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Canal Zone Covers Held in Bermuda 
during World War II

by Dickson Preston

Last spring four covers were sold on eBay that were mailed in 
the Canal Zone, addressed to French Morocco, held in Bermuda 
during World War II, and released by the Prize Court after the 
war. In his “Vice President’s Report” in the Second Quarter 
2012 issue of the CZP, Mike Demski requested any member of 
our society who was a winner of one of these covers to write an 
article on this subject. Jerry Michels provided an initial response 
in the article, “Early World War II Canal Zone Air Mail Covers 
to France and French Morocco,” in CZP 48(3):30-31 (2012). 
This article provides more details in response to Mike Demski’s 
request.

Summary
The four covers are from the same correspondence sent by B. 

Thomas, Box 5015, Cristobal to Jean A. Thomas at three addresses 
in French Morocco. The first of these covers is shown in Figs. 1 and 
2. The sender’s return address, Box 1500, Cristobal, is that of the 
French Line, Compagnie Générale Transatlantique, so it would 
appear that both persons were of French nationality. The covers 
were mailed between December 6, 1940 and February 11, 1941, 
just before the 25th Anniversary issues of 1939 were withdrawn 
from sale on February 28, 1941 [1]. In two cases the sender 
prepared and attached French Moroccan customs labels, printed 
in Rabat in May 1939, declaring the contents to be CZ postage 
stamps (timbres-poste. Origine: Zone de Canal de Panama) and 
giving their values as 325 and 370 French francs ($8.16 and $9.29 
in 1939 dollars or $134.50 and $153.12 in 2012 dollars) [2,3]. It is 
likely the other two letters also contained stamps.

The letters were sent by air mail from the Canal Zone to 
Europe. At this time correspondence to Vichy France, including 
French colonies loyal to the Vichy regime, was still possible, 
although mail service to the areas of France occupied by the 
Germans had been suspended. The intended route was by FAM 
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Fig. 1  Letter sent Dec. 6, 1940

Fig. 2  Reverse side of cover in Fig. 1
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5 to the U.S., by domestic air lines to New York, by FAM 18 from 
New York via Bermuda to Lisbon, and then by European airlines 
to Marseilles. Two letters have additional postage for air transport 
from Marseilles to French Morocco, while the others are franked 
to go by surface.  As it turns out, Bermuda was the end of the line 
for these four letters, which were held in Bermuda because they 
contained goods that might have been of value to the enemy, in 
this case postage stamps. The contents were removed and sold 
at auction after the war. In September 1950 the covers were 
put back into the mail stream. By the time the letters arrived in 
French Morocco the addressee was unknown, so the letters were 
returned to their sender, arriving in the Canal Zone in October 
and November 1950. Although B. Thomas probably would have 
moved on by then, the Compagnie Générale Transatlantique 
was still at the return address of Box 1500, Cristobal and could 
have received the mail; they were still at this address in 1976 [4].  
There is no indication that the letters were undeliverable when 
they arrived back in the Canal Zone.
The British Prize Court in Bermuda

The practice of awarding the value of enemy ships or their 
cargoes to British sailors who captured them during wartime 
began in the late middle ages. The British Admiralty Prize Court 
was first established in 1708 to evaluate such claims and their 
distribution among the officers and crews of the capturing ships 
[5]. For example, many British Naval Officers became wealthy 
during the Napoleonic Wars by seizing ships carrying enemy 
goods. The Court operated during wartime, and on September 30, 
1939, shortly after World War II began, King George VI issued a 
commission authorizing the Prize Court to rule on the capture 
and seizure of enemy ships, aircraft, and goods [6].

During the war, Bermuda was used by the British as a major 
control point for ships and aircraft crossing the Atlantic. An 
Imperial Censorship Station was opened in Bermuda on January 
15, 1940. Both mail and goods transiting Bermuda were examined 
to check for information or for articles of economic value to the 
enemy. Mail was censored and offending passages were deleted 
or the mail could be returned or destroyed. Initially mail with 
contents that were deemed to be financially detrimental to the 
allied cause could be “condemned” or “detained,” and was seized, 
pending a decision by the Prize Court. By the time the Prize Court 
was established in Bermuda in June 1941, there were several 
warehouses filled with material awaiting the decision of the 
Court regarding the propriety of the seizures, including about one 
million parcels and letters [7]. The types of material considered 
of value to the enemy included cash, items of negotiable value, 
gems, and postage stamps. The contents were removed from the 
envelopes and the envelopes were retained until after the war 
ended, when they were released by the Prize Court and returned 
to the mail stream.

