
“RF” Overprints on U.S. Postal 
Stationery, WWII 
By Lewis Bussey 

 

Historical Underpinnings 

On November 8, 1942, the Western Allies successfully invaded 
Vichy French North Africa at Casablanca, Oran and Alger. 
Ahead of rapidly advancing German armies occupying the 
remainder of France, the French Navy, fourth largest in the 
world, scuttled the best half of its fleet at Toulon, France. Large 
fleet remnants, mobilized to join the Allied cause, were sent to 
American ports for repairs and weapons modernization.  

These ships carried hundreds of French sailors, who had 
languished in colonial port inactivity since the fall of France in 
1940. Friendships the sailors initiated during months spent in 
northeast U.S. coastal ports, often with young women from 
French households, were sustained via correspondence. With no 
French posts, sailors depended on U.S. mail delivery of letters 
and packages. 

Joining the Allied fleets following repairs, French naval mail 
was allowed use (by agreement authorized on 14 November 
1943) of U.S. navy air transport services, and at U.S. 
servicemen’s preferential air rate of 6 cents / 0.5 oz (14 gm).  
Service was restricted to addressees in the U.S. or Canada.  
Envelopes required the sender’s name, rank and ship.  

For 18 months, between April 1944 and October 1945, and by 
U.S. Navy order, the letters RF (Republic Française) were 
applied to U.S. postage. The intent was to identify French naval 
letters and facilitate their censorship. This marked the sole 
occasion where U.S. postage was modified for use by a foreign 
power at U.S. authority request.  

Censoring was done at French Mediterranean naval bases, with 
some mail censored by U.S. officers. Smaller U.S. ships 
transferred to the French were also included.1 Each RF was 
individually applied at either French navy postal bureaus or on-
board by postmasters. RF handstamps were made like other 
rubber postal devices (one RF may be from a wine cork.) They 
were applied in less than ideal conditions during wartime. 

Historical Use 

French fleet remnants that were repaired in the U.S. were almost 
always in battle groups, maneuvers and communication with the 
U.S. and British fleets. The U.S. Navy Supply Corps constantly 
re-supplied its mobile forces, including the European theater. 
Ships ordered postal supplies as they did food, sundries and 
material. Sailors could then purchase stamps and envelopes as 
needed. The French relied on the same system that supplied U.S. 
ships with stamps and envelopes, and their use indicates an ease 
of purchase.  

UPSS Basic Envelope Types and Quantities 

With a total of nearly 700 RF covers recorded, approximately 
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1 Author, France’s Lend-Lease Navy, Military Postal History Society 

“Bulletin”, Vol. 30, #2, 1991. 

98% bore either the basic U.S. 6¢ Transport issue (Scott C25) or 
utilized U.S. 6¢ stamped airmail envelopes, in a ratio of 
approximately 7:3. My current database includes nearly 225 RF 
overprints recorded on stamped airmail stationery. 

There are five basic UPSS envelope dies that are seen with RF 
overprints: AM-4 (Types 1, 2, 3 – Scott UC3, 4, 5) and AM-5 / 
AM-5 Re-entry (Scott UC6.) Within these basic dies there are 
both bordered (AM14, AM18, AM24, AM24a) and un-bordered 
(AM22, AM25) styles. All RF uses (with the one exception of 
the unique RFe-16 on Size 23) were on Size 10 envelopes.  

Listings Background For RF Types 

Early reports for RF listings included short articles and overprint 
illustrations in 1940s journals such as The Aero Philatelist News, 
Mekeels (selling “Toulon” script overprints on various envelope 
types) and several other collector journals, Figure 1. 

 
Figure 1 – France & Colonies Philatelist, Jul-Aug 1945 

One of the first students of RFs, George Mary was curious about 
this development. On friendly terms with some New York City 
French families and personnel, he used these contacts to 
exchange information (and mail) with French sailors. Mary’s 
studies were reported with those of other NYC philatelists. The 
1946 Airpost Journal reported twenty-five different markings.  

Continued interest at war’s end led Henry Goodkind and others 
to further document the use of RF markings. In 1948, Sanabria 
decided to list seven different types. Goodkind’s work perhaps 
influenced Scott Publishing to first list five types on stamps and 
stationery in its 1957 U.S. Specialized catalog, using their own 
notation system. 



Goodkind eventually wrote the first definitive work on RF 
usage, based on his own collection, supplemented by those of 
similar minded friends.2 His handbook collected known 
information, illustrated many covers and, while providing 
structure to the story, attempted to explain oddities and 
irregularities.  
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Goodkind cataloged some 200 stamped and stationery covers, 
and recognized ten different RF types. He compiled these RFs in 
descending quantities, the relative ratios of which remain today 
surprisingly consistent. However, his nomenclature is out of 
chronological sequence (as is everyone else’s) when listed by 
actual earliest RF application (a moving target as new finds 
come to light. 

