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A re-examination and classification of
the GPO Triangles on naval mail from HMCS
Avalon, St. John’s, Newfoundland—Part 1
Paul Binney

Introduction

T

HE militarization of Newfoundland for defence from the threat of German
aggression began in June 1940 with the occupation of airports at Gander and
Botwood by troops of the Canadian Army. In December of that year, at the request
of the Admiralty, the Royal Canadian Navy established a port examination service and local
defence force at St. John’s [1].
The expansion of U-boat attacks into the western Atlantic in late 1940 and early 1941
created the need for further support of the convoy escort system travelling between Halifax,
NS and Great Britain and led to the establishment of the RCN naval base, HMCS Avalon, at
St. John’s, Newfoundland. The base, located within the confines of an already-crowded
harbour, was close to, and about one-third the way along the great circle route from eastern
North America to Great Britain. To allay fears of Canadian expansionism as a threat to the
sovereignty of the colony, the Admiralty owned all the facilities at HMCS Avalon while
Canada paid for the administrative and maintenance costs. In fact, the Canadian government
also paid for the construction of the facilities through loans made to Great Britain [2].

Figure 1. Free franked cover from HMCS Avalon to a Canadian address. Correspondent is LE
Emerson, Commissioner for Justice and Defence in the Newfoundland Government. Although a
civilian, he must have had an office at Naval HQ as part of his official role in defence of the colony.
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HMCS Avalon began operations on 27 May 1941, with the arrival of the first seven
corvettes of the Newfoundland Escort Force. At the peak of activity, HMCS Avalon
included Naval HQ, two hospitals, three barracks locations (including Avalon II), repair
shops, stores, training centres, the dockyard, wireless stations, and a repair yard at Bay Bulls.
By late 1944, the base housed over 5,000 personnel of all ranks, supporting an escort fleet of
destroyers, frigates, corvettes, minesweepers, motor launches, and auxiliary vessels [3].
A Fleet Mail Office was established at HMCS Avalon to serve as a conduit for all mail
from ships and personnel at the base. Security was paramount, so all outbound
correspondence was censored. The censorship markings in some cases provide an indication
of the date of mailing and also established the right of free postage if “regular” surface mail
was used for conveyance. An example of this type of correspondence is a letter sent in
August, 1941 by LE Emerson, Commissioner for Justice and Defence in the Newfoundland
Government (1941–1945) from the naval base (Figure 1). As a government official whose
portfolio included defence, he must have had an office at the base.
Prior to the war, triangular GPO markings were used
on third class and bulk mail originating in St. John’s. A
traced example (Figure 2) was illustrated by Meyerson [4].
During the war, similar triangular markings were utilized
to confirm the payment of extra fees for air mail (Figure
3), registered mail (Figure 4), and mail to the US. For
security reasons, the location of mailing was not
Figure 2. Tracing of a pre-war
identified. The wartime markings have been classified by
GPO
triangle used on a wrapper
Frith [5] and Sayles [6] based principally on size of the
from St. John's, Newfoundland.
impressions. This article suggests a re-classification that
relies on other attributes of the markings than size.

Figure 3. Air mail letter from telegrapher FC McGregor on the Castle Class corvette HMCS
Orangeville. Marked by shipboard Censor DB/N 521, the letter was handled through the shore post
office at Avalon and was subsequently struck with a GPO4 triangle to indicate payment of the air
mail fees to the General Post Office in St. John’s.
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Figure 4. Registered letter from Avalon, FMO to a Winnipeg address. The registration fee was an
“extra charge,” and the payment of this fee is acknowledged at the GPO
with a strike of the GPO1 triangle.

Post-war, the use of POSTAGE PAID triangles continued at least until 1947 on printed
matter and bulk mail [7]. The GPO did not return to the earlier style that identified the point
of mailing as St. John’s, but just continued to use handstamps produced during the war
years.

