
 

New South Wales Official Envelopes 
 

Part 1. 

Government departments in New South Wales, Australia (NSW), enjoyed free franking of mail until 1 January 1849, 
when the privilege was rescinded and their mail required prepayment of postage. The departments at first used 
ordinary postage stamps and stationery. From 13 December 1879, the departments were provided with “O S” (On 
Service) stamps and stationery. The 1893 NSW postal Guide summarised the instructions for use of O S stamps, and 
by extension, for O S postal stationery: 

Stamps with the letters “O.S.” marked thereon in black are issued for the use of Government officials under the 
following regulations: 

1. Postage stamps having the letter “O.S.” printed thereon in black are only available for official letters, the 
envelopes of which must bear the endorsement “O.H.M.S.”, with the name of the Department (or Branch thereof) 
from which they are sent, in the corner; or, in the case of letters addressed to a Department, the name of the 
sender written in the corner; and in default of this being done, letters stamped with the “O.S.” stamps will be 
opened, under the provisions of the Postage Act, and returned to the senders, - unless, on being opened, they 
prove to be from a Public Department and on official business, when they will be reclosed, endorsed accordingly, 
and sent on to destination.  

2. Under no pretext whatever will these stamps be supplied to Postmasters or be sold by Postmasters, or be 
purchased or exchanged for other stamps at any Post Office. 

3. Public Officers in the country will not be able to procure “O.S.” stamps from country Postmasters, but can obtain 
them from the Heard of their Department in Sydney, to whom they will be supplied on requisition in the usual 
manner. 

4. O.S. (On Service) postage stamps marked with the word “specimen” may be purchased at the Stamps Sales Office, 
General Post Office, at their face value, but such stamps are not available for the prepayment of postage. 

At the time, the [NSW] Government Printer (‘NSW printer’) purchased ready-made envelopes from commercial 
companies to print ordinary post office postal stationery envelopes. The dies used were electros taken from the Queen 
Victoria master dies used for adhesive stamps. Envelope indica were printed singly from a typographic forme.  

To address the O S requirement, already-made postal stationery envelopes were typographed O S in black over their 
indicia.  

         
Figure 1. Contemporary 1d and 2d indicia overprinted O S. 

There have been catalogue listings of the official envelopes from the 1880s. Initially most were only, or primarily 
concerned with the indicium, consistent with the practice of collecting cut squares. Collin and Calman1 (1899) gave 
separate catalogue numbers to each different size, as did Stanley Gibbons2 (1890 -1900). Further differentiation based 
on the shape of the opening flap as well as paper colour and whether wove or laid was used in the Senfs3 (1914) 
catalogue. The 1928 Ascher4 took the Senfs listing and expanded it to include: 1) more knife shape details; 2) presence 
or absence of an embossed coat of arms seal on the flap; and 3) types of heading and address printing on some 
envelopes. The 1960s Fladung (Higgins & Gage)5 used Asher as its guide, and mangled the work such that it lists non-
existent items, misdescribes others, and omits some line items from Ascher.  

In this article, a specialised listing will be attempted. Because knife shapes cannot normally be detected on scans, nor 
can the type of seal on a back flap if only the front is shown, the available pool of items to examine is a subset of the 
many examples sold on eBay and other internet sites The die types require about 200 dpi resolution, and many internet 
scans are less, and that feature too cannot be determined many times. Still, a large trove of suitable items was 
available, including scans from several collectors. So, with the thought that a perfect listing may never be possible, I 
decided to make an attempt, even though there may be errors and omissions. Additions and corrections can always 
follow to advance our knowledge of these interesting items of postal stationery. 



