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THE COLUMBUS OF THE EAST
The Vitus Bering Stamps and First Day Covers from Denmark

By Toke Nørby

If you do a search on the name Vitus Bering on the World Wide Web, you
will find several hundred pages that describe this famous Danish seaman and
explorer.  You will find that what Christopher Columbus was for the western
part of the world, Vitus Bering was for the eastern part.

Exactly when Vitus Jonassen Bering was born seems to be unknown.  He
was baptized on August 21, 1681i  so he probably was born at the beginning of
August 1681, as children at that time in Denmark normally were baptized on
the Sunday following the day they were born.  Most sources only mention that
he was born in the summer of 1681 in Horsens, located on the east coast of the
Jutland (Jylland) Peninsula.

Important Dates in the Life of Vitus Bering ii

1681 (August): Vitus Bering was born and baptized in Horsens, Denmark
as a son of Jonas Svendsen Halmstad and Anne Pedersdatter Bering.

1703: Bering joined the Russian navy.

1715: Bering visited Copenhagen and never saw Denmark again.

1728: Sent out by Peter the Great of Russia, Bering sailed round the
northeast corner of Asia, thus proving that there was water between Asia and
America.iii

1741: Appointed as the leader of Russia’s Great Nordic Expedition, Bering
landed in Alaska as the first European man.  The sea and the strait between
Alaska and Siberia are named after him.

1741 (December 8): Bering died on the island named after him – Bering
Island – off the coast of Kamchatka.iv

Bust of Vitus Bering,
reconstructed by Medico-legal
Institute of Moscow from
Bering’s cranium. Shown here
with the permission of Ole
Schiørring, Horsens Museum.
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The Danish Vitus Bering Stamps from 1941
Denmark issued three commemoratives on November 27, 1941 to honor

one of the world’s most famous explorers on the 200th anniversary of his death
in 1741.  The move for the stamps began in December 1940 when the newspa-
per, Horsens Avis, suggested making a Vitus Bering stamp and a Vitus Bering
committee from Horsens supported the idea.  A group of citizens of Horsens
submitted a sketch for a stamp made by a local draftsman, Knud Møller, to the
GPO (Generaldirektoratet for Post-og Telegrafvæsenet).  Since the GPO did
not like his sketch, they suggested Møller make some changes and especially
urged him to find the correct type of ship to depict. v

Møller made the suggested changes and the
GPO consulted the “Academy for the Beautiful
Arts,” which rejected his sketch, saying that it
was a “dilettante work.”  After that, the GPO and
the Horsens Council decided to hold a public
contest to find a stamp, but the GPO soon
decided to ask draftsman Viggo Bang to design
a Bering stamp.  Bang made several sketches
and, although the GPO accepted one sketch, the
“Academy for the Beautiful Arts” could not

recommend it.  Nevertheless, Bang’s sketch was used – depicting Bering’s ship
“Swiatoj Pietr” (“St. Peter”).  This was the very first of many Danish stamps
made by Viggo Bang.  The Danish engraver Johannes Britze engraved the
Bering stamps.

On November 12, 1941, we could read in “The Official Announcements
from The GPO,” called “OM.”  vi

“As it is, in 1941, 200 years since Vitus Bering died, stamps in his memory
have been produced.  The values are 10, 20 and 40 Øre and the colors are
violet, red and blue…The stamps are produced in sheets of 50 stamps per sheet.
They are to be sold from the 27th this month and because of the first day
cancellation it must be taken care of that the stamps are not sold before that
day.”

The Printing of the Stamps
At that time, all of Denmark’s steel engraved stamps were printed in the

stamp-printing house in Copenhagen.  The stamp-printing machine was a
German Goebel machine type SS number 87 with a printing section, a perforat-
ing section, and a cutting section.  The machine was named M.1 in Denmark
and was in use until 1967. vii

At the stamp-printing house, Bang’s work was transferred to the printing
cylinders via the engraving made by Johannes Britze.  Three printing cylinders
– one for each stamp value and each with 200 impressions of the stamp – were
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produced.  On October 25, 1941, the first cylinder with the internal number #5
with the 10 Øre stamp was placed in the printing machine and the production
began.

The printing number was #505, which was printed on sheets in the upper
right corner and in the lower left corner.  The table lists information from the
so-called “Machine Counter Journal” which shows the reading of the counter
on the printing machine.  The shown number of sheets printed should be the
same as was found when the sheets were controlled for errors.

As you see, the 10 Øre violet stamp was printed from October 25, 1941 -
December 2, 1941.  The printing numbers with a “P” (P015 and P016) were
test prints that did not count in the production.  All test prints were discarded
apart from the small part that was given to the Postal Museum for future study.