Source of the markings
The variations in the inking, size of marking, and wear patterns of the GPO triangles all
serve as evidence that these devices were “rubber hammers.” Vulcanized rubber “stamps”
were constructed, using a process first developed in the 1860s. By 1890, Charles Schultze of
New Orleans, US patented a press for the manufacture of rubber stamps. In the vulcanizing
process, a master copy of the final “stamp” is produced in metal. An impression of this
master is pressed into an intermediate medium (media board, Bakelite,or similar product) to
provide a negative impression. This negative is then filled with rubber and vulcanized in a
press with heat and pressure. The vulcanized rubber “stamp” is cut out from the rubber
sheet and fastened to a dimensionally stable hardwood turning (usually maple) to produce
the final stamp. The mold can be used to produce a number of similar rubber “castings” for
the required handstamps [8]. Similarly, the master or a mold taken from it could be modified
to produce a number of similar designs.

Work plan
This article is based upon an examination of covers in my collection, which was formed
from the purchase of a Whitehouse “Avalon” collection, other items acquired from a variety
of dealers, and additional data from collections assembled by Frith, Sayles, Pomfret, and
Mario. For each marking, the text style and position are noted, and all cancellations were
measured if possible. This was done, using a technique explained by Doug Sayles in a
personal communication, by projecting the sides of the triangles to their intersections (using
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lines on plastic overlays) and
measuring the outside bounds of
intersection, using an electronic
caliper to the nearest hundredth
of a millimeter (Figure 5). The
base of the triangle and the left
side were measured, as these are
the two parts of the marking that
are most often found on all
covers. The measurement data
was then plotted as the ratio of
the left side to the base length
versus the base length (Figure 6).
This serves to separate the more
Figure 5. Plastic overlays extend lines of incomplete
equilateral triangles from the
triangle marking and electronic calipers
for measurement of base and left side of strike.
“flatter” varieties and further
separates markings on the basis of overall size. Within each field, a large “spread” of data is
noted. This occurs in part because the dimensional measurements are precise, but not
accurate. Variations in the size measured can also be due to the size of the original rubber
“hammer,” variations in striking force and wear, placement of the lines for measurement,

Data Analysis for GPO Triangles
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Figure 6. Data analysis for measurements of the GPO hammers.
Number in brackets of legend indicates number of data points for each marking.
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and accuracy of the measurement. Minor errors can produce “outliers” within a defined field
(e.g., GPO1, 2, 3 field in Figure 6). Despite these potential sources of error, a number of
fundamental geometries can be recognized by looking at a larger group of data.
GPO triangle hammers were made in the 1940s when the imperial system was the
standard for measurement. The basal measurements of the triangles equate roughly to 1¾
inches, 2 inches, and 2½ inches. For reference, the dashed lines in Figure 6 show the metric
equivalents of 1¾, 2, and 2½ inches.
The most difficult question to answer in relation to these triangles is their period of use.
The only known dates come from censorship, registration markings, or rare receiver or
sender markings.

The basic classification of triangles
Illustration and definition
It is proposed that a classification of the GPO triangles should be based upon typeface (serif
or sans-serif), placement of the text, and finally, size of the impression. Slight variations in size of
impression are to be expected due to the manufacturing process, mounting of the rubber
casting for use, the surface on which the strike is made (including contents of envelope), the
state of wear or deformation of the hammer due to use, and accuracy of the measurement
process as outlined above. The spread of data in Figure 6 provides an estimate of the
variations to be expected, usually ±1.5 mm from the average marking.
Five types of distinct triangle markings have been identified in use at St John’s during
WWII. Three of these markings had serif letters and two (GPO1 and GPO2) are similar
enough in size that they could have been “pulled” from the same, or a slightly modified,
master/mold. The GPO3 triangle used on wartime correspondence is apparently unique and
has a different pattern and size of lettering than do types GPO1 and GPO2, although the
size of the triangular surround is similar to the earlier devices. Several examples of this
GPO3 triangle occur on post-war covers, as late as 1947 [9]. Later sans-serif triangles are
easily distinguished due to the size difference between them.
The first series of triangles feature serif letters. All are approximately 52 mm in base
length, but variation is observed as would be expected from “rubber” handstamps (GPO1,
2, 3 field in Figure 6). All examples in the following section are shown full size.
Serif letters, space for St. John’s (partially erased) below GPO, 2″ (52–54 mm) base
Known Use: October 1941 to May 1942.
In GPO1, the town designation has been
partially removed by scraping or slicing away some
of the raised rubber lettering. The GPO1 markings
appear to be somewhat larger than the type GPO2,
with Sayles providing measurement limits of 53–
54 mm base. With text remnants, the two examples
in this study measure 52.0 and 54.5 mm. I do not
believe that these evolved into the GPO2 markings
Figure 7. IA1 of Frith, W102 of Sayles,
as suggested by both Frith and Sayles. The name of
GPO1 of this study
the town on the markings was already partially

