
Kamerun for cancellation, and were then mailed back to Europe. Due to the scarcity of the
occupation issues, this trade most likely intensified during the British and French occupation
periods. Whoever was responsible for these backdated cancels must have had access to the post
office, since the canceller continued to be used legitimately. And not just a one-time access, as it
seems that given the variety of dates observed, such backdating took place on an ongoing basis,
whenever new mint yacht stamps showed up. It is even possible that mint yacht stamps were
ordered from Europe, and then cancelled with the post-dated cancellers.

What about the imprinted envelope with a bona fide return address? These pre-printed
envelopes were common, and they were also confiscated by the Allies. A keen forger may well
have had access to such envelopes as well, and could then have made up very genuine looking
letters with the backdated cancels. It is thus only the “mishap” with the ‘DUALA b’ canceller that
now helps us unmask a rather skilled and prolific forger. One question remains: were the other
Duala cancellers also used for backdating. For some reason the ‘DUALA a’ canceller was not
taken over by French authorities, but the ‘DUALA *’canceller (Fr. 19) saw use until at least 14
Mar. 1927. Friedemann notes that Fr. 19 was also backdated, but because there was no damage
to that canceller, it is much harder to identify any type of backdated use there.

A dangerous combination here is clearly the one shown in Fig. 5, because the watermarked 20
Pf. stamps are scarce legitimately used, and are valued at €150. Similarly the ‘DUALA b’ cancel
had a short life during the German administration, and is valued at €200. Add the observation
that the postmark is almost a war date, and the combination could well be worth over €500, and
my strip could thus fetch a substantial price. Except for the mishap of the broken bridge!

Lastly, rather than just being backdated, have the three Duala cancels also been forged?
Definitely yes! Marty Bratzel and his fellow GCCG member Bob Maddocks have recorded at
least 20 different forgeries of Fr. 19, 20 and 21, noting that some are routinely offered on eBay.
And, hard to believe, even the illustration of Fr. 19 in the Friedemann handbook is actually a
forgery!
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German ‘DUALA (KAMERUN) b’ Datestamp Used During French Occupation
by R. J. Maddocks

In his “The Rogue’s Gallery” column [2], Marcel Zollinger illustrated backdated usage of the
‘DUALA (KAMERUN) b’ datestamp (Fr. 21) on German Kamerun stamps with dates 2.8.14 and
16.8.14. These two pieces (Fig. 5 and Fig. 6 in [2]) are reproduced below in Fig. 1.

Each however has a different configuration. The latter has a stop (period) after the day, as
normally seen throughout the German administration and also for the following fourteen years of
French rule, i.e., up to 1930. The former date has, intriguingly, a dash replacing the stop.

I had not seen this variant used during the German period, or indeed during that of the French,
until I acquired copies about 2000. It therefore was not mentioned in [1], the definitive work on
French Cameroon Postmarks. The questions posed by Mr. Zollinger were when was the
backdating likely to have occurred and where, given that both the Kamerun stamps and the
canceller itself are considered to be genuine. Would this have been after the French had, in
around 1930, replaced the German canceller with their own? Or earlier?

I have to hand two commercial covers which might provide a clue (Fig. 2 and Fig. 3 on the next
page). Both covers bear the same ‘DUALA (KAMERUN) b’ postmark of origin clearly showing the
dash having replaced the normal stop after the day. The genuineness of the posting dates is
borne out by the overseas transit/receiving backstamps; these Duala strikes could not have been
backdated by favour. The first cover (Fig. 2) is postmarked 2-10.17, the second (Fig. 3) 2-8.18.

This indicates a near year of usage of the changed date configuration, and thus unlikely to have
been “one-offs”. However, I have not seen any Duala covers from between these dates to
determine whether the canceller configuration was intermittent or continuous. A strike on a
subsequently dated philatelic cover, 23.8.18, shows reversion to the normal setting, as do
commercial mailings thereafter.

Figure 1. ‘DUALA 2-8.14 (KAMERUN) b’ and ‘DUALA 16.8.14 (KAMERUN) b’ cancels (Fig. 5 and Fig. 6 in [1]).
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Figure 2. 1917 official P, T & T cover to England, German registration label, 50c French occupation of Cameroun
stamp. Postmarked ‘DUALA 2-10.17 (KAMERUN) b’, backstamped London 9.11.17.

Could therefore the backdated strikes on the German stamps have been arranged in the period
1917-1918 by favour of the Duala postal staft?

Figure 3. 1918 commercial cover to France, franked by French occupation of Cameroun stamps, canceled at Duala
on both 2-8.18 and 3-8.18; Neuilly 9.18 backstam
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Support for the claim that the backdated strikes on the German stamps might have been arranged
in the period 1917-1918 by favour of the Duala postal staff, is provided by two letters, dated 28
June 1917 and 18 July 1917, from the Chef du service P &T, Duala, to one of the many
philatelists making various requests. The one on the left basically states that he is returning five
envelopes duly processed as requested, and the sixth envelope which could not be completed
with the requested franking. The letter on the right basically states that he returns under

registered cover all six envelopes which Grecht has sent, as requests of this sort are improper.

KAISERLICHES POSTAMT  Duala (Kamerun) le 27 Juin 1917
No 286
Monsieur,

J’ai I’honneur de vous accuser reception de
votre de 8 Mai derenier.

Je vous envoie sous recommendation par le
méme courrier cinq des enveloppes que vouz m’avez
adresse

Les timbre / a 0.01, 0.02 et 0.05 me sont
parvesus formant bloc et ad pérente complétemont a la
sixiéme enveloppe. Je vous retourne le tout

Veuillex agréer [’assurance de ma parfaite
considératioin

Le Chef du service des Postes et
Telégraphes.
M. JOSEPH GRECHT
Turkheinerstr. 17

1108
KAISERLICHES POSTAMT  Duala (Kamerun) 18 Juillet 1917

Monsieur,
No. 324

En réponse a votre lettre du 20 Mai der nier j’ai
I’honneur de vous renvoyer par le courrier sous
recommendation les six enveloppes que vous m’avez
adressées.

Je tiems toutefois a vous faire connaitre que
dorénavant j’aurai le regret de considérer comme nulle et no
evenue toute de/mande de gehre.

Agreez; Monsieur, ’assurance de ma parfaite
consideration

Le Chef du Service.
A Monsieur Joseph GRECHT
Turkheimerstr 17. BASEL (Suisse)

BALE

I believe the requests were for special frankings and/or cancellations on self-addressed envelopes
to be mailed back to Grecht. Grecht was not alone in requesting such favours, as there is a
proliferation of philatelic covers seen of the same period, addressed to other Swiss collectors,
including Blatter, Thon, and Rheinard.

The contents of the letters to Grecht clearly show that while in some cases his requests were
granted, other requests decidedly were not. I would have thought that requests for backdating
cancellations on stamps, especially those of Kamerun, albeit with a former German canceller,
would have been rejected outright. Perhaps, however, as seen by the two backdated strikes of
the otherwise genuine ‘DUALA b’ canceller, illustrated in [2], exceptions were made. Philatelists
may propose but the Postmaster disposes!

Of further interest is that the other former German Duala
canceller also used by the French (Fr. 19) is also found
with the alternative date configuration, i.e., a dash
instead of a stop after the day. The earliest date I have
seen is 1-5.16, the latest 2-1.18, all on French Cameroun
stamps of the time; see Fig. 4 at right. These were not
backdated mailings. The strike in Fig. 4 is from a card Figure 4.

Strike of “Swiss” design Duala

to Gabon. canceller (Fr. 19) showing date
configuration set with dash rather
than stop after day
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