At my urging over the past twenty years, new types were 
introduced and descriptions were updated. Scott listings for 
stationery items are general in nature, recognizing neither 
envelope border, watermark nor size. Scott now lists nine RF 
types on stationery and mentions a couple of combination 
overprints. 

UPSS Catalog Listings 

The UPSS first listed RF overprints on stamped envelopes in 
1990, compiled by noted envelope specialist William Maisel.3 
He had just one each of 20 different stationery items, 
representing the best information available to him at that time. 
Maisel chose to group the RF overprints by overprint type (7 
varieties), and listed them sequentially (e.g. listed first by 
overprint type, then envelope, then die), which was consistent 
with the 1990 catalog’s 1920 overprints.  

As an RF specialist, I believed any new discoveries with this 
system, tacked onto the end, would necessarily be out of 
sequence. In barely ten years, 30% more line items were added. 
Continuing Maisel’s original type groupings, I overhauled the 
second edition to allow for examples he didn’t know about.4 
Fourteen RF types are now documented, with eleven of those on 
stationery (the other three appear only on stamps). Line items 
now number thirty. 

This article is written to illustrate and supplement the UPSS 
listing matrix in the latest 20th/21st Century Envelope catalog.5 . 
Images are the best available, from various sources. Envelopes 
are shown for Earliest Reported Postmark (ERP) and unique 
examples where possible, with enlargements of some items to 
illustrate  particular dies.  

For this article, I use the UPSS nomenclature. In order for 
students to compare basic RF listings, Table 1 shows the UPSS 
notation cross-referenced with those of Scott 2016 Specialized 
U.S. Stamp Catalog, as well as my own notation (essentially 
based on Goodkind’s numbers).  

 
2 Goodkind, Henry M., RF Overprints 1944 - 1945 On Airmail Stamps 

and Stationery, Collectors Club Inc. New York, 1958, 64 pgs. 
3 Haller, Austin, editor, Catalog of the 20th Century Stamped Envelopes 

and Wrappers of the U.S., pg 273-274, UPSS, Heyworth Star Printing 
IL, 1990, 496 pgs. 

4 Summers, Jerry, editor, Catalog of the 20th Century Stamped 
Envelopes, Wrappers, Cut Squares and Full Corners of the U.S., pg 
300-302, UPSS, Norfolk VA, 2004, 486 pgs. 

5 Undersander, Dan, Editor, Catalog of the 20th & 21st Century Stamped 
Envelopes and Wrappers of the U.S., UPSS, Chester VA, 2016. 

TABLE 1 – RF Types Cross-Referenced (images not to scale) 

Reduced 
Image UPSS Scott # & 

Type 

Bussey 
(Good-
kind) 

Use Location 

 a UCM1 (a) A1 Casablanca, 
Morocco 

 b UCM2 (b) A4 Casablanca, 
Morocco 

 c UCM3 (d) A5 Algiers, Algeria 

 d UCM3A (e) A6 Sidi Abdullah, 
Tunisia 

 e UCM4 (f) A2 Oran, Morocco 

 f UCM5 (h) A8 Cruiser Georges 
Leygues 

 g UCM7 (j) A10 Bone, Algeria 

 h UCM8 (k) A11 Dakar, French 
West Africa 

 i - (g) A7 Marseille, France 

 j - (l) A14 Cruiser Georges 
Leygues 

  k UCM6 (i) A9 Cruiser Emile 
Bertin 

 
SINGLE OVERPRINTS 

UPSS RF Type ‘a’ – Casablanca (#1) 

Because of quantities recorded and length of usage, 
Casablanca’s Type ‘a’ overprint can be considered the first of 
six “general usage” RFs. This is the initial and most common of 
fourteen RF types, seen used between April 24, 1944, and June 
15, 1945.  

Initially applied at Casablanca, Morocco, this simple handstamp 
was later appropriated for use on-board Battleship Richelieu 
from December 1944 – April 1945. A total of 198 examples are 
recorded on mail from over twenty different ships and five base 
facilities, but only half of these are on stationery. There are six 
UPSS line items that have this RF.  

The earliest recorded RF-a14 (AM-4 Type 1) is May 19, 1944, 
Figure 2. 