As already mentioned, the NSW printer purchased commercial envelopes for printing indicia. However, the PSSA6 
catalogue, which does not yet have a chapter for official envelopes, contains the following statement regarding post 
office envelopes: 

Sale to the public The first stamped envelopes, issued in January 1870, were solely for sale to the public via post 
offices and licensed stamp vendors. It is thought unlikely that at this time the New South Wales Printing Office 
manufactured the envelopes on which the impressed stamps [sic indicia] were printed. Bell and others considered 
that blank envelopes already cut, folded and gummed were purchased from locally based stationers. However, as 
early as 1870, the Government Printer, Thomas Richards, in a report of possible cost reducing measures, suggested 
that manufacturing envelopes in one of the branches of the Government Printing Office would result in significant 
cost reductions. Later the Government Printing Office is known to have had its own machinery for producing 
envelopes but the degree to which this was used is uncertain. Certainly, the Government Printing Office, by 1880, 
was producing at least some envelopes for its own use.  

The envelopes covered in this article are certainly a mixture, with all the early ones purchased from commercial 
stationers, and some or all of the later ones made by the government. As production of blank envelopes was not done 
under security printing controls, there appears to be no archival records to determine which sizes/types were made 
by the government.  

Each different envelope will be given a separate catalogue number, based on the following criteria: 

1. Indicium design, colour and/or denomination 
2. Envelope size 
3. Envelope knife shape 
4. Wove or laid paper 
5. Paper colour. However, early catalogues noted papers with faint rose or blue tints. Those colours are fugitive, and 

today all examples have faded to a cream or buff. After 1½ centuries, almost all paper that was originally 
white/cream has faded to cream, buff or light tan. The listings here use “cream” generically. 

6. Absence or presence of officially printed heading on front. 
7. Absence or presence of an embossed seal on the flap 
8. Other major variety, such as an embossed manufacturer’s imprint, watermark, etc. 
9. Each different setting of heading or addressee text. 

Blank envelopes are listed first, solely for convenience. Envelopes with a printed heading are divided into categories 
based on the government department that ordered them. The catalogue numbers may be followed by suffixes: 

•  Identical envelopes with different die types will have suffix letters: a, b, c, etc. 
• Identical envelopes with different official seals will have a dashed suffix giving the seal type: -OS1, -OS2, etc. 

John Bell of Australia and I started a voluminous correspondence about NSW official envelopes in 2005. He published 
a few articles about them at the time in Sydney Views, the journal of the Royal Sydney Philatelic Club. Regrettably, he 
passed away in 2011. His collection and research papers were sold at auction, and I was fortunate to be able to acquire 
much of it. John used the printing records chronicled by Hull and tried to match printing dates/quantities to the 
different types of envelopes and typographed headings he classified (the NSW Printer’s records are silent as to 
envelope knife, whether blank or impressed on stock preprinted with headings, etc.). In unpublished notes, he placed 
the printings of the official registration envelopes of the Department of Education to many of Hull’s list of print dates. 
But his notes stated there were some anomalies, so not all was certain. He also allocated a few other printed types, 
but curiously, none of the printed “small” sized envelopes: he only researched the “foolscap” size. 

To derive the listing of this article, I had to pick and choose Bell’s allocations based on examination of the items. 
Overall, his research was an excellent starting point for some issues, and he can only be commended for doing it 
without the aid of a computer (apparently, he had none, and we only communicated by typed letters. He used a 
photocopier to record images.)  

One key to understanding the different printings is the size and shape of the envelope knife. In this article, the sizes 
are given by letters (a, b, c, etc.). Grouped under the same letter are envelopes that are ±3 mm, with the understanding 
the procurement specifications must have had an allowance for commercial products. However, each specific knife 
does have the same dimensions, which are noted. Each knife in a particular size is illustrated, and the knife type is 
given a suffix number (a1, a2, a3, etc.). 

John Bell published in Sydney Views (2007) a list of 32 different seals of the Royal coat of arms that were embossed in 
red on the flaps of some official envelopes. The design consists of a lion at left and a chained unicorn at right, 



 

supporting a shield surmounted by a crown. At bottom are three types of plant leaves, representing England (a rose, 
under the lion), a thistle (Scotland, under the unicorn, and on some types, three shamrocks (Ireland, under the ribbon). 
The ribbon contains the Latin phrase DIEU ET MON DROIT (God and my right). 