GPO1
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removed, and no additional security would be obtained by totally eliminating the text
remnants. The period of use also overlaps the known dates of use for the GPO2 markings.
GPO2 Serif letters, space for St. John’s (no entry) below GPO, 2″ (52–54 mm) base
Known Use: September 1941 to July 1943.
The GPO2 markings contain a clear space
where the words “St John’s” were most likely
entered on the original mold master. The markings
range from 49.3–52.2 mm in size, with an average
base length of 51 mm. The markings are otherwise
identical to the GPO1 markings and may have
been made from a modified original master created
for the GPO1 markings.
Figure 8. I of Frith, W101 of Sayles,
GPO2 of this study.

GPO3 Serif letters, no space for St. John’s below GPO, 2″ (52–54 mm) base
Known Use: March 24, 1945 and post war to February 1947.
This particular example of a GPO triangle
(ex. Whitehouse collection) is on a registered
airmail letter dated March 24, 1945. The triangle
is of similar size to the GPO2 examples (Figures
6, 8), and contains serif letters, but the placement
of larger letters more evenly about the edge of
the device makes it unique. Note there is not
space for the placement of the words “St. John’s”
below “GPO.” This GPO3 triangle was noted by
Figure 9. IB of Frith, GPO3 of this study.
Frith [10] but not given a unique identifier in his
study. The use of this marking in the post-war era has been illustrated by Mario [11] and by
covers in the author’s collection. The final two groupings of triangles have sans-serif
lettering and are easily distinguished by their size. One is much larger than the previous
examples, the other much smaller (Figure 6).
GPO4 Sans-serif letters, 2½″ (63–65 mm) base
Known Use: September 1943 to May 1944.
GPO4 triangle markings range
from 63-65 mm along the base, have
large sans-serif letters about the
perimeter, and provide no allowance
for additional wording at the base.
Figure 10. II of Frith, W103 of
Sayles, GPO4 of this study.
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GPO5 Sans-serif letters, 1¾″ (45-47 mm) base
Known Use: September 1944 to March 1945.
The GPO5 triangles are small and relatively
equilateral Figure 6), measuring on average 46 mm
along the basal edge. Al lettering is sans-serif,and no
allowance is made for additional wording at the base.
Figure 11. III of Frith, W100 of
Sayles, GPO5 of this study.
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Alterations and variations

