French P.O. at Cairo: Earliest Reported Cover

Christopher C. Smith (ESC 702)

Pierre Louis Grech, doyen of the study of the French post offices in Egypt, noted in 2012 that the “earliest
seen date” of a cover posted at the French Post Office in Cairo was 25 January 1866 (Note 1). Of course,
he would readily acknowledge that, in the study of postal history, earliest known dates are often subject
to revision as new discoveries are made.

The Opening of the Office

The French Post Office at Cairo opened on 1 January 1866 as a Bureau de Distribution. The post office was
issued a French date-stamp with an outer ring of dots (often referred to as “pearled”) to indicate its status.
The Cairo office also received an obliterator handstamp, consisting of a diamond of dots with the number

5119 in the centre (Figure 1).

Datestamp of the Obliterator of the
Cairo French P.O. Cairo French P.O.

Figure 1

The datestamp in Figure 1 includes the date of despatch of the cover pictured in Figure 2. That date, 8
January 1866, is now the earliest reported date of a cover posted at the French Post Office in Cairo.
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Figure 2. The earliest reported letter posted at the French P. O. at Cairo



An Overpaid Letter

From 1 January 1862, the rate for a letter of 10 grams or less
between the French offices in Egypt and France was 50 centimes.
On 1 January 1866, the rate was reduced to 40 centimes for letters
not exceeding 10 grams (Note 2). At the time the letter in Figure 2
was posted, either the staff of the French Post Office at Cairo had
not been made aware of the rate reduction and applied 50
centimes postage to the letter, or the sender, unaware of the - {za o
change, had come to the post office with the letter already franked TR
with 10 and 40 centimes French perforated Empire stamps. In either ~ Figure 3. 40 centimes (the

case, after the recent rate reduction, the letter was overpaid by 10  Stamp at right) was sufficient

centimes (Figure 3). postage. The stamp at left (10
centimes) was not necessary

The postal clerk cancelled the stamps with the 5119 obliterator,

applied the Cairo “pearled” date-stamp of 8 January near by, and

added the boxed “PD” auxiliary handstamp (Figure 4). In France and Figure 4.

at French post offices abroad, the PD handstamp was to be applied PDl Payé a Destination
at the point of origin to indicate that postage had been paid to the Paid to Destination
final destination (Port payé jusqu'a Destination).

The Route

Having been posted at Cairo on 8 January, the letter travelled via train to Alexandria. The next day, it was
processed at the French Post Office at Alexandria (Figure 4) and placed aboard the French Paquebot Peluse
of the Compagnie des Messageries Maritimes (Figure 5). The Peluse had been launched in 1863 and
operated on the Egypt line in conjunction with identical steamships, the Moeris and Said.

Figure 4. Alexandria

Figure 5. Paquebot Peluse. Courtesy
L'Encyclopedie des Messageries
Maritimes

transit datestamp

The Peluse departed Alexandria on 9 January 1866 and followed the route illustrated in the map in Figure
6. The vessel made stops at Messina (12 January) and Naples (13 January), before arriving at Marseille on
15 January (Note 3).
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Figure 6. Route of the letter on the steamship Peluse from Alexandria to
Marseille and then overland by rail across France

The reverse of the letter (Figure 7) traces the route the letter travelled in France to reach its destination:
After arriving at the port of Marseille, it was transferred to the train running the Marseille a Lyon travelling
post office (16 January) toward Paris, where it arrived on 17 January. From the capital, on a westward
train, the letter traveled to Lorient in Brittany. An 18 January receiver backstamp provides the date on

which the letter arrived there, but an additional Lorient receiver indicates that it was not delivered until
Friday, 19 January, 11 days in transit.
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Figure 7. Reverse of the cover despatched from Cairo on 8 January



A Note and Reminder

Collectors of the French post offices in Egypt may recall that, in his magisterial work, Peter A. S. Smith
stated that the French office at Cairo opened in 1865, an error (Note 4). Pierre Grech correctly notes that
the date of opening was 1 January 1866 (Note 5). The Bulletin Mensuel of the French Postal Administration

announcing the opening was published in November 1865, a date reference that no doubt accounts for
the errant conclusion (Figure 8; Note 6).

Circular No. 432 was
CincuL. §° 432, ) — 500 — @ published in  November
1865...
CIRCULAIRE N 432.

2° DIVISION. — 1% BUKEAU. — CORBESPONDANCE ETBANGERE.

CREATION D'UN BURNEAU PRAXGAIS DE DISTRIDUTION AU cAine (EGYPTE), —
INSTNUCTIONS A CE SUJET.

: ..announcing the opening
§ 1* Il sera établi au .Cnim (.l:‘,g)'ple), A partie d€2" janvier 1866, of the French P.O. at Cairo
un bureau frangais de distribution relevant du Imrc@- on 1 January 1866
lexandrie.

§ 2. Le burcau frangais de distribution du Caire correspondra,
savoir :

1°* Avec le bureau frangais d’Alexandrie et avec le bureau [rangais de
distribution de Sucz, au moyen des trains du chemin de fer égyptien
aflectés an transport, entre Alexandrie et Suez, des dépéches de ou
pour I'Europe, prises ou déposées i Sucz par les paquebols frangais;

2* Avec les agents des Postes embarqués sur les pagquebots offectés an
Iransport, entre Marseille et Alexandrie, entre Sucz et Hong-Kong et
enire Suez et la Réunion et Maurice, des dépéches des ou pourles pys
desservis par les pagquebots des lignes de I'Indo-Chine et de la Réunion
et Maurice:

3° Avec le hureau de Marseille et avec Je burean ambulant de Lyon
4 Marseille, lant par la voie des paquebots frangais navigoan! enire

Figure 8. Bulletin Mensuel

Marscille et Alexandrie que par la voie des paquebols brilanniques des Postes Number 123,
:ge;:)é‘:rn‘\.llnl;:'mporl entre Marseille et Alexandrie, des dépéches de Circular 432, announced the
§ 3. Les letires ordinaires ou chargées, les échantillons de marchan- opening of the French Post

dis'es el les i!nprim(:‘ de ou pour .Ie. Cfti)‘@ seront :!ssin.lilés. de tout Office at Cairo.
point, anx objets de méme nature, originaires ou & destination du bureau . .
francais de distribution de Suez. Courtesy Digital Archives of
Le Consciller d Btat, Directear géaéral des Postes, the Bibliotheque nationale
E. VANDAL. : de France.

Collectors of the French post offices in Egypt are reminded to check their collections for dates of postmarks
on their covers. Perhaps one carries an earliest known date of despatch.
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