 
Figure 2 – RF-a14, May 19, 1944 Detail (ERP) 

The earliest recorded RF-a18 (AM-4 Type 2), and of all 
stationery, is April 27, 1944, from Cruiser Gloire, however most 
others known are from small ships. This cover with Bill Maisel’s 
identification band was unfortunately reported by him as lost in 
the 1990s, Figure 3. 



bordered envelopes were created to meet wartime economy 
needs (less printing costs), increased use (more military writing 
home) and to expedite printing. Meant for overseas use, not 
domestic, these envelopes were first printed in April 1944.  
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Examples of non-bordered envelopes with RF overprints, 
however, only appear starting mid-December 1944 (ERP 
December 14), and fewer than two dozen of these are recorded. 
The two rarest listings for the Casablanca overprint are those on 
un-bordered envelopes, Figures 7, 8. 

 

Figure 3 – RF-a18, April 27, 1944 (ERP) 

The earliest recorded RF-a24 (AM-5), the most commonly seen 
RF on stationery, totaling over six dozen examples, is April 29, 
1944. Interestingly at least two Type ‘a’ envelope groups (all 
AM-5 dies), each with more than a dozen covers, appear to show 
the RF was pre-applied “en masse” on-board Richelieu. 
Evidence of this conclusion is based on the same location, angle, 
and firmness of the applied handstamp.6  

This probably was an accommodation for use by sailor 
Descoubés, a prolific writer, Figure 4. ‘Group 1’ (reading 
downward) is consistent with a three-week period while 
Richelieu was based in Casablanca and Gibraltar; ‘Group 2’ 
(reading upward) while the ship was visiting Toulon, France, 
Figures 5, 6. 

Figure 7 – RF-a22, December 27, 1944 (Unique) 

 

 

Figure 8 – RF-a25, December 14, 1944 (ERP of 2 recorded) 

Interspersed throughout the RF period were occasional uses of 
the AM5 Re-entry die. My database accounts for only 18 such 
examples with RF overprints.  Half of these are Type “a”, from 
Casablanca, mostly North African uses, Figure 9. Figure 4 – RF-a24, Descoubés Correspondence 

  
  Figure 5 – Richelieu, Gibraltar Figure 6 – Richelieu, Toulon 

 ‘Group 1’ Detail ‘Group 2’ Detail Figure 9 – RF-a24a Re-Entry, June 7, 1944 (ERP) 
Spread throughout the RF period are uses on stamped envelopes 
having no airmail border lozenges (AM22, AM25). Non-

UPSS RF Type ‘b’ – Casablanca (#2) 

This general usage RF type, with 64 total examples recorded, is 
seen on mail from fifteen different ships, Casablanca, and three 
other shore facilities.  The Type ‘b’ handstamp, used between 

                                                 
6 Author, Battleship Richelieu, Military Postal History Society 
“Bulletin”, Vol.29, #2 & #3, 1990. 



January 8 and October 1, 1945, was apparently a replacement for 
the Type ‘a’, believed to have sailed (never to return) with 
Richelieu when it left Casablanca. 
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Of the 20 examples 
recorded on stationery, 
there are three UPSS line 
items that have this RF, 
Figure 10. 

The only recorded 
example of RF-b22, 
posted from the Aircraft 
Carrier Béarn, was from 
Bill Maisel’s collection, 
Figure 11. 

 
Figure 11 – RF-b22, June 19, 1945 (Unique) 

There are more than a dozen examples of Type ‘b’ on AM5, 
such as this cover from Cruiser Gloire, Figure 12. 

 
Figure 12 – RF-b24, January 8, 1945 (ERP) 

 
Figure 13 – RF-b25, March 31, 1945 (ERP) 

Only five examples of AM5 un-bordered envelopes are 
recorded, all posted from either Toulon or Morocco, Figure 13. 

UPSS RF Type ‘c’ – Alger, Algeria 

This general usage RF type, with 97 total examples recorded, is 
seen on mail from fourteen different ships and Alger port 
facilities.  

The Type ‘c’ handstamp, used between July 27 and December 
21, 1944, is recorded on 34 stationery examples. There are five 
UPSS line items with this RF type.  This early example was 
mailed with extra British postage. Note that this Type ‘c’ 
overprint was also applied prior to the censor tape, Figure 14. 

 

Figure 10 - RF-b24 Detail

Figure 14 – RF-c14, August 17, 1944 (ERP) 

Due to the size of the RF overprint, often masking the ‘airplane tail 
portion’ in photocopies, this group has the greatest percentage of 
‘unidentified’ die examples. There are, however, probably twice 
as many RF-c24 as RF-c14 examples, Figures 15, 16. 

 
Figure 15 – RF-c18, October 22, 1944 (Unique) 

 
Figure 16 – RF-c24, August 1, 1944 (ERP) 



Figure 19 – RF-d14, July 31, 1944 (Unique) Only one example can be identified as the re-entry die, Figure 17. 
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Figure 17 – RF-c24a Re-Entry, October 27, 1944 (Unique) Figure 20 – RF-d24, July 17, 1944 (ERP of 4) 

A few non-bordered envelopes appear with an Algiers overprint. 
Sent from Algiers, they are addressed either to Arthur Gustavson 
or a “Sir Kalafat” in Malverne, NY. Based on other covers using 
stamps improperly, these uses appear highly philatelic. As a 
result, while included, I’m inclined to question their mainstream 
use, Figure 18. 