I

N my previous article on the GPO triangles (BNA Topics, Vol. 69, No, 2, (2012)pp. 2935), I described five basic types of markings and suggested reasons for the
discrimination between these devices. In this article, I will show some of the systematic
variations in the GPO triangles seen in my collection, as well as those of Doug Sayles and
Colin Pomfret, and the stock of a number of dealers. Systematic variations of the five basic
types of GPO markings are illustrated and described, with dates of use shown where
available.
The variations take two forms. The first are cuts in the
triangular frame of the marking. It is suggested that the cuts were
deliberate alterations, not caused by wear. The second type of
variation is the presence or absence of dots after the letters in
GPO. These “dot variations” are most likely a function of qualitycontrol issues in the original mold construction or in the creation
of the rubber casts from these molds. Furthermore, an analysis of
known dates-of-use, for the varieties showing concurrent use of
Figure 12. Harporiginal and modified markings, demonstrates that multiple
bounded cut in
triangular surround.
hammers of at least three of the designs (GPO2, GPO4, and
Enlarged 1.5 ×.
GPO5) existed. All markings are shown full size except where
noted.
First, I would like to discuss the cause of the variations in the
cancelling devices. None of the variations I am discussing is due
to wear. They all appear to be sharp-edged cuts (Figure 12) rather
than some slow degradation due to wear. In contrast to these
sharp cuts, an example of wear in a marking is shown in Figure
13, with thickening of lines, poor inking, and infilling of letters
due to ink spread. The cuts in the triangular frame of Figure 13
still show clean boundaries typical of a knife cut made to remove
a part of the rubber surround.
In the variations I am presenting, not only are the “cuts”
Figure 13. Impression
sharp but, in the case of the GPO2 and GPO4 hammers, they are from "worn" hammer with
symmetrically placed about the rim of the impression. For me, infilled letters, thickened
lines. Enlarged 1.5 ×
this is just too much of a coincidence to attribute to wear or
breakage.
_____________________________
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GPO1 triangles
The use of triangles in pre-war wrappers and third class mail that did not require stamps has
been discussed. With the need for wartime markings to show payment but not to divulge the
point of mailing, the pre-war triangles were simply mutilated by cutting away some of the
raised rubber that indicated St. John’s, NF. At least two styles of “erased” states exist on
Naval Mail, as illustrated below.
GPO1

Partial Erasure
Known Use: October 1941 to May 1942

(Figure, left.) Defacing of hammer minimal,
and focused on left part of frame.

(Figure, right.) Defacing more thorough
(worn?) and original extent of “St. John’s,
NF” text is visible.

GPO2 triangles
GPO2

Initial State, complete device with no alterations
Known Use: September 1941 to June 1943

GPO2 triangle, complete frame. Full size. On
cover from 18 August 1942. Type IA2 of Frith.

The GPO2 triangles illustrate progressive modification of a postal marking device by
placement of a number of cuts on the perimeter. These are sharp cuts, placed with
mathematical precision about the margins of the triangle. The modifications to GPO2
triangles are easier to track than are those in later devices, as this was a period of HMCS Ship
censorship at Avalon. Many covers from this period have dates accompanying the censor
markings.
BNA Topics, Volume 69, Number 4, October–December 2012
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GPO2a First modification, single cut in left frame line
Known Use: January 1942–January 1943

Triangle cut in left frame to left of P in
POSTAGE. Full size. On cover from 20
December 1942. Type IA3 of Frith.

GPO2b Second modification, two cuts in each of right and left frame lines, single
cut in centre of base
Known Use: February 1943–June 1943

Triangle with cuts in left and right frame and
centred cut in base. Full size. On cover from 9
February 1943. Type IA4 of Frith.

Note how each new state of the modified triangle is additive to the previous
modification. Of further interest, unmodified states of the GPO2 triangle occur until at
least June of 1943 (registered cover from FMO Avalon). This conclusively demonstrates
that multiple examples of the GPO2 hammer existed at St. John’s and were used
simultaneously.
Of greater interest is the “why” of such modifications. Was this the work of one
particular postal clerk who, through boredom, or a desire to identify “his” marking,
deliberately cut into the frame with his penknife?
Was the late, unmodified hammer a replacement for the altered hammer, or just another
“pull” from the original mold that had not been used during the period December 1942 to
May 1943?
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GPO2c Third modification, two cuts in each side of right and left frame lines, three
cuts in base
Known use: July 1943
Triangle with cuts in left and right frame
and three spaced cuts in base. With wear,
the cuts tend to fill in with ink (left side
lower). Full size. On cover from 28 July
1943. Not noted by Frith, but this is most
likely the final state of this “modified”
hammer.

GPO4 triangles
GPO4 triangles show four distinct altered states, generated by two variables. The first
variable is the presence or absence of cut corners on the triangle, while the second variable is
the presence or absence of a dot after the G of GPO. A further variety, with a longer bar on
the G of POSTAGE, has been identified but not illustrated by Frith [12]. Whitehouse, in his
collection write-up [13], illustrates a “G” with an extended elliptical top. Neither of these
latter variants is conclusively illustrated to be distinct, repeatable variants of the marking;
they will not be illustrated in this article.
GPO4a Triangle surround has full boundaries, dot after G in GPO
Known use: May 1944

Type II of Frith.