 The items released after the war fall into two groups, based 
on their markings. When the Imperial Censorship Station in 
Bermuda was closed on May 1, 1944, a large group of condemned 
mail was transferred to Great Britain. The contents were 
disposed of and the envelopes were put back into the mail stream 
in late 1945 or early 1946 [8]. These items can be identified by 
the distinctive marking “Released” with an adjacent wavy line 
pattern which was intended to cover the “Condemned” marking 
put on the letter by the original censor. An example on a letter 
from the U.S. to Germany, with a Great Britain censor tape, is 

shown in Fig. 3.  I have not seen an example of this marking on a 
letter from the Canal Zone. 

A second group of released mail, made up of philatelic items, 
may be identified by the handstamp “Released by Prize Court” in 
various colors as shown in Fig. 4, with different colors for different 
batches of released mail [9]. These letters are sealed with plain 
tape and do not have censor tapes or other censor markings, so 
they must have been separated out early in the process of sorting 
the mail when it first arrived in Bermuda. This mail was held 
because of the value of the postage stamps either contained in 
the envelopes or packages or used to frank them. It was retained 
in Bermuda after the censorship station closed, rather than 
being sent to Great Britain. By 1944 the stamps accumulated 
in Bermuda consisted of over 140,000 packets weighing three 
tons. These items, mostly packet material and new issues, were 
auctioned by H. R. Harmer in Hamilton, Bermuda on March 10 
and 11, 1949 and realized $40,000, which is $385,000 in 2012 
dollars [3]. The envelopes and packages that had contained these 
stamps were subsequently put back into the international mails 
in five batches between August 1948 and December 1950. 

The Four Letters
The first letter was sent by registered airmail from Cristobal 

on December 6, 1940 to Jean Thomas in Rabat, French Morocco 
(Figs. 1, 2).  The postage of $1.05 indicates that it was a double 
weight letter paying two times 15c per half ounce air from the 

Fig. 5  Letter sent Jan. 17, 1941

Fig. 6  Reverse of cover in Fig. 5

Fig. 3  1946 “RELEASED” marking with wavy lines 
covering the original “CONDEMNED” marking

Fig. 4  Released marking 
used 1948 to 1950.

Fig. 5  Letter sent Jan. 17, 1941

Fig. 6  Reverse of cover in Fig. 5
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Canal Zone to the U.S., two times 30c per half ounce air from the 
U.S. to Marseille, and 15c registration. It passed through the New 
York Foreign section on December 9 and probably was carried 
to Bermuda by either the Dixie Clipper on December 9 or the 
Yankee Clipper on December 18 [10]. In Bermuda the letter was 
separated as a potential prize before it passed through normal 
censorship. Hence it has cellophane sealing tape on two sides, 
but none of the usual Bermuda censorship hand stamps or tapes. 
It was held in Bermuda until September 1950, when it received 
a Hamilton, Bermuda postmark and a grey “Released by Prize 
Court” hand stamp. Both markings are visible through the thin 
paper of the sealing tapes. After being remailed in Bermuda, the 
letter arrived in Rabat on December 4, but could not be delivered, 
and received an indistinct marking indicating the addressee 
was unknown in Rabat. It was then forwarded to Paris, perhaps 
because the return address in the Canal Zone had been obscured 
by the cellophane tape used to reseal the letter after the contents 
had been removed in Bermuda. In Paris the letter was hand 
stamped PARIS GARE [P. L.] M. ENTRANGER (roughly, Paris 
Foreign Office) and opened, perhaps in an attempt to locate the 
sender. It was officially sealed with 20 seals of the PTT, citing the 
legal authority for opening the letter, plus four wax seals, also 
with the text, PARIS GARE P. L. M. ENTRANGER. It was then 
marked RETOUR À L’ENVOYEUR (Return to Sender) and sent 
back to Cristobal, where it arrived on October 24, 1950.

