WESTERN AUSTRALIA CONVICT STAMPS
Brian J. Birch

It is comforting to imagine that the majority of what is known about
perfins was established by those who have specialised in the subject,
mostly since the 1950s, but with occasional interested parties since the
1930s. However, this is not so and the early dealers in particular, were
more knowledgeable than we give them credit for.
My researches into the origin and development of philatelic literature
and the history of the hobby, necessitate my reading very many old
philatelic magazines. In this connection, I was drawn to read some
reminiscences written in 1900 by Theodor Buhl(1) (1864/65-1922), a
well-known London-based stamp dealer from the late 1870s to 90s,
who is probably best known for having been given first refusal to
purchase the business of Stanley Gibbons for £20,000, turning it down
as too expensive and then seeing it sold to Charles Phillips (18631940) for £25,000!
On page 152 of his reminiscences, he recalls that The lettered South
Australia, O.S., P.S., &c., are now worth something separately, but in
the old days I used to buy these and the Western Australia, including
“convict” stamps, with holes, from the late Alfred Smith, at 5s.[£0.25]
and 10s. [£0.50] per thousand respectively. (figure 1)

Figure 1
Alfred Smith (1837-1880) was one of the pioneer English stamp
dealers who started dealing in Bath, with his brother [Henry] Stafford
Smith (1843-1903) as partner. Some years later, the partnership was
dissolved and Alfred moved to London and Stafford to Brighton, each
to deal on his own account.
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This partnership published the earliest quality English philatelic
magazine, The Stamp Collector’s Magazine (Bath, 1863-1874).
Perusal of the first volume of their pioneer magazine shows that the
editor, Charles W. Viner (1812-1906), noted, following some remarks
on a French proposal to cancel stamps by tearing them, that: With a
like disregard to the feelings of stamp collectors, the curious stamps of
Western Australia are disfigured, if not totally spoiled, by the
abstraction of a round piece;(2) The explanation of the mutilation was
quickly forthcoming from S. Welfare(3) in the following issue, where
he noted that … they are first pierced and then supplied to the convict
establishment. By this means a convict’s letter may, if necessary, be
traced. (Figure 2) This information caused Viner to execute a
remarkable about-face for in the next issue(4) he proclaims that far
from the stamps being disfigured or spoiled: The stamps pierced with
a round hole, explained by a correspondent in the last number of this
magazine as being supplied to the convict establishment of the colony
for the purpose of identification, may be with propriety included in
collections as varieties, under the designation of ‘convict mail’.

Figure 2
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All of this goes to show that not only did the early dealers and stamp
collectors (for at his early date, the word philately had not yet been
coined) understand the purpose of these “perfins” at the very outset of
the hobby but that they were importing them in bulk in subsequent
years. It begs the question – Where have all of these holey stamps
gone?
Note
Figure 1 was taken from a posting on www.stampboards.net by Glen
Stephens a well-known Australian dealer. (www.glenstephens.com)
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[Ed:- It is interesting how these stamps date from the 1850’s and thus
predate Sloper perfins by many years. They were supplied to the
colony Commissariat that controlled most of operation of the penal
colony. Although certainly used on convict mail they are also known
used by the various departments of the Commissariat.
The
Comptroller of Convicts who took over from the Commissariat
stopped the use of these punctures in 1874.]
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