GPO4b Triangle surround has full boundaries, no dot after “G” in GPO
Known use: September 1943, after April 1944
This marking is similar to the GPO4a with
a similar style and placement of letters.
The only difference is the lack of a period
after the G of GPO. It is suggested that
this is not a “modified” or “worn” version
of GPO4a, but is a separate marking
produced from the original mold for the
rubber casting. It could be a bit of dirt in
the mold lead to the hole for the period
being blocked when it was re-used. Type
IIB of Frith.
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GPO4c Triangle surround has cut corners, dot after G in GPO
Known use: October 1943 to May 1944
The common feature of this variant is
the cuts on all three corners. The cut
angle of the lower right corner of the
upper marking is distinctive by being
sub-parallel to the lines. The lower
marking (partial illustration) apparently
shows a cut across the lines, but this
could be an artifact due to inking and
wear. Each of the dot and non-dot
markings shows both types of cut
corners, suggesting a number of GPO4
triangles were in use at St John’s.

GPO4d Triangle surround has cut corners, no dot after “G” in GPO
Known use: October 1943
Marking is similar to GPO4c. The triangle is
cut “across” the termination of the sides as
shown by the dashed line. This variation
has no dot after the “G” in GPO, but is
otherwise similar in most respects to type
GPO4c.

The dates known for covers with type GPO4 triangles suggest that their use began at
least as early as September 1943 and continued through at least until May 1944. The fact that
modified, unmodified, dot, and non-dot markings are all seen within a relatively short period,
and that overlapping dates are known for at least some of the markings, indicates that a
number of hammers were in use and that the variations are not due to alteration of a single
device.
The lack of corners is not due to wear but, like the GPO2 triangles, the modifications
are caused by deliberate cutting of the device. My argument for this is that the cuts are sharp.
If they were due to wear, it would be unlikely that all three corners would “fail”
simultaneously
and
at
similar
distances
back
from
the
apex.
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GPO5 triangles
The last style of the GPO triangles commonly used at St John’s are the small,
equidimensional GPO5 markings, noted from late 1944 through to the end of war in the
Atlantic.
GPO5a Triangle surround has full boundaries, dot after G in GPO
Known use: September 1944–January 1945
Triangular surround has a small, consistent casting
flaw between the “T” and the “A” of POSTAGE. It
appears in all versions of the marking when it is
clearly inked. Periods appear after all letters of GPO
Type IIIB of Frith.

GPO5b Triangle surround has full boundaries, no dot after “G” in GPO
Known use: December 1944
A marking that Frith suggests as Type
IIIA, but he had not seen any examples.
This cover has a date of 8 December
written on the front by either the
receiver or the sender. The year would
have been 1944. This marking is pulled
from the same original mold as all
others, as a small break occurs in the
frame between the “T” and the “A” of
POSTAGE.

GPO5c Triangle surround has break in base, dot after G in GPO
Known use: none dated

A worn later marking, showing a clear cut in the
base of the triangle and the dot after the “G.” No
date on cover. Type IIIB1 of Frith.
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GPO5d Triangle surround has break in base, no dot after G in GPO
Known use: March 1945
Triangle marking with no dot after the “G” (and no
apparent dot after the “P” either) showing a clear
break in the base of the frame. This marking was
type IIIA1 of Frith.

The varieties of the GPO5 triangles are simple and, in
part, produced by poor casting of the rubber resulting in
varieties with and without dots. An early cover with clear
imprints of the triangular marking shows no periods after
either the “G” or “P” and no break in the base (Figure 14).
These are not truly major varieties in the sense that cuts
and other modifications are, but they arise because the mold
was most likely not cleaned properly before the rubber cast
was made, or because the holes in the mold were not large
enough to allow the rubber to flow into them.
They do serve to confirm that a number of triangles were
manufactured for use in handling the voluminous mails from
Avalon.