The second letter was sent to Jean Thomas, now at Post Office 
Box 65 in Mazagan in French Morocco, by registered air mail 
from Cristobal on January 17, 1941 (Figs. 5, 6). Since it is not 
partially covered with French Official Seals, all the markings are 
visible and clear.  Before posting the letter, the sender attached 
a customs label declaring the stamps enclosed, as described in 
the summary. This letter has the most interesting franking of 
the four, first because it displays a fine copy of Scott C20, the 
$1.00 25th Anniversary air mail stamp, which is not partially 
covered by official seals, and second, because Scott 124, the 6c 
25th Anniversary stamp, has been added to pay the air mail 
postage from Marseilles to Morocco. Again, this is a double 
weight letter, the postage paid is two times 15c per half ounce 

air mail from the Canal Zone to the U.S., two times 30c per 
half ounce transatlantic air mail, two times 3c per half ounce 
air mail from Europe to French Morocco, and 15c registration. 
Within the Canal Zone the letter was sent to Balboa, and flown 
to New York, arriving January 20. The next air mail flight bound 
for Europe was the Yankee Clipper, which flew from New York 
to Bermuda on January 22 [10]. In mid-January, the Bermuda 
Censorship Office began applying their own registry numbers to 
registered mail, and this letter was marked 3270 in purple-grey, 
a color used for only the first two weeks of this new procedure 
[11]. As before, the letter was sealed with plain tape without any 
of the usual censorship tapes or markings. After the contents 
had been removed and auctioned, the letter resumed its journey 
from Hamilton on September 18, 1950 and was hand stamped 
“Released by Prize Court,” using a distinctive marking with 
extraneous spaces in “Release_d b_y.” When the letter arrived in 
Mazagan on October 4, it was unclaimed (NON RÉCLAMÉ) at 
Box 65 and returned to sender. It reached New York on November 
11 and Cristobal on November 20, 1950.

The third letter differs from the previous two in that it was 
sent unregistered and, thus, was handled differently during its 
sojourn in Bermuda (Figs. 7, 8). It was sent to John Thomas at his 
street address in Mazagan. When mailed on February 7, 1941, 
it received an ordinary Cristobal slogan machine cancellation. 
This single weight letter would have required 15c air to the U.S. 
plus 30c transatlantic air mail, for a total of 45c, but is franked 
with 50c postage. The 5c overfranking would have entitled it 
to air delivery from Europe to Morocco. Without a New York 
registry marking we cannot determine the Clipper flight to 
Bermuda. Again the letter had the contents removed and was 
resealed with plain tape. The Hamilton departure postmark of  
September 16, 1950 displays the slogan “Come to Bermuda - The 
Isles of Rest,” which certainly seems appropriate for a letter that 
languished in Bermuda for over nine and a half years. It received 
the grey “Released by Prize Court” marking, this time without 
the extraneous spaces. When it arrived at the street address 
in Mazagan on October 4, it was noted in both manuscript and 
by using a boxed marking that the addressee had “Parti sans 
laisser d’adresse” (Left leaving no address) and it was returned to 
sender.  The path back to the Canal Zone is not recorded for this 
unregistered letter.

The fourth letter, mailed February 11, 1941, is similar to 
the second one, except that it is single weight. As before the 
sender attached a customs label declaring the value of the 
stamps within and sent it to Jean Thomas at his post office box 
in Mazagan (Figs. 9, 10). The postage, 15c air to the U.S., 30c 
transatlantic air mail, and 15c registration, was paid with two 
copies of C19, the 30c 25th Anniversary air mail stamp. There is 
no extra postage for air mail from Europe to French Morocco. The 
letter was mailed at Cristobal on February 11, 1941, and passed 
through Balboa and New York on its way to Bermuda, where 
it probably arrived on the Yankee Clipper on February 19 [10]. 
Here it was stamped with the Bermuda registry number 2700 
(in the standard red color used since February 1), was opened 
to remove the contents, and was resealed with plain tape. It 
departed Hamilton on September 16, 1950. Like its predecessor, 
the letter was hand stamped “Released by Prize Court,” using 
the distinctive marking with extraneous spaces in “Release_d 
b_y,” was marked NON RÉCLAMÉ (unclaimed) in Mazagan on 
October 4, and was returned to sender. It reached New York on 
November 11 and Cristobal on November 20, the same dates as 
the second letter.

