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CHAPTER 62
A Brief Introduction of
The Returned Postmark of Undeliverable Mail Matter

SUMMARY

In 1897, when the Chinese Imperial Post Office was just inaugurated at its prime
stage, a Postal Secretary's Note No.8 was issued accompanied by various kinds of
postal markings amongst which were three kinds for use on undeliverable mail items.
They are as follows:

1) This mark was to be impressed on a Poste Restante
ANFEEER mail item which was kept in the post office for a
RETURNED prescribed period and for which nobody called on to

TO WRITER

claim or accept. As a rule, this unclaimed item was
returned to the sender.

A stipulation was set in the Postal Regulations. It reads: "The period of retention
for mail matters addressed Poste Restante is fixed at one month for domestic mail matter
and two months for those originated from abroad. It shall be three months for items
addressed to post office at a seaport for a person on board a ship under sail expected to
call thereat. At the expiration of the period prescribed above, the items uncalled shall be
disposed of as undeliverable mail matter. If the sender requests to have the item returned
in advance within the aforesaid time limit by marking on the cover with the indication
'Please return it if not called for after having been retained for...... days', his request may
be complied with.

2) When Mail matters enclosed in mail bags and
=P

dispatched between certain post offices by mis-
ENT

take (the bags that should have been sent to

office A were wrongly sent to office B) is called
"MISSENT". In that case, office B on discovering this missending should impress such a
postmark on all the missent items before transmitting them to their proper office of
destination in order to express the cause of delay.

< gy

a ail
w Xu

3) This mark to be impressed on the undeliverable

Hutg AN # mail item before returning it to the office of
UNCLAIMED origin.



Why should the mail item be returned to the sender? And what is the reason for it
being undeliverable? It needs to be explained clearly to the office of origin and the
sender of mail. Therefore several kinds of notice slips of postmarks evolved and were
put in use. they are as follows:

4) Notice slip (simplified form) This is a printed paper slip to be stuck on
relevant mail items. On the upper part is noted the reason for it being undeliverable by
the office of delivery, and on the lower part room is left for the office of origin to express
the reason for it being unreturnable, in case it may be.

Owing to my poor knowledge of the inside historical documents in the archives
kept by the post headquarters both on Taiwan or in mainland China, I can not tell when
this kind of notice slip form was put in use. However, I am more than delighted that
there happens to be one in my collection on a used cover of 1920 with this slip stuck on
by the Peking Post Office. (see Fig. 1)

5) Notice slip (complicated form)  On the upper left comer, there is a series of
number, (D-156x), denoting its official control stationery. In the column on its upper
part, though it is used in the same way as fig.1 for the office of delivery to indicate the
reason for being undeliverable, there is printed eight cases for relocation. If any one of
the cases is proper and fits, just put a mark on the number. There is also a blank space
under No.8 which could be filled in by handwriting, if it happens to be a specific reason
beyond the other seven undeliverable cases as preprinted. (see Fig.2)

The earlier date of this kind of complicated form, so far as I have found in my
collection, is on a used cover of 1937.

Both the aforesaid notice slip of simplified and complicated forms had been
reprinted several times with minute differences in plate arrangement.

6) Notice slip used in Canton There was established in several important
post offices a special department for treatment of undeliverable mail items. Take the
Canton Post Office for example, I have found some of the notice slips specially printed
for use in Canton. On the upper left corner there was printed a numbered mark "B 88",
and on its lower left corner it was marked with numerals as "100,000/4.1.30" which, I
think, means that this batch was printed on Jan. 4, 1930, turning out 100 thousand pieces
in all, and was supplied for special use at the Canton Dead Letter Office in the
Kwangtung Postal District. (see Fig. 3)

7) Notice slip used in Shanghai This slip indicates the operation procedure
of a mail item in case of being undeliverable. It is quite different from the forms used by
other post offices. (see Fig. 4) This slip was actually used on May 12, 1938 as shown by
the postal dater of Shanghai on the lower left part of it.
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8) Return Mark

This is a kind of prepared small wooden shop

inscribed with several words indicating the cause of undeliverable mail and selected as fit
and proper to be impressed on the notice slip or on the cover of the relevant mail item
before it to be returned. The chop (mark) in use is to take the place of handwriting in
order to simplify work procedure and save time. The wording of this kind of mark and
shape of the chop are in various forms:

RETURNED

9) Returned Dater

DEAD
LETTER OFFICE

26 oCT.

. SHANGHAI

(A) Wording -- There are different kinds with
foreign languages, Chinese characters and/or
bilingual. One of the earliest chops (marks) that I
have ever seen was in English used by Woosung
(Branch of Shanghai) Post Office on July 12, 1902.
(Fig. 5)

(B) Arrow form -- with bilingual wording, used in
1938 to 1947. (Fig. 6)

(C) Finger form -- There are two sizes in large or
small forms with foreign wording only used in 1920
till 1944. (Fig. 7)

(A) Square Mark bearing "k & # B " (Chinese

Imperial Post) in Chinese characters only -- It is
found on a cover from U.S.A., via Shanghai, to
Foochow. There is no name of a place on the mark.
It seems to have been put on by the Foochow Post
Office.