Figure 14. Clear strike
of GPO5 triangle with no
dots after the “G”
or “P” of GPO.

An uncommon use
Most covers with GPO triangles were used on registered or air mail letters from HMCS
Avalon. The covers shown below were collected by Wilf Whitehouse [14] and show an
undocumented use of the GPO triangles on US military mail.
I would first point out that these letters were censored by American military censors and
were not errantly mailed at Avalon by “visiting” personnel. They contain no markings that
could be ascribed to mail handled in any way from Avalon. The covers therefore
demonstrate that the triangle markings remained at the General Post Office in St. John’s and
were not somehow transferred to the Fleet Mail Office on the base to postmark the high
volume of American air mail letters at their source.
The first cover (Figure 15) originated with a serviceman in the 71st Battalion HQ &
Airbase Squadron(?) US Army Air Base, Gander. The correspondence was passed by US
Army Examiner 529 and struck with a strong marking showing that it was VIA AIR MAIL.
The pencil “7” in the upper corner may have referred to the airmail fee to Canada.
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One
way
or
another, the letter found
its way to the St John’s
post office, where it was
struck in red with a
clean, (new?) GPO2 triangle. The Gander
airbase had a US Army
Post Office APO 801C, and later APO 865
but no markings from it
are seen on this cover.
On the second cover
Figure 15. Cover from US Army Air Base at Gander, censored
and stamped by US Army Examiner 529, denoted VIA AIR MAIL
(Figure 16), the return
with rubber stamp, and handled through GPO St. John's. Pencil
address of APO 862
“7” in upper corner may refer to 7 cent airmail rate to Canada
refers to Ft Pepperell in
(as of 1 June 1943), the fee to be paid to the GPO.
St John’s. This office was
opened on 15 January
1941 and transferred to the US Army as of 15 November 1942 [15]. A deciphering of the
return address might suggest Battalion D, 24th Coast Artillery. Passed by US Army
Examiner 556, A.B. Lynch 1st Lt, this envelope also found its way to the GPO in St John’s,
where the Postage Paid triangle GPO2 was struck in black. This letter also was destined to
Montreal and would have required payment of the ground mail fee to Canada of 5¢ (no free
franking for US personnel through post sent to Canada).
The covers share many common features. They originated with US military sites; they
were censored by American Army Examiners; and they were destined to Canadian addresses
(both Montreal). They
also were both mailed
when GPO2 triangles
were still in use
(January 1942 to July
1943), although the
cover struck in red
appears to be a newer
(cleaner) hammer. Was
this
a
temporary
arrangement of the US
military and the St
John’s GPO, or do
Figure 16: Surface mail from APO 862, Fort Pepperell to Montreal.
more covers exist?
Censored and stamped by US Army Examiner 556, the mail was
handled through the GPO St. John's. Partially erased 5¢ in upper right
would pay the ground rate from Newfoundland to Canada.
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Conclusions
Five different types of GPO rubber hammer markings were used in St. John’s during World
War II, to denote payment of postal fees for “extra service” on correspondence from HMCS
Avalon and a limited amount of mail from US military bases in Newfoundland. These
markings are easily distinguished by typeface, placement of lettering, and overall size of
marking, and have been denoted GPO1 to GPO5 in this study.
A number of variations in the markings, including cuts in the frame line and missing
periods in the text are documented. Cuts in the frame result from deliberate mutilation of
the hammer and were not caused by wear. The presence or absence of dots after the letters
in “GPO” creates minor varieties that were a function of quality control issues in the original
mold construction or the creation of the rubber casts from these molds.
An analysis of known dates of use for the varieties demonstrates that multiple copies of
the same style hammer were in use at the General Post Office for at least three of the
designs (GPO2, GPO4, and GPO5).
As with any study of this type, additional information is needed, especially covers with
dates of use. Of particular interest are all covers from mid–1943 to the end of the war, and
covers originating at US military facilities in Newfoundland and handled by the General Post
Office in St. John’s. Little is known about the transfer of US military mail to the GPO.
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