As the first day of issue was on November 27, 1941 the stamps used for the
First Day Covers must be from the printing before the cylinder was re-
chromed.  The figures are based on “The Machine Counter Journal,” “The
Stamp Control Book,” showing exactly when and how many sheets were
discarded, and a book I call “Sundgaard’s Private Book”viii   from which I
fortunately took some notes in the late 1970s.

From “Sundgaard’s Private Book,” we can see that the 18 sheets printed on
November 10, 1941 were printed after the re-chromium-plating of the cylinder.
This means that all stamps used for FDCs on the day of issue are from the
earlier part of use of cylinder #5.
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According to the next table, the 20 Øre red stamp was printed from Novem-
ber 15, 1941 – December 5, 1941.

Finally, the 40 Øre blue Bering stamp was printed from November 11, 1941
- November 27, 1941.

The First Danish First Day Covers
     This issue was also a milestone in Danish philately as Denmark for the

first time used a special postmark on the first day of issue of the Vitus Bering
stamps.  Actually two different postmarks were in use – one in Copenhagen
and one in Bering’s hometown of Horsens in Jutland.  So, when the stamps
were issued on November 27, 1941, 15,055 FDCs were postmarked in
Copenhagen and 36,098 FDCs in Horsens.ix   This was a Scandinavian record
at that time.  The old record was 22,000 FDCs, but no further detail is known.
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      The reason for this huge interest was of course the first Danish First
Day Postmarks, which were announced by the GPO on September 10, 1941.x

 “A special postmark with the text “København V. Frimærkets
Udgivelsesdag - First day cover” (Copenhagen V. The Stamp’s Day of issue -
First day cover) was produced for use on stamps sold from the post office on
the first day of sale at the post offices.  The postmark will be used at
Postvæsenets Oplysningskontor to which all requests for first day
postmarkings must be sent.”

And from a GPO announcement of November 12, 1941:xi

 “A first day postmark will be sent to the Post Office in Horsens.  The text
will be: “Horsens - The town of Birth of Vitus Bering - Fist Day Cover” for use
when the public asks for a special cancellation of the Vitus Bering stamps on
their first day of issue, that is, the first day these stamps will be sold from the
Post Offices.”

The draftsman Knud Møller from Horsens, whose previous sketches for the
Bering stamp were rejected by the GPO, was now asked to make an illustration
for the local First Day Cover in Horsens.  Aa. Kabell discusses in his excellent
pamphletxii  the various covers produced in connection with the issue of the
Bering stamps.  The Horsens Filatelistklub produced most of these FDCs.

One type of FDC produced was the “flagship,” only issued in 200 num-
bered copies.  Number one was given to the king, Christian X, no. 2 to the
crown prince, Frederik, no. 3 to the postmaster of Horsens, J. Stokholm, and
no. 4 to the General Director in Denmark, K. J. Jensen.  Cover no. 46 is shown.

The copy shown is no. 46 of 200
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In some of the FDCs, there were greetings from the sender if these were
firms.  One confused the 200th anniversary of Bering’s death with his birth and
wrote in his greeting: “Horsens, 27 November 1941.  In the memory of the 200
anniversary day of Vitus Bering’s birth we hereby send you a cover with the
Vitus Bering stamps cancelled with a First-Day-Cancel.  Sincerely yours.  K.
Madsen Trikotagefabrik.”

Commercial FDCs
The well-known Danish stamp dealer Harry Poulsen from Aarhus

Frimærkehandel, AFA, also was aware that the FDC was an item on which he
could base some of his business.  He issued his first FDC with the Vitus Bering
stamps, postmarked with the FDC cancel from Copenhagen.

This is the
first
commercial
FDC from
AFA

Bering’s Exact Look
We don’t really know what Bering

looked like.  A few portraits exist but there
are doubts as to their authenticity, accord-
ing to officials at the Horsens Museum.
One of the portraits apparently was used to
depict Bering on a 1957 Russian stamp
commemorating “The 275 Anniversary of
Vitus Bering’s birth.”  (The actual anniver-
sary was 1956.)

A Soviet-Danish team of archaeologists and forensic physicians found
Bering’s grave in 1991 (along with five other seamen).  The skeletons were
examined in Moscow where scientists succeeded in re-creating Bering’s
appearance.  In 1992, the remains of the six men were reburied on Bering
Island.
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Conclusion
Denmark’s Vitus Bering stamps are worth a closer study, as there are several

nice varieties.  But that is another story!
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