We collaborated on the work, but with divergent purposes: he wanted to record all such seals used, including those 
on formular envelopes (those without an indicium), and I was only interested in official postal stationery envelopes. 
Since his article, I discovered several more seals on postal stationery, and this article contains 28 different. 

The official seals are divided into two groups for convenience:  
Group A: Those with no shamrocks under the bottom ribbon. 
Group B: Those with three shamrocks under the bottom ribbon. 

              
Group A Figure 5. Official Seal Examples Group B 

In the following lists, the seals are illustrated 160% size in black and white, and the width of each oval is given. The 
distance is measured between the outside border oval. The seals were, I believe, embossed by the NSW Government 
Printer, although I have not seen any definitive statement or archival evidence to that effect. Apparently, not much 
effort was made to engrave them, as most are poor reproductions of the actual seal, and most engravings are sloppily 
executed. 

The process of producing the official envelopes consisted of the Government printer receiving orders from 
Departments, obtaining commercial blank envelopes (later, at least some of its own manufacture), and printing the 
typographic die on one folded envelope at a time, then, for the early issues, printing “O S” on the indicia. These were 
then sent to the Stores Department, which sent batches to the requesting Departments as needed. 

Envelopes exist with SPECIMEN overprint in black. Others have a CTO cancellation of N.S.W. or G.P.O. in concentric 
ovals, with or without a Specimen overprint. Some issued envelopes were demonetized with bars over the indica. All 
of these types are covered in Part 3 of this article. 

Each catalogue number is given a priced valuation, for Mint and Used items. Many of the official envelopes appear 
frequently on eBay, Delcampe, and auctions, while others are excessively rare. Because of the difficulty of determining 
the catalogue number of items only identified by H&G numbers (or not at all), and lack of a scan of the back side 
(needed for knife and seal type), the pool of price points of identifiable items is smaller than the whole. Still, a general 
guide is attempted. Perhaps if these catalogue numbers become widely used, an update to prices could be made. 
Items for which I have no record in mint or used condition have the star symbol . Items with scant or no price history 
are given my best estimate, in italics. 

Blank Envelopes (without typographic text on front) 

For this section of envelopes with just an official indicium and an otherwise blank front, the following sizes and knives 
were used. Each knife  has its dimensions given, as well as the vertical height of the top flap (TF) and bottom flap (BF), 
all numbers in millimeters. The illustrations are one-third size. Most later catalogues differentiated between pointed 
and curved top flaps. Ascher also noted those with a circular notch shape (where the two side flaps meet). The shapes 
can be differentiated by the visual differences of the shapes, as well as the overall dimensions of each knife, which 
tend to be constant. 

                           
a1 145 x 79 TF43 BF42 a2 138 x 80 TF44 BF46 



                     
a3 139 x 79 TF41 BF40 a4 138 x 79 TF43 BF43 

                 
a5 142 x 79 TF44 BF45 a6 138 x 80 TF44 BF41 

                    
a7 137 x 79 TF42 BF44 a8 138 x 78 TF44 BF41 

            
b1 121 x 95 TF52 BF50 c1 146 x 90  

 
d1 223 x 101 TF58 BF56 

The following are the 12 Official Seals used on the blank envelopes, all in various shades of red. One colourless seal 
that was used on ordinary envelopes was also employed, S1. Seals are illustrated at 160% size. They can most easily 
be distinguished by the positions of the beasts’ tails. Careful comparison of the shape of the ribbon and shapes and 
placements of the leaves are other visual clues. A final check is the overall width. The bottom ribbon is uniquely 
concave downwards on OS4. Seals OS1 // OS13 are Group A, and OS21-OS22 are Group B. 

 

                   
OS 1 [24½ mm] OS 2 [23½ mm] 



 

                  
OS 3 [24½ mm] OS 4 [25½ mm] 

                
OS 6 [26½ mm] OS 7 [26½ mm] 

             
OS 9 [27½ mm] OS 10 [?] 