 

 

Figure 21 – RF-d25, March 1, 1945 (ERP of 2) 

UPSS RF Type ‘e’ – Oran, Algeria 

This general usage RF type, with 88 examples recorded, is seen 
on mail from thirteen different, mostly smaller ships and port 
facilities at Oran.  Figure 18 – RF-c25, December 21, 1944 (ERP) 

The Type ‘e’ handstamp, used between July 3, 1944, and August 
8, 1945, is recorded on only 24 stationery examples. There are 
five UPSS line items that have this RF, Figure 22. 

UPSS RF Type ‘d’ – Sidi Abdallah, Tunisia 

This general usage RF type, with 44 examples recorded, is seen 
on mail from six different ships and Port of Sidi Abdallah (a 
submarine and small ship base.) 

 

The Type ‘d’ handstamp, used between July 3, 1944, and July 
20, 1945, was probably carved from a bottle cork, with evidence 
of at least one re-cutting6. Of the 6 examples recorded on 
stationery, there are three UPSS line items that have this RF, 
Figures 19, 20, 21. 

 

Figure 22 – RF-e18, September 2, 1944 (ERP) 

The listed ERP for RF-e24 (AM24) is September 8, 1944.  
However, the cover has no censor markings, and is addressed to 
someone on the Aircraft Carrier Bearn at an unknown location. 
Its legitimacy is questionable. There are perhaps a dozen other 
genuine RF-e24 examples recorded with all the proper markings, 
Figure 23. 

                                                 
6  Author, The Potato RF, APS “American Philatelist”, July 1988.  
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Only one AM24a Re-entry cover is known with a Type ‘e’ RF, 
and fewer than 6 on un-bordered envelopes, Figures 24, 25. 

 
Figure 25 – RF-e25, December 14, 1944 (ERP) 

While stamps could be put on any size envelope, a pre-stamped 
stationery envelope came in a limited number of sizes. There is 
only one known stationery RF item that appears on something 
other than Size 10, Figure 26. 

 
Figure 26 – RF-e16, December 17, 1944 (Unique) 

UPSS RF Type ‘f’ – Cruiser Georges Leygues (#1) 

A “limited usage” RF type (defined as fewer than two-dozen 
total recorded), with 16 total examples recorded, this Type ‘f’ is 
seen on mail from Cruisers Georges Leygues and Gloire, and 
Destroyer Escorts Hova and Somali.  

Used between June 24 and October 31, 1944, the Type ‘f’ 
handstamp was applied at the Cruiser Georges Leygues’ on-
board postal facility while in the Mediterranean upon its return 
from Normandy.7 It is recorded on only 3 stationery examples. 
                                                 
7 Author, RF Type A8 & A12: The WWII French Fleet at Normandy & 
Provence, Military Postal History Society “Bulletin”, Vol. 44, #2, 2005. 

There is only one UPSS line item that has this RF, with an ERP 
of July 18, 1944, Figure 27. Left: Figure 23 – RF-e24, 

October 10, 1944 

 

Right:  Figure 24 – RF-
e24a, Re-entry 
January 5, 1945 
(Unique) 

Figure 27 – RF-f24, September 17, 1944 

UPSS RF Type ‘g’ – Bône, Algeria 

This limited usage RF type, with only 6 total examples recorded, 
is seen on mail only from the Bône naval base (no RF usage 
from any named ship is recorded).  

The Type ‘g’ overprint, used infrequently between October 5, 
1944, and May 8, 1945, has only two UPSS line items with this 
RF, both being single recorded examples, Figures 28, 29. 

 
Figure 28 – RF-g24a Re-Entry, October 5, 1944 (Unique) 

 
Figure 29 – RF-g25, January 24, 1945 (Unique) 

UPSS RF Type ‘h’ – Dakar, French West Africa 

This limited usage RF type, with only 9 total examples recorded, 
is seen on mail from Naval Tug Buffle, Corvette Lobelia and the 
Port of Dakar.  Uses occurred between July 12, 1944, and March  



23, 1945. There is only one UPSS line item that has this RF, 
with a single recorded example, Figure 30. 
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Figure 30 – RF-h25, July 12, 1944 (Unique) 

UPSS RF Type ‘j’ – Cruiser Georges Leygues (#2) 

This limited usage RF type, with only 5 total examples recorded, 
is seen on mail from Cruiser Georges Leygues, Light Cruiser Le 
Terrible, and Destroyer Escorts Hova and Marocain.  

