


l(ii) 

Australia's most valuable 
stamp collection is stored 
in a secret "strongroom". 
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Photography Simon Schluter 
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It's a stamp collector's dream: a stockpile of some of sale from happening. Managing director of Leski Auctions, 
the most rare and valuable stamps and philatelic paraphernalia Charles Leski, had been selected by Australia Post to choose 
ever issued in Australia, locked up in a nondescript building which items would be sold but he pulled out after receiving 
that Australian Post staff refer to as "the strongroom". death threats. "There were a series of events, the last and 

The treasures here include sheets of high-denomination most dramatic of which was that in the car park of our 
stamps, produced from 1913 and featuring a kangaroo inside premises, I was beaten up ... by two big guys in balaclavas," 
a blank map of "white Australia", each of which could be worth he says. "The result of that was that I had a broken hand." 
a few thousand dollars on the open market. "I still remind 
myself that this is the only place on the globe where this 
kind of material exists and I have the opportunity of looking 
at it and handling it and arranging its exhibits," says Richard 
Breckon, Australia Post's philatelic historian. 

Breckon, a collector himself for more than 40 years 
(but not of Australian stamps, he stresses), says the hobby first 
took Australia by storm in the 1940s and again in the 1970s. 
It wasn't until 1951 that the Postmaster-General's Department 
began to systematically retain stamps and associated artwork. 

In a never-to-be-repeated sale in 1987, Australia Post 
(now a private company wholly owned by the Federal 
Government) put $1-million worth of its collection on the open 
market to raise $750,000 to buy the Ray Chapman collection, 
which included a thorough representation of 2oth-century 
Australian stamps. Chapman was a 3AW radio presenter in 
the 1940s and his collection of 20 albums is regarded by 

. many in philately as the jewel in Australia Post's crown. 
But the one-off sale was not without controversy. In the 

lead-up, it was not known exactly how the flood of sought
after material might affect the market. There were people with 
vested interests who may have even wanted to prevent the 

Leski recovered, the stamp market didn't crash and, in a twist 
years later, people pleaded for another "one-off" sale - which 
Australia Post says (for the record) will never happen. 

Every two or three weeks, Australia Post issues up to 
five new stamps, swelling the collection by 2000 (they keep 
multiples of each stamp) and adding another folder to the 
storage compactors. New designs have been submitted 
by the company's philatelic group to the stamp advisory 
committee for approval since 1947. Forbidden themes 
include anniversaries of deaths, events connected to religious 
organisations and subjects likely to cause "public divisiveness". 
The only people who can be depicted are members of the 
British Royal Family, recipients of the Australia Post Australian 
Legends Award, Australian recipients of the Victoria Cross and 
unidentified Australians representing a section of society. 

Collecting stamps, these days, is big business 

(transactions amount to more than $40 million a year). "Any 
analysis over time would demonstrate that stamps do as well 
as, if not better, than shares," says Leski. "But the assumption 
is that you are both spreading your risk and avoiding putting all 
your money in a dog, which can happen in stamps just as it 
can happen in shares." 
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