                 
OS 12 [28 mm] OS 13 [27½ mm] 

   
OS 21 [30 mm] S1 

 
OS 22 [30 mm] 

  



31 January 1880. Envelopes with Queen Victoria indica overprinted O S in black by typography. Existing envelope 
blanks being used for production of post office envelopes were used, as well as new supplies of commercial envelopes 
procured specifically for official envelope production. Some have official seals, though whether the seals were 
embossed before or after the indica were printed is not known. As some earlier formular envelopes exist with seals, it 
is more likely the envelopes were pre-embossed. One envelope has a paper manufacturer’s watermark as shown 
below. 

 
The rates per ½ ounce: 1d for local letters and 2d for letters addressed within NSW or to one of the other Australian 
states.  

The 2d was first issued 7 May 1882. Two settings of overprints: 

              
Setting A: 13.9 mm Setting B: 12.6 mm 

The O in Setting B is more circular than oval, and the S has the ends of the letter curved upwards or downwards more 
than in Setting A. 
 

OE3-OS3 has a colourless embossed manufacturer’s imprint under the flap: JOHN SANDS, STATIONER, SYDNEY. 
 O S Setting A M U 

    
OE1 O S / 1d dull rose QV, a2, cream laid 40 190 
OE2-OS1                “         , c1, creamlaid 190 300 
        -OS2                “         , c1, cream laid 150 375 
OE3-OS3                “         , c1, cream laid, imprint 190 375 
OE4-OS21                “         , d1, cream laid, wmk 450 1420 
OE5 O S / 2d blue QV, a3, cream laid 15 520 
OE6-OS21         “         , d1, cream laid 600 
 O S Setting B 
OE7 O S / 2d blue QV, a5, cream laid  

OE8-OS22           “                  , d1, cream laid  1100 

 
Figure 6. Example of OE3-OS3 

Circa 1887, the colour of the 1d changed to brick red. The 1d dull rose has a range of shades, and so does the brick red 
indicium. However, the shades cluster around those two colours. There is no archival evidence that the change was 
an official decision. It likely emanated from a small alteration of the formulation of the pigments used for the ink. This 



 

change occurred on the ordinary envelopes, and those overprinted O S followed. 

The PSSA online catalogue elsewhere has the following statement regarding the 1d indicium used for post office and 
STO issues which mirror the official envelopes. 

The colour of the 1d stamp [sic] on both the post office issues and sto printings is in various shades of `rose’, 
with those of the earlier issues often being particularly pale. However, the Ascher and Higgins and Gage 
catalogues both list a new issue in 1888 with the 1d stamp in a much darker shade of red. Ascher refers to this 
as `zieglerot’ which translates to `brick-red’; the term used in the H and G listing. There is no mention of this 
colour change in Bassett Hull. The source of the information of the 1888 date given in Ascher and Higgins and 
Gage is unknown. The specimen overprint with a known date of November 1888 (E3as) has the 1d stamp printed 
in much darker shade than for the 7 earlier issues. The specimen is printed on an envelope which corresponds 
to one of the envelope types given for this issue by Ascher and H and G. The other types they list are all with 
pointed flaps and correspond to the other envelopes seen with brick-red stamps impressions, whether or not 
all were post office issues is unknown. The ‘1888’ date has been retained in the envelope listing for the brick-
red shade (E3) in the catalogue listing. If the date of 1888 is correct later printings with the 1d De La Rue 1d 
stamps would have been for a restricted time period as the 1d Centennial stamps were placed on sale in July 
1888; an envelope with the 1d brick red stamp is known used in July 1888. As with other issues of postal 
stationery there are variations in the shades of the stamp impression but except for the `brick-red’ issue it is 
considered that these do not merit separate catalogue listing. 

The first mention I can find for a change in colour is in Collin and Calman (1899). They list the colour as “vermillion 
red” in size 139 x 79 mm, then as “brick red” in size 142 x 79 mm. Only the first item’s date of issue (1885 01 01) is 
given. 

