
The VRse V 

Unless you are firmly hooked by the FMF 
Stamp Project by now, you might be 
inclined to skip this month’s essay. That 
would be a big mistake! 


It’s true that the stamps I talk about are a 
succession of pretty boring examples,  
notable only because of their equally 
boring overprints. 


Still with me? OK. here’s the hair-raising 
story behind the stamps. They come 
mainly from Boer strongholds “liberated” 
by British troops during the Second Boer 
War (1899-1902), which might also be 
called the Boers’ last stand. Faced with a 
shortage of British-issued stamps,  
military postmasters commandeered what they could from the departing Boers, 
then hand-stamped them “V.R.” for Victoria Regina, or V.R.I. for Victoria Regina 
Imperatrix. Most titillating for the mercenary stamp collector is the fact that 
these rare overprints are worth hundreds, sometimes thousands of dollars. 
Some of them were only in circulation for days, until regular supplies arrived. 


The lesson from this essay is that some of the most dramatic episodes of history 
lie behind some of the most boring stamps in history. 


I’ll touch on a couple other stamp-issuing adventures during the Second Boer 
War before presenting a quick guide to the “VR” overprints. While stamps can 
make the world seem very orderly and organized, don’t forget the context: a 
savage, bloody war that claimed the lives of 22,042 British troops and 6,189 
Boers. In addition, the horrific concentration camps set up by the Brits cost the 
lives of 26,370 Boer women and children. Although both sides officially avoided 
dragooning black Africans to do their fighting, the indigenous toll was appalling: 
More than 20,000 displaced blacks died in British internment camps. 


Elsewhere I already have discussed the “PIetersburg” sets issued by the 
retreating Kruger government in 1901 (see blog post July 2020). The provisional 
stamps were printed in a newspaper office, and signed individually to signify 

their postal authenticity. They were only in use between March 20 and 
April 9, when the British arrived, so they are not cheap. 


Back in the fall of 1899, the Boers laid siege to three British-held towns 



— Ladysmith, Kimberley and Mafeking. (see blog post December 2019)  Of the 
three, only Mafeking issued stamps. The British broke the siege of Kimberley, 

near the diamond fields,  Feb. 15, 1900, after 124 days; Ladysmith was 
relieved Feb. 28, after 118 days (with the British taking 7,000 casualties 
in the effort). In Mafeking, where the siege continued, the British led by a 
plucky colonel named Robert Baden-Powell began issuing stamps 
March 24. The stamps remained in use until May 17, when the siege 
ended after a whopping 217 days. The arrival of British troops provoked 
spontaneous and sustained celebrations in Great Britain and burnished  
the reputation of Baden-Powell, who went on to create what would 
become the Boy Scouts.


  Other notable philatelic artifacts  from the Second Boer War come from a 
fourth siege — this one involving the small Transvaal town of Schweizer Reneke. 
Partly because the siege began in August 1900, after the other three sieges were 

over, it failed to capture the attention 
of a British public afflicted with 
siege fatigue. Its “BESIEGED” hand-
stamped overprint, in rough, uneven 
lettering, is a pathetic reminder of 
the plight of the garrison’s residents 
during the 160 days before the town 
was relieved Jan. 7, 1901. (And by 
the way, these stamps beg the 
question: If it was a siege, how did 
the mail get out?)  A Schweizer 
Reneke stamp  would cost you 
hundreds — there aren’t many 

around. 


… Which brings us to the VR overprints. 
Here’s a brief rundown. First, let me show 



you a sample of the official 
colonial overprint on ZAR 
stamps, issued in 1901-2, as 
the British prevailed over the 
Boers. You will notice that the 
“V.R.I.” is evenly printed — 
machine-printed — in black 
type. Now, consider the crude 
overprints reproduced below, issued on-the-spot by military authorities. None of 
them carry the name of the town where they appeared, so you just have to trust 
me, and my sources. 

   

Vryburg 
This town in British Bechuanaland changed 
hands twice. The Boers occupied the place in 
November 1899, and the British took control 
again in May 1900. Here you see illustrated 
stamps from the successive occupations — first 
the Boers’ overprint of a blue Cape of Good 

Hope stamp, 
claiming the 
town for the 
South African 
Republic (ZAR); 
then, a  replica of a British overprint on a ZAR 
stamp, claiming the town for “Victoria Regina 
— SPECIAL POST.”

 


Lydenburg 
This town in eastern Transvaal was occupied by 
British forces Sept. 6, 1900.

Stamps of Transvaal, surcharged, were issued that 
month. 




Rustenburg 
The Boers laid siege to the British occupying 
this small Transvaal town west of Pretoria in 
June 1900, but could only hold on for a few 
days. The day after British troops relieved 
the town June 22, the military began issuing  
handstamped “V.R.” overprints, using purple 
ink.


Volksrust 
This town is in southern Transvaal near the 
Natal border. My stamp atlas notes that the 
British overprinted “V.R.I.” on revenue stamps of Transvaal during their 
occupation in March, 1902, near the end of the Second Boer War. The Scott 
catalogue is skeptical. It notes: “In 1902 five revenue stamps overprinted ‘V.R.I.’  
are said to have been used postally in Volksrust. There seems to be some doubt 
that this issue was properly authorized for postal use.” I couldn’t find any 
satisfactory examples on the internet to show you. Sorry.   


Wolmaransstad 
A town in western Transvaal, Wolmaransstad 
was occupied by British troops in 1900. the 
retreating Boer officials took with them all their 
stamps, so the British seized a supply from a 
local company, overprinted them by hand, and 
used them in June and July.


Final note: The Scott catalogue lists another 



set of “V.R.I.” overprints on ZAR stamps. This set is identified as “Issued Under 
Military Authority” in 1900, distinct from the “Regular Issues” of 1901-2. Scott 
warns that both sets have been counterfeited. Because it is so hard to tell the 
genuine stamps from the forgeries, there were so many of them, plus they were 
just so darn boring, both series are nearly worthless.  


FYI, below is the page in my album with spaces for those rare VR stamps, so 
boring yet so exciting, that I have not yet mustered interest or resources to 
acquire. Can you blame me?       TO BE CONTINUED