(B) Square Mark bearing "r7 #E $f Bt " (Chinese Post
Office) on four corners -- Only seen on a cover from
Canton during 1923-1930. (Fig. 8)

(C) Square Mark bearing English wording only -- Used at Shanghai on a cover of

Oct. 26, 1926. (Fig. 9)

10) Dead Letter Department An article stipulated in the Chinese Postal
Regulations, reads "Dead mail matter is opened for examination by the post office
specially designated. If the sender's address can be discovered, it is enclosed in a special
envelop and returned to the sender; otherwise it is disposed of in the following manner."
The so-called "post office specially designated” is officially named as "UM.M. DEPT.
(Undeliverable Mail Matter Department)", "Dead Letter Office" or "Dead Letter Desk (3¢
HERE)". These names have been discovered in postmarks on used covers, such as:




In 1922 and 1931, on letter items accepted at
Shanghai, sent abroad which were undeliverable, and
returned to Shanghai for disposal. As the postmarks
of "U.M.M. DEPT. for North China" were shown on
the cover of said letters, we can be certain that there really was such a designated office
established in North China. (Fig. 10)

(B) Shanghai Dead Letter Office (- #g3£{SE) On a cover from Hankow to
e to Shanghai in 1935, there was impressed a
3] N =
75 t & E & B bilingual mark in a rectangular shape bearing
Retumto Dead Letter (ffice Chinese characters "3 |- ¥3 %€ {S B& " and "Return
to Dead Letter Office" in English. (Fig. 11)

(C) "Unclaimed Mail matter, treated as Dead Letter" (3558 H & #t A 38 EX#4
FEAE) On a cover of a letter posted at Chengtu Post Office on august 22, 1940,
ja there was impressed with a wooden postmark inscribed wording in

Chinese as indicated above. It is quite possible that there was a Dead
Letter Office situated in the Szechwan Postal District at that time. (Fig.
12)

11) Return of Undeliverable Letters Without Additional Charge

According to article No. 32 in the Convention of the Universal

‘A Postal Union: "Undeliverable correspondence should be returned to the

1 the place of origin free of charge. Registered postcard, books and printed
matter should be returned as much. With exception of special situation
M occured, return of all correspondences are free of charge".
{,f; During the initial stage of the Chinese Postal Service, all letter
FE items, newspapers and books, if undeliverable, were returned free of
x charge but parcels returned were subject to pay return postage. The Postal
= Regulations of R.O.C. promulgated in 1936 stipulated that only letters
were to be returned free of charge, and books, printed matter, commercial
papers, ect. were subject to new postage.
12) Postmark of "Dead Letter Department, LP.O. Shanghai"
Article No.138 in the earliest issue of THE POSTAL GUIDE, published 1899,
indicated that:
"If the undeliverable mail matter bears nothing about the name and address of
thesender on its cover which will be not possible to return to its owner, the Post Office
should send it to SHANGHAI DEAD LETTER OFFICE for disposal." I have not had the

2 country of origin, but that of printed matters are not obliged to return to



opportunity to find this kind of postmark in my own
collection. However, reference is made in P.1. Padget's
book "THE POSTAL MARKING OF CHINA". On
page 40 of his book, there appears a seal of "DEAD
LETTER DEPARTMENT, LP.O. SHANGHAI". It is
said that this near-oval marking was stamped in purple
with a date: Mar. 5, 1909. (Fig. 13)

CHlNESE IMPERIAL POST

UNDELIVERED GORRESPONDENCE

. e & TN CLG w3
1 AL

ﬁ(iﬁfﬁk

oz R E K




I~ 85 3% 4% FEL IR A %

I. Mark of Mail Returned for Mail-route Iterrupted

& R OB B F g iR £ % i
No. Figure Posted Returned Arrival

=1~ : A
@&k@ Ti;{ojz /li:;:
W &%) &

1=1=2 ’
'&?@wh’wxﬂ%v v
W S W
1-1-3 e g|emid 5% 32.6.28 X#33.12.1 i ik
\“L$&$0g ,39 Loyang Tientsin Harbin
1-1-4 '
B 1 L;#*;H 7.11.20 &k
intsun Soochow
W R R
1-1-5 Ei’37.11.26 Mg At
Ngﬂg\\\ﬂbﬁ@ Shanghai Lanchih };:ngchow
q\ﬁ:%%’ E 'Q"uc
NSy
1-1-§ EB’3TX X  x#’37.10.6 5 & B
U.S.A. Tientsin Linlokwan
FREDEEE
) §
TR W B
1-1-7 S B T AT
& {fﬁ (vide Chiashih Pilatelic Journal)
we ¢

T
I
1L

i

b

2 30

i
HRBH
ek
)%/Zj.&'%

e



i

2. i‘]
Arrival

B iR 1%
Returned

% WA
Figure Posted

No.

P e e R
A AR AR
$IWC L w2 ag
Shanghai Wusih

’38.3.23 £3%’38.5.13 A#38.5.20

Mutu

) s 4

Nanchiaochen

Shanghai
Wuhu Changchieh

1-1-9 £
A AR AR R UE.A
el Wl
1-1-10 E37.11.21 2 #37.12.12 A& ¥ & #
NER fﬁ-’mﬁ\ﬁ Shangchwan Kinghsien
PN 4 SE-3
1-1-11 #,3%°37.12.1 & i
Eiﬁ%&it: . :\-“Tungki’ Nantung
319 X ) 3
1-1-12 . Ei#&’37.12.28 Ao
:‘Kﬁ ﬁﬁ‘ﬁ Sa‘ ’%Shanghal Hangchow
o W <
1-1-13
P oA |4 B )
£8’38.3.29 E£#%°38.5.3 %M 38.4.25
Shanghai Hangchow

U.S.A.
S B F AT

o (vide Chiashih Philatelic Journal)
R

My
Hep ol sl oy

1-1-14