The next mention is in Gibbons (1897) with two catalogue numbers, one for “red” and the other for " dull red”. The 
1914 Senfs listing is “1 Penny flesh red, brick red” with a footnote: “NB: The flesh red (older) colour is rarer”. The Ascher 
listing is far more extensive than any of the earlier ones, assigning 1883 to “dull rose” and 1888 to “brick red”. The 
latter corresponds to the similar post office issues, although the “brick red” post office issue is given as “1888 (?)”, 
whereas the official envelope listing omits the question mark. The actual date may be earlier than 1888. 

As noted in the PSSA comments, Hull did not mention a change of colour. However, he relied almost exclusively on 
information from the government printer’s archives. This means that if the colour formula of the indicium ink was 
slightly altered circa 1888, it would probably not have been deemed important enough to chronicle in the printer’s 
records, and there would be nothing for Hull to report. 

But the physical evidence from the earliest philatelic reports suggests that a colour change was made, and philatelists 
noticed it. A change in production that the government deems unimportant (such as a stamp’s perforation) is often 
deemed important by philatelists, and worthy of separate catalogue numbers. The colour change fits this scenario. 
The two indicium colours are shown in Figure 7. 

                                        
Dull rose  Figure 7 Brick red 

1887?. Change in colour to brick red, otherwise similar to prior issue. The paper of OE8 exists in two varieties. One has 
the laid battone chain lines spaced 28 mm apart, and the other’s is 25 mm. The former has hand gum, Figure 8A, and 
the latter has machine gum, Figure 8B. Hand gum is applied with a brush containing the glue. A column of envelopes 
with opened-out top flaps are shingled, with the tip of each lower envelope spaced a set distance from the one above. 
The bottom envelope is shingled with a card shaped like a flap. The workman applies a brush stroke of glue across the 
opened out flaps. Hand gum, as a consequence, always has vertical sides, and the bottom shape of the gum matches 
the shape of the flap. Machine gum is applied by a shaped pad of felt or similar material by a rotary applicator, usually 
one portion of an automatic envelope making machine. The shape of the pad is arbitrary. The envelopes are on a 
conveyor system, and the gum is dried before the flap is folded down and the envelope discharged into a pile 



 
Figure 8A: Hand gum 

 
Figure 8B: Machine gum. 

 

  M U 
OE9 1d brick red QV, OS Type A, a3, cream laid 15 150 
OE10                “         , OS Type B, a3, cream laid   

 

18 May 1885. The extra production step required to overprint an indicium was eliminated by converting ordinary dies 
to official dies before printing on the envelopes. 

The existing 1d Queen Victoria master die used for stamps and indicia was used to create a new die exclusively for 
official envelopes. The scrollwork around the oval was erased, and O S added at top and bottom. The colour was dull 
rose, changed to brick red in 1886 11? (1888 according to Ascher), Figure 9. 

            
Figure 9. Left: Stamp and post office envelope indicium. Centre: dull rose O S envelope. Right: brick red. 
Four dies were created, and they can be distinguished by the placement of the O S letters. 

 
Die 1 Die 2 

Upper S impinges oval border Upper S impinges frame line 
 



 

          
Die 3                                                Die 4 

Upper O tilts right                               Lower O almost touches oval 
                                                     and upper S tilts right 

    M U 
OE11a 1d dull rose QV die 1, a2, cream laid 12 
OE11b            “              die 2, a2, cream laid 12 
OE12-OS4            “              die 2, a3, cream laid 22 
          -OS7            “              die 2, a3, cream laid 75 
          -OS8            “              die 2, a3, cream laid 75 
OE13a 1d brick red QV die 2, a1, cream laid 560 
OE13b            “              die 3, a1, cream laid 220 300 
OE14a            “              die 3, a3, cream laid 40 
OE14av                 “    indicium inverted lower left 190 
OE14b            “              die 4, a3, cream laid 25 370 
OE15            “              die 3, a4, cream laid 25 
OE16            “              die 4, a5, cream laid 30 

Note: OS12 envelopes have hand gum, the others machine gum, with OE12-OS08 with both types. OE14b exists with 
a purple handstamp at lower left: Attendance Officer / Armidale / ___189. 

