The Cover Story
Today’s Stamp Topic -- “Collecting Topical Stamps”

by Phil Fettig

If you have been a stamp collector for any length of time you should be familiar with the comments “Collect
anything you want and in any way that makes you happy” and “There are no rigid rules for making your stamp
collection”. These non-rule “rules” set the stage for topical or thematic collecting.
As a dealer, I love the collector who still strives to complete “the whole world”.
But, alas,
they are hard to find anymore. Even trying to stick to one country, such as the United States, you will still hit a
hard wall of expensive items that are hard to obtain. Topical collecting consists of picking a subject that is
meaningful to you and then pursuing it to whatever level that meets your needs. For example, you can make
your collection as simple as page after page of stamps showing every item you can find showing ships to a
formal exhibition level effort regarding the history of water transportation. Let’s look at some other methods
and types of topical collecting.
During our last called auction the world’s first postage stamp, a Great Britain Scott 1 sold for well over
$100.00. How many of you would like to own a nice “Penny Black”? Figure (1) shows such a stamp on the
left. The right side shows Uganda 789 with GB 1 on the face. The complete set of Uganda 789-796 has a CV
of $12.75 and shows 7 additional classic stamps including the inverted Jenny. All in all, a really cheap way to
collect high priced material.
Figure (2) is a pair of ships. On the left is an older stamp, US 621 (CV - $22.00) showing a Viking Ship. On
the right, Indonesia 649 (CV less than $1) with a 1964 Submarine. (What else did you expect from me?).
Using the example mentioned before, your collection could have a fleet of older expensive stamps or
concentrate on the modern. You get the idea - spend what you want and no matter if you are chasing an
exhibit Gold Medal or just as many stamps as you can - Have Fun!
What should you collect? The subjects are infinitesimal! When you settle on a topic remember another
important difference from “normal” collecting - Having a complete set is not critical. For the rest of the article
the illustrations will only show one stamp from many different sets. Some sets may have the topic on all
stamps while others may only show it on one.
Do you like other living things -- animals, birds, fish & plants? Figure (3) shows beautiful examples of sheep, a
rabbit, bird, butterfly, and a rose. Figure (4) gets its own spot because it can represent an animal (penguin), a
continent (Antarctica) and a flag (Czechoslovakia). Therefore, this stamp could be found in 3 different topical
collections.
Figure (5) is another “multi-purpose” set of stamps. Austria 1004-1005 could
as examples of a train, plane, carriage, horse, mailman, vehicle (van & tractor) and UPU.
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You can limit yourself to stamps from countries that have a connection to the subject or you can follow the
flood of issues from countries that I’m sure you all are aware of. Once again, there is no wrong way as long as
you enjoy it and are not doing it to fund your retirement. Figure (6) shows a Ras Al Khaima tribute to Human
rights showing Abe Lincoln. The others in the set are JFK & Martin Luther King.
Hopefully I have shown you a few ways to create an enjoyable and affordable collection of
something that you enjoy. I’ve been collecting for 60 years and dealing for over 30 of them. I have not
mounted my “stuff” yet, but I still throw a glassine with a yellow tulip, pretty flowers, Mt. Everest or a ship into a
drawer for a rainy day.
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Reminiscences
T

imes are that I’m called upon
to evaluate a collection from
an inheritance. Often the seller
doesn’t know anything about philately so
I have a huge advantage. Moreover, if I’m
invited to the home just after the collector
has passed away, given the emotional rush
after the loss of a loved one, sometimes
the family just wants the stamps gone.
Is this a great opportunity?
I’ll tell you how I prefer to handle it.
Gently on the phone, I’ll ask the seller
how long it has been since the collector’s
passing. With the gazillion details that absorb the family in the weeks after a passing, thinking about the stamp collection
ought not factor into it. However, sometimes the family needs cash flow, and the
stamp collection is right there.
I’m not the pushy sort. My interpretation of a good transaction is one where
the seller (widow?) lies in bed six months
hence, smiling, knowing she’s done right.
The worst thing a dealer could do is intrude during the mourning period.
I’ll explain that there’s two ways in
which I can be helpful. My company can
either purchase the collection, or we can
accept it for public auction. Some collections are not appropriate for auction,
while some holdings should only be sold
at auction. It might be that the material in
discussion is something which my company isn’t comfortable with so I will recommend another company.
Most likely the family won’t know the
value of what they’re selling. The auction
company works on commission to realize
the best (highest) price. Keep in mind that
an auction company that does only classic
U.S. would be inappropriate for Argentina so “not one size fits all.” Most houses
work across the board, and some handle
only one area. While my company is best
known for China/Asia, U.S. and worldwide amounts to 70% of what we do.
In stressed economic times like now,
not everyone is positioned to wait the
months that selling by auction necessitates between the date of consigning, the
auction sales date, and some time hence
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until the auction company collects from
the buyers to pay the seller. Thus selling
outright is appealing. How to do it best?
Take advantage of the relationship the
collector had with his favorite dealer. It’s
matching up a more willing buyer at a bit
higher price with the family. Think of it
as “continuity.” A specialist dealer will
understand the material better.
Be a good thing for the collector to
place with the collection, or give his executor, the names of dealers or auction
houses he trusts. Remember businesses
fade just like collectors pass on.
It’s ironic that a collector can focus
such time and money on his collection
yet not anticipate the bewilderment the
beneficiary of his estate feels out of the
lack of knowledge on how to best sell the
collection. Think “deer in the headlights.”
Strong-willed family members, never interested before, suddenly want the collection. A stamp club buddy pops in, saying
the collection was promised to him. Think
it couldn’t happen?
I’ve seen wonderful collections piecemealed out on eBay, handed off to a
teenager for describing and listing just
because he is computer savvy. Following that thought, I’ve purchased excellent
material misdescribed on eBay, only to
resell it most profitably elsewhere.
To protect the beneficiary, leave names
and instructions. Who do you trust? It’s
that simple.
I’ll give you an example how this
might work. Charlie Otstot had passed on
some years ago, but not before telling his
wife that, when I came to town, I should
be given an opportunity to buy his stamp
collection. She waited until my company
had a table at NAPEX, the fine show held
outside of Washington, D.C. Her CPA
recommended that she obtain another offer before I arrived.
A few days following the show, after
I looked over the impressive collection,
I opined the collection would realize
about $100,000 at auction so my cash offer would be a bit less. Mrs. Otstot was
greatly shocked as a dealer had offered
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$30,000, to which I blurted out “not by
a friend.” The PRC 1968 “All China Is
Red” mint and used examples were worth
more than his offer! Since the causation
of the sale was Charlie’s passing and not
an immediate need for funding, I recommended the collection go into my auction. More money for Mrs. Otstot and my
company earned its fee.
Certainly any dealer should be an
American Stamp Dealer Association and/
or American Philatelic Society member.
Both societies have high standards for
membership while it’s quite easy to be
expelled for poor conduct. Ask for references: do your due diligence. No question
is a foolish one.
Play by the rules: if you’re going to
get two offers, don’t reveal the first one.
Not only isn’t it fair, you might have been
offered more. If someone is traveling to
you, be prepared to make a decision on
the spot, to avoid the necessity of two
trips to you. Time is money.
Regret the time or money expended on
the collection? My Katie recently opined
when I repeated the comment, that she
got a warm feeling, knowing that I would
be in our den, playing with my stamp collection when she was visiting her mother.
I could have been out at a pub instead!
She thinks me dependable. )