The Type ‘j’ overprint, used for a brief period between July 13 
and 22, 1945, is believed to have been applied at the Cruiser 
Georges Leygues’ on-board postal facility. There is only one 
UPSS line item that has this RF, with a single recorded example, 
Figure 31. 

 
Figure 31 – RF-j24, July 15, 1944 (Unique) 

UPSS RF Type ‘k’ – Cruiser Emile Bertin 

This limited usage RF type, with only 10 total examples 
recorded, is seen on mail from Cruiser Emile Bertin, Light 
Cruiser Le Malin and Port of Bizerte.  

 
Figure 32 – RF-k24, July 6, 1944 (Unique) 

Sporadic u g fourteen 

ON OVERPRINTS 

arate entities to process 

ca + Battleship Richelieu.  

F 

ses of the Type ‘k’ overprint occurred durin
months between June 26, 1944, and August 24, 1945. This RF is 
believed to have been applied at the Cruiser Emile Bertin on-
board postal facility, while at Bizerte, Tunisia. There is only one 
UPSS line item that has this RF, with a single recorded example, 
Figure 32. 

COMBINATI

Combination overprints required two sep
the mail.  There are only a couple of dozen recorded examples, 
14 of which appear on stationery. 

UPSS RF Type ‘a+b’ – Casablan

There are 9 total examples recorded that have this R
combination, seen used between January 31 and February 25, 
1945.  All eminate from the Descoubés correspondence, and are 
a result of Richelieu’s appropriation of the UPSS Type ‘a’ 
handstamp.  Casablanca’s new UPSS Type ‘b’ was added when 
Richelieu’s mail was subsequently censored at the base, 
Figure 33. 

 
Figure 33 – RF-ab24, February 12, 1945 

The smudg

Casablanca + Oran 

ed and illegible 
Type ‘a’ used by Richelieu 
probably caused the 
additional Type ‘b’ to be 
struck. All are from “Group 2 
pre-RF” stationery, using 
AM-5 envelopes. RF-ab24 
accounts for 7 examples. 
Used concurrently, the other 
2 examples are RF-ab24a, the 
re-entry die, Figure 34. 

UPSS RF Type ‘a+e’ – 

There are only 3 stationery 
examples that have this RF 
combination, seen used by 
Destroyer Escort Algérien 
and Submarines Le 
Centaure and Le Glorieux. 
With an ERP of August 
19, 1944, the RF was 
struck first in Oran, then in 
Casablanca where the 
envelopes were censored, 
Figure 35. 

Figure 34 – RF-ab24a Re-Entry, 
January 25, 1945 (ERP) 

Figure 35 – RF-ae24, September 
8, 1944 Detail 



UPSS RF Type ‘a+i’ – Casablanca + Marseille 
The Marseille RF is a limited usage type, with 16 total examples 
recorded on mail from Destroyer Escorts Algérien, Marocain, 
and Sénégalais, Submarine Le Centaure and VMM Bonne Mere. 
This is also the only RF recorded in non-black ink (early 
impressions into late March were purple).8 

With uses between February 17 and May 4, 1945, all covers 
were censored in France. There is only one UPSS line item that 
has this RF, (no stamped envelopes are otherwise recorded with 
just a Marseille RF), with a single recorded example, Figure 36. 

 
Figure 36 – RF-ai24a, March 28, 1945 (Unique) 

Double Weight Uses 
Unusual was any RF mail that needed more than 6¢ postage. A 
double weight envelope required 12 cents / 1 ounce (28 grams). 
Only 18 total examples are recorded, most using just stamps. 

An extremely scarce use is this cover from sailor Paire, assigned 
to the Dépot des Équipages (crew quarters) in Casablanca. It is 
the ERP of only two genuine ‘stamp on stationery’ RF uses, 
Figure 37. 

 
Figure 37 – RF-a25 Double Weight Use, July 5, 1944 (ERP) 

It was undeliverable as addressed to Boston, with the envelope 
forwarded (5 August) to Light Cruiser Le Triomphant, in U.S. 
Navy dry dock. 

Three other overweight envelopes appear to be philatelic at best. 
This example has both a Casablanca Type ‘a’ and added stamps 
with Dakar Type ‘h’ overprints (a near impossibility due to the 
distance between the two cities), Figure 38. 
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8  Author, Marseille and the Boxed RF, France & Colonies 

“Philatelist”, Vol.54, #2, 1998. 

 
Figure 38 – Questionable Casablanca + Dakar “RF” Use 

For the Record 
There are, of course, a few covers that don’t fall into the usual 
boxes. Authentication of some depend on a number of factors, 
including known senders, addressees and fully compliant 
markings. While Miss Corcelli and the Cruiser Georges Leygues 
are known, it is unknown who added the penned RF onto the 
Casablanca Type ‘a’, Figure 39. 

 
Figure 39 – Casablanca “RF” + Script “RF” 

There are a number of stationery uses without RF that pre-date 
April 24, 1944. They fall under normal uses by French navy 
personnel. Additionally, during the 1944-1945 RF period, a 
handful of other U.S. stationery items also appear without an RF 
overprint, probably due to oversight. 
FINDING MATERIAL AND AVAILABILITY 
The earliest auction of RF material was George Mary’s 
collection in 1950. Sanabria (NYC) hammered down 84 lots, of 
which 35 were postal stationery (Sanabria SEM1-SEM5). The 
lots sold from between $6 to $15 each, with some perhaps 
ending up in Henry Goodkind’s hands. With only a couple of 
photos and short, limited date descriptions, making an exact 
match to today’s material remains difficult. 
Henry Goodkind’s collection was sold in a 1971 Harmer’s 
auction. Only one-third of the 68 lots were illustrated, the others 
having limited descriptions (his monograph helped identify 
many). Significant accumulations sold in the 1980s occurred 
(Kelleher 1981, Kover King 1982, John Fox 1985, the Philip 
Silver airmail sale, Kaufmann 1984), each placing a few dozen 
envelopes into the market.  Recently Spink (2010) sold a large 
collection of various RFs, including some unique stamped 
envelope uses pictured in this article. 
RF items today show up mainly in auctions, often in airmail 
collections, but in limited quantities. French auctions continue to 
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market questionable and fake RF material. Occasionally a 
private sale will transfer material (such as Bill Maisel’s). More 
unusual are overseas holdings, because the RF envelopes were 
sent to the U.S., not vice-versa. Individual items today can 
occasionally be found at stamp shows, on dealer’s lists or even 
internet sales sites.  
Why the most commonly used RF is Casablanca’s Type ‘a’ 
First, Casablanca was the largest port initially placed into use by 
the returning French navy. Second, Casablanca was the largest 
French censor base for processing mail, where the Type ‘a’ RF 
was used. Third, this RF was used by sailors from seventeen 
ships including cruisers, heavy and fast destroyers, submarines, 
patrol craft and smaller ships. But the elephant in the room was 
the Battleship Richelieu. 
Crewing 1550, Richelieu had the largest complement of potential 
writers (e.g. cruisers had only 550 sailors, destroyers 220).  
Repaired in NYC during 1943, she operated first in England and 
then the Indian Ocean into 1945. At least 280 mailed items (60+ 
philatelic ones while in New York City under repairs) are 
recorded from Richelieu from October 1943, once underway, 
through December 1945.  
Using Richelieu’s actual ship’s logs I could locate the ship daily, 
first returning from Ceylon to the Mediterranean (September 
1944), docking in Algeria, Morocco, Gibraltar and France, and 
returning to the Indian Ocean (March 1945). Her brief return and 
stay in the Mediterranean for R&R, and RF use on mail, 
however, only lasted six months. This was the only period that 
she used RF overprints, a period encompassing 140 RF recorded 
covers, of which 90% used stamped stationery. 
On route from Ceylon to Casablanca, Richelieu’s September 23 
to 30, 1944 stopover in Algiers caused the change from British 
to U.S. postage. With this first stop in Algiers, the initial use of 
RF overprints, on about a dozen AM-4 (Type 1) envelopes, 
continued into mid-October, then changed to U.S. postage 
stamps for the next two months. By mid-December, while based 
at Casablanca, AM-5 dies were used (about four dozen), and 
continued until March 1945.  
Richelieu provides the largest accumulation by a single writer of 
all RF material. Goodkind noted a grouping of 80 RF covers, 
used between 28 September 1944 and 9 March 1945, from a 
single correspondent, sailor Descoubés, writing to his mother 
Odette in New York City. Goodkind’s list, cross-checked with 
the sales data from the auction of his material, provides the best 
picture of activity. Sailor Descoubés once penned four letters in 
one day, although his output averaged three per week. Although 
he also utilized stamps (a period between mid-October and mid-
December), 90% of his mail used stationery.  
My database today lists only one Descoubés cover from 
November 1944, in the middle of his stamp use period (when we 
see 16-20 covers per month for October and December). I’m 
confident that fifteen undocumented RF uses from that period 
are not stationery, but stamped covers. A handful of late use 
Descoubés mail on AM-5 envelopes thus brings his identified 
total to 78 covers. All told, there are nearly one hundred RF 
covers from Richelieu. Other writers’ mail exists from the ship 
(20 or so more with RF) but none as massive as Descoubés’.  
The second most common RF use on stamped envelopes is that 
from Algiers (RF-c24), accounting for 20 - 30 covers used over 
a three-month period. The third most common group is from 