1888. To celebrate the centennial of European settlement in NSW, a series of commemorative postage stamps was 
issued. Those designs were used to create postal stationery indica (postal cards, envelopes, wrappers, etc.) The 1d 
design has a view of Sydney, and the 2d an Emu, a flightless bird. Initially, official stationery reverted to having the 
indica overprinted O S, as the designs were not amenable to erasure of their corners to insert the letters as was done 
with the prior issue. The letters are always struck in the centre, and are Type C, where the most prominent feature is 
the close spacing, letters 11.8 vs. 13.5 mm, Figure 9. 

       
Figure 9. 

  M U
OE17 O S / 1d violet Sydney, a3, cream laid 330 
OE18 O S / 2d blue Emu, a2, cream laid 400 
OE19             “       , a7, dark blue laid 700 

See Part 3 for the many specimen and reprint types of these items. 
30 September 1888. Although the initial Centennial official envelopes were overprinted O S because the design did 
not allow erasure of the filigree outside the border to insert the letters without compromising the protruding crown 



on the 1d, and the country name on the 2d, a novel solution was implemented. Ignoring the filagree design, holes 
were drilled through the upper corners of the 1d die, and mid-centre of the 2d die. Metal plugs with the letters O and 
S were inserted in the holes, Figure 10. The resulting impression was an indicium that only differed from one on a 
regular, public use envelope by the white holes and coloured letters.  

          
Figure 10. OS Centennial Designs. 

More than one 1d die was drilled. The workman was not precise in his positioning of the location of the holes Also, a 
plug’s letter was not always engraved exactly at the centre, and/or slightly rotated from vertical. These differences 
enable the dies to be distinguished. The following are found on the blank envelopes. 

 
Observing the distance of a hole to the double outline below is the main distinguishing characteristic. Additional 
features: 
Die 1: The S is set too high in the circle. 
Die 2: The O is set too low in the circle. 
Die 3: The O is set  high and to the right. 
Die 4: The O white circle is moved right relative to the U below. 
Die 5: Small white spur at 5:00 position in the O white circle. The S is set low. Projection of U is centre of O. 

  M U 
OE20a 1d violet Sydney, die 1, a3, cream laid 120 
OE20b            “              , die 2, a3, cream laid 80 
OE21a            “              , die 1, a4, cream laid 100 
OE21b            “              , die 2, a4, cream laid 80 
OE22-OS7            “              , die 1, a3, cream laid 110 



 

          -OS13            “              , die 1, a3, cream laid 110 
OE23a-OS6            “              , die 1, a5, cream laid 110 
           -OS9            “              , die 1, a5, cream laid 75 300  
           -OS12          “              , die 1, a5, cream laid 60 
OE23b-OS9            “              , die 3, a5, cream laid 40 
           -OS12          “              , die 3, a5, cream laid 75 
OE23c-OS10          “              , die 4, a5, cream laid 190 
OE23d-OS12          “              , die 5, a5, cream laid 60 
OE24-OS24          “              , die ?, a8, cream laid 280 

Note 1: Asher lists the 1d with knives a6 and b1, and the 2d with knife a4, the latter with and without a seal.  The only 
examples known to me have printed headings, listed in Part 2, or are reprints, listed in Part 3. 
Note 2: All examples seen of OE23d-OS12 are handstamped in black O.H.M.S. as a heading, and “CADET OFFICE / DATE 
….. at lower left Figure 11. 
As a reminder, some items exist with bars over the indica, and those are listed in Part 3 for demonetized envelopes. 
Also, many of the types listed in this part exist as reprints  and/or CTO with N. S. W. and/or G. P. O., and these may 
also have a Specimen (capital/lower case) overprint. Lastly, the prices assigned are quite tentative, especially the large 
proportion of items not yet recorded by me (those with a  If sufficient items are reported using these catalogue 
numbers and scans to upss-ed@pacbell.net, an updated list could be made in the future. 
 

 

 
Figure 12. Example of OE2-OS1 used. 

 
Figure 11. Example of OE23d-OS-12 with handstamps 



 
Figure 13. Example of OE14b used 

 
Figure 14. Example of OE14b handstamp 
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