Fig. 7  Letter sent Feb. 7, 1941

Fig. 8  Reverse side of cover in Fig. 7 continued on page 8
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intercepted in Bermuda during WWII records only 65 examples 
marked “Released by Prize Court,” so these are relatively 
scarce items [12]. Letters from the Canal Zone were not treated 

Conclusion
The Bermuda Censorship Project’s survey of over 7800 covers 

Fig. 9  Letter sent Feb. 11, 1941 Fig. 10  Reverse side of cover in Fig. 9

Misperforated Panes in the NPM Vault
by richard D. Bates, Jr.

The National Postal Museum of the Smithsonian Institution 
now houses the materials transferred from the Canal Zone 
Postal Service after the transfer of the Canal to Panama in 
1979. 

Included among these materials are several printing or 
perforation errors retained by the CZPS and included in their 
files.  These panes never reached the public, but as the stamps 
were printed as full sheets, it is possible that a pane from one of 
the other positions did. Unless that happened and copies now 
reside in public hands, these items will not be listed in Scott or 
in the Check List from CZ Stamps, now being updated.

A purpose of this article is to ask anyone with such varieties 
to contact your Editor. 

A misperforated pane of the S.S. Ancon stamp, Scott No. 
149, in the NPM vault is illustrated in Fig. 1. The expanded 
image of the plate block from that pane is shown also in Fig. 2.

Fig. 1  Misperforated pane on No. 149

This item is accompanied by a letter, shown in Fig. 3, 
indicating that this pane was found in the stock at the Rodman 
post office in November 1965.  The letter acknowledges that the 

other three panes (from the original sheet) may exist, but states 
this is the only known pane at the time the letter was written 
on November 8, 1965.

Misperforated examples of No. 149 are known and are listed 
in the Check List as 149.1, with the horizontal perforations 
shifted upward into the bottom of the design, unlike those on 

continued from page 7

Fig. 3  Letter dated November 8, 1965
from R. S. Herr, Director of Posts

Fig. 2  Plate block from pane in Fig. 1
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WANTED
Volunteer(s) to work on project to create a cover 
to commemorate the 100th Anniversary of the
Opening of the Panama Canal which will occur

on August 15, 2014.
Includes cachet design, ceremony planning, 
franking including possible stamp design, 

ordering and fulfillment.
Please contact Mike Drabik - czsgsecretary@gmail.com

or at P.O. Box 281, Bolton, MA 01740-0281

OquistStamps
CANAL ZONE Specialized 3rd Series for sale

Varieties, Multiples
Available on our website

www.oquiststamps.com
Nik & Lisa Oquist • email: sales@oquiststamps.com

P.O. Box 83, Monrovia, MD 21770

WORLDWIDE STAMP SPECIALISTS

the pane in Fig. 1 which are shifted downward. 
Two misperforated partial panes of No. 164 also are in the 

vault, with the enlarged plate blocks shown in Figs. 5 and 6.
But to the best of my knowledge, no examples from either 

of these sheets are known to be in the hands of philatelists.  
Readers are asked to communicate information to the contrary.

Fig. 5  Misperforated strips of 30 from
LR panes with plate nos. 172528 and 172529

Fig. 6  Plate blocks from strips in Fig. 4

CANAL ZONE
Comprehensive Stock including singles, plate blocks, FDCs, FFCs, 

specimens, B.O.B., stationery, covers and paper memorabilia/books

Send for free Detailed List or view at our Website

C&H Stamps P.O. Box 855 • Syracuse, NY 13214 

CZCD@twcny.rr.com     Website: www.CanalZoneStamps.Com

CZSG APS USPPS  ~ Our 33rd Year ~

The images included in this article, except for Fig. 4,  have been provided by Jim 
O’Donnell courtesy of the National Postal Museum.

differently in Bermuda from mail from other locations, but they 
are still of special interest to CZ collectors. Since the only mail that 
received the “Released by Prize Court” markings were those that 
contained postage stamps, the letters’ philatelic origins should not 
detract from their value to collectors. 

The four covers described in this article are the first CZ mail 
released in Bermuda by the Prize Court seen by me. They represent 
a good cross section of such mail, showing a range of CZ rates and 
the processing of both ordinary and registered mail. Their high 
value frankings, especially using the $1.00 25th Anniversary air 
mail stamps to pay documented postal rates, add special interest 
to these scarce examples of CZ World War II postal history. 
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