ONE PEOPLE, ONE EMPIRE, ONE DESTINY

1901-1912

I reply to the Editor in relation to his article 572 (February 2001) in which he states that all issues of stamps and stationery from 1 March 1901 to the end of 1912, must be treated as Commonwealth issues. 

The case for 1901-12 period as being a Commonwealth or Federal period seems to rest on a single legal thread that no one, other than the Postmaster General (PMG), had the constitutional authority to issue stamps.  The states had no such legal authority and therefore all stamps issued in that period, must be treated as Commonwealth issues.

As a legal argument I have no doubt that it is correct. However, from the stand point of defining the postal system and the stamps that represent that postal system, I question whether the argument is a sufficient one.

Federation clearly meant that a uniform postal service was to exist throughout Australia.  This did not happen until 1911.  The advocates of 1901-12 being a Commonwealth period, seem to ignore the realities of what did and did not happen during that period.

Common sense would surely require the following conditions be fulfilled for all of 1901-1912 to be defined as a Federal period:

1. That the stamps of the former Colonies and those issued from 1901-1912 be interchangeable anywhere within Australia.

2. That the postal rates be standardised throughout the Commonwealth of Australia.

3. That all Colonial stamps and stationery be overprinted or replaced by new issues incorporating the word “Australia”.

Condition 1 was fulfilled in 1910, Condition 2 in 1911 and Condition 3 in 1913.

Clearly the postal system operating in this interim period did not fulfill  the conditions laid down by the Constitution. It can be called an interim period, or an extension of the Colonial period, but there is no doubt that the office of the PMG during this period failed to fulfill the constitutional requirements of a Federal postal system.

Most people at the time assumed that the interim transition period would be relatively brief and there is plenty of speculation and discussion in the philatelic press in 1900 about the design of the new set of Commonwealth stamps that was expected within a relatively short period of time.  This did not happen and  defacto the old Colonial postal system continued to operate.  How long it operated, depended on the effectiveness of the new PMG to enforce a Federal system.  In practice this did not happen until 1911.  In practice it did not greatly matter so long as postal deliveries and services continued uninterrupted. There was no real imperative or deadline, but no doubt by 1909-10 it had become a matter of some embarrassment to the Commonwealth authorities that they could not get a Federal postal system up and running.

It was not until the Fisher government was elected with the majority in both houses in 1910 that the necessary legislation could be enacted with the major change that the old bookkeeping provisions of distributing surplus Commonwealth Revenue to the states was replaced by a grants system.

Other reasons for the failure of the PMG in the early years are also relevant.  The first PMG was Senator Drake, who enjoyed the services of a Secretary, (fellow Queenslander Robert Scott), and a staff of 6!  This new Commonwealth Department was housed in very cramped quarters in Melbourne.  No amount of technical legal argument will bridge the credibility gap that these 8 individuals could superimpose their will administratively on six well established state administrations from the Colonial period who employed thousands.  To exacerbate the problem further the first 10 years of Federation saw no less than nine PMG’s, consequently there were no unified policies for implementing a Federal postal system during that period.

The greatest factor inhibiting a true federal system has already been mentioned, namely the bookkeeping clauses which were meant to operate until 1905 and were in fact extended until 1910.

Together with the miserable resources described above, the new Commonwealth Treasury never give the PMG enough money, consequently his department had to rely on existing state facilities, in particular state government printers.  This in itself makes a fascinating study including telegraph stamps, specimen and CTO stamps, revenues, postage dues, officials both overprinted and punctured, and of course, postal stationery. The study of these issues is very much part of the transition from a Colonial system to a truly Federal one.

What date should then constitute the beginning of the Federal period?  My own preference is for May 1, 1911 when postal rates became uniform throughout Australia.  The tangible evidence of this was the issue of a completely new series of pictorial postcards and pictorial lettercards with the Samuel Reading 1d full face design.  1912 saw Tasmanian, Western Australian and South Australian issues overprinted “One penny” and these were listed by Michel as Commonwealth issues for many years.  It is the only catalogue to my knowledge that has ever listed adhesive issues as Commonwealth issues prior to 1913.  Finally there was the totally distinctive and different designs of the kangaroo on map series of 1913, creating visually and psychologically a complete break with the old colonial period.

The main purpose of this article is to stimulate discussion. I am sure that expert rebuttal will add further understanding to this complex and fascinating period, but I think such rebuttal should go beyond constitutional legality to the much broader issue of how the postal system functioned during that period, and made it quantitatively and qualitatively different than the old Colonial system that it was supposed to replace.  
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