Casablanca #2 (RF-b24), accounting for 13 covers.  All other 
line listings amount to fewer than 10 covers each. 
Values  
Values of RF material are based on the scarcity of each type of 
overprint on a particular envelope. Combining six envelope die 
types, eleven different RF types, and a short 18-month period of 
use, the possibility of unique uses became real. Rarely are they 
in excellent conditon. Covers usually show postal use, although 
more wear and tear tends to lower any value.  
Thanks to Descoubés, UPSS Type ‘a’ is the most common 
envelope available. The 60 or so envelopes designated RF-a24 
have a base market retail value of $325.00 each. This base value 
should also apply to any non-identified envelope being sold.  
The other line listings represent reasonable values in the 
marketplace for all other identified varieties. Any envelope 
without border has a much higher value, because so few are 
known, most believed to be unique. 
CATALOG LISTINGS 
Table 2 is the matrix that appears in the most recent 20th/21st 
Century catalog. Note that ERP dates are for stamped stationery 
only, as other earlier dates for most RF types exist recorded only 
on stamps (e.g. the earliest documented RF on a postage 
stamped cover is April 24, 1944. 
LISTINGS INTO THE FUTURE 
It is unlikely we will ever know the true distribution of stamped 
stationery available to French sailors, let alone the die types 
represented. Statistical patterns can’t be developed from only 
one or two individual uses, and in this case any pattern is greatly 
skewed by the Descoubés horde. There is also a smattering of 
odd envelopes throughout the RF period, that can’t be 
statistically defined.  
Without examining an envelope in person, it is sometimes 
difficult to identify each as to UPSS type. There are problems 
using the only available photos, some less than crisp, gleaned 
from auction catalogs and magazine articles. Nevertheless, I 
believe over 90% of the RF stamped envelopes to be accurately 
quantified. At some point the listings could be further divided 
when considering watermarks, impossible at this point. I’ve 
strived to be accurate throughout this article, yet some mistakes 
are possible. Please contact me if you have clarifications.  
Where a dozen years ago only 168 stamped envelopes were 
tabulated, today I can document nearly 225 examples. As new 
material emerges, my database will expand. It wouldn’t surprise 
me to find the UPSS list, while fairly inclusive now, added to in 
the future, especially if a large group of unknown material 
appears. 
I’ve previously written Scott, proposing that RF uses are 
essentially Military issues, used during wartime. All evidence 
and documentation show them used by French naval personnel, 
with full processing (posting, application of RFs, censoring) 
prior to U.S. delivery, most devoid of any U.S. markings. Scott’s 
U.S. Specialized listings would improve by moving all RFs into 
a newly formed U.S. Military “M” section (one already existing 
in their worldwide catalogs). Scott’s UCM (and CM) listings 
should be altered to MUC (and MC) notations, relocating the 
stationery from the misplaced “Airpost” stamp section. 



A majority of identified fake RF 
overprints on stationery, mostly unused, 
were detailed in my earlier PS article.9 
Fabrications of RF envelopes came out of 
the woodwork almost as soon as the war 
was over. Dealers created demand, and a 
ready market was made through publicity. 
I will reiterate the warning given in the 
UPSS catalog: Genuine material is very 
scarce. Certificates of authenticity are 
recommended. Various counterfeit and 
philatelically inspired “RF” overprinted 
entires are known. These, as well as 
unaddressed and often uncensored entires, 
are generally recognized to have little or 
no philatelic value. Remember these 
guidelines: 
• All genuine RFs on stationery utilized 
ONLY the 6¢ orange airplane envelopes.  
• There are NO genuine mint RF 
envelopes (almost 100% of envelope 
forgeries are on mint, non-bordered 
envelopes. 
• There are NO genuine RF overprinted 6¢ 
surcharged 2¢ envelopes (1945 
production.) 
• Any RF postmarked earlier than April 
1944 is a fabrication.  
• Any envelope cancelled “Poste Navale” 
with an 8-pointed star (seen nowhere else 
on French naval mail, usually dated “11-
10 / 44”) is a fabrication, Figure 40. 
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The Usual Caveats 

Discounting the Descoubés correspondence, there are still 150 or 
so covers spread between 11 different RF types, from 40 ships or 
bases, sent to over 80 addressees. A skeptic might say “how easy 
to make one of these today”. Think again.  

Through the 18-month course of RF use, ships constantly re-
positioned, and censor tapes and handstamps evolved. It is 
necessary to compare time frames within each RF type from its 
own particular locations of use. Senders’ names and their ships 
are often on the reverse side, along with other censor marks. 
Because of the combination of all elements, along with known 
writers and addressees, it is nearly impossible to “create” an RF 
use today. 

 
Figure 40 - Fabricated, Not “Favor”, 

Cancel 

IN CLOSING 
Taken as a whole, RF usage provides a 
connection to a short period of history at 

war. What we see (and collect) are tangible evidences of that 
time. As ‘postal history’, the envelopes are more than reminders 
of real events and real people. Someone decided to keep 
something that was personally meaningful. Many covers 
unfortunately ended up in the ‘circular file’. The challenge for 
any collector is to not only preserve the material, but to delve 
into the past and present its history to others.  

I would be pleased to hear from anyone who possesses one of 
the B/W images shown. And, of course, anyone who could aid 
my database, be it stamps or stationery.  
                                                 
9 Author, RF Fakes, Forgeries, Frauds and Fabrications on U.S. 
Stamped Envelopes, UPSS, “Postal Stationery”, Nov/Dec 2010, pg 177-81. 

TABLE 2 – UPSS Listed RF, Quantities, Value, ERP Dates 

UPSS 
Over-
print 

Description of Basic 
Envelope Value Quantity Scott ERP 

No. Type 
UPSS 
No. 

Border 
Type 

Envelope 
Die 1 Used Known No.   

Single Overprints 
RF-a14 a AM14 2 AM-4 T 1 $700 7-10 UCM1 19 May 44
RF-a18 a AM18 2 AM-4 T 2 $800 4-6 UCM1 27 Apr 44
RF-a22 a AM22 None AM-4 T 3 $1,300 1 UCM1 27 Dec 44
RF-a24 a AM24 2 AM-5 $325 +80 UCM1 28 Apr 44
RF-a24a a AM24a 2 AM-5 RE $700 7-10 UCM1 7 Jun 44
RF-a25 a AM25 None AM-5 $1,100 2 UCM1 14 Dec 44
RF-b22 b AM22 None AM-4 T 3 $1,300 1 UCM2 19 Jun 45
RF-b24 b AM24 2 AM-5 $650 10-20 UCM2 8 Jan 45
RF-b25 b AM25 None AM-5 $800 4-6 UCM2 31 Mar 45
RF-c14 c AM14 2 AM-4 T 1 $700 7-10 UCM3 31 Oct 44
RF-c18 c AM18 2 AM-4 T 2 $1,300 1 UCM3 22 Oct 44
RF-c24 c AM24 2 AM-5 $550 20-30 UCM3 1 Aug 44
RF-c24a c AM24a 2 AM-5 RE $1,300 1 UCM3 27 Oct 44
RF-c25 2 c AM25 None AM-5 $700 7-10 UCM3 21 Dec 44
RF-d14 d AM14 2 AM-4 T 1 $1,300 1 UCM3A 31 Jul 44
RF-d24 d AM24 2 AM-5 $950 3 UCM3A 17 Jul 44
RF-d25 d AM25 None AM-5 $1,100 2 UCM3A 1 Mar 45
RF-e16 e AM16 4 AM-4 T 1 $1,300 1 UCM4 17 Dec 44
RF-e18 e AM18 2 AM-4 T 2 $1,100 2 UCM4 2 Sep 44
RF-e22 e AM24 2 AM-5 $650 10-20 UCM4 8 Sep 44
RF-e24a e AM24a 2 AM-5 RE $1,300 1 UCM4 5 Jan 45
RF-e25 e AM25 None AM-5 $800 4-6 UCM4 14 Dec 44
RF-f24 f AM25 2 AM-5 $950 3 UCM5 18 Jul 44
RF-g24 g AM24a 2 AM-5 RE $1,300 1 UCM7 5 Oct 44
RF-g25 g AM25 None AM-5 $1,300 1 UCM7 24 Jan 45
RF-h25 h AM25 2 AM-5 $1,300 1 UCM8 12 Jul 44
RF-i24 i AM24 2 AM-5 $1,300 1 NL 
RF-j24 j AM25 2 AM-5 $1,300 1 NL 15 Jul 44
RF-k24 k AM24 2 AM-5 $1,300 1 NL 6 Jul 44

Combination Overprints 
RF-ab24 a+b AM24 2 AM-5 $800 7-10 UCM1a 31 Jan 45
RF-ab24a a+b AM24a 2 AM-5 RE $1,200 2 UCM1a 25 Jan 45
RF-ae24 a+e AM24 2 AM-5 $1,050 3 UCM4a 19 Aug 44
RF-af24 a+f AM24 2 AM-5 $1,400 1 NL 
RF-ai24a a+i AM24a 2 AM-5 RE $1,400 1 NL 28 Mar 45
1.  T = Type, RE = RE 
2.  RF-c25 envelopes addressed to 'Gustavson' or 'Kalafat' may be